







[bookmark: _MON_1819015253][bookmark: _MON_1819015256][bookmark: _MON_1819015258][bookmark: _MON_1819015259][bookmark: _MON_1819015261][bookmark: _MON_1819015262][bookmark: _MON_1819015264][bookmark: _MON_1819015266]All of my manuscripts  The Loop Print – Full Manuscript
Part I: Prologue → Chapter 13
Formatted in standard manuscript style (Times New Roman 12pt, double-spaced, 1-inch margins).
Prologue – June Gloom
The fog rolled low and heavy, the way it always did in June along the Pacific. June gloom, people called it, but that night it felt like something else entirely—like the town itself wanted to smother sound.
Sofia walked quickly, sneakers scuffing the wet pavement, backpack slung on one shoulder. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She texted a friend back, laughed at the screen, then tucked it away. The mist made every corner look like an opening to somewhere you didn’t want to go.
The church steps loomed ahead, its steeple blurred by fog. A figure waited there.
The priest.
“You’re late,” he said, voice muffled, almost absorbed into the night.
She shifted her weight, one sneaker sliding slightly. “Youth group ran long.”
He smiled, but not in a way that helped. “Busy girl. Always rushing.”
She glanced around. The street was empty except for a man walking his dog across the way. He slowed, saw them, decided it was nothing unusual. A priest, a girl. He tugged the leash and moved on.
“Come inside,” the priest said, resting a hand on her shoulder. His tone was coaxing but firm.
Sofia let out a laugh—too sharp, too quick—and the fog closed around them both.
By morning, she was gone. And already, the Palisades had begun to forget.
Chapter 1 – The Garden Café
The Garden Café’s windows fogged with condensation, turning the morning into watercolor. June gloom pressed against the glass, and inside, the soundtrack held steady: brushed snares, a lazy saxophone, Cool Jaxx smoothing the edges of everything.
Ava Beckett cradled her cappuccino, foam swirling into a galaxy she didn’t want to name. Around her, mothers unrolled their daily recital of privilege.
“Harvard’s water polo coach says he’s promising.”
“Yale’s tutor is already booked solid—three hundred an hour.”
“Princeton’s orthodontist says his jawline will be leadership material.”
They weren’t nicknames. They were names. Their children had been christened into status, little brands with trust funds.
At a corner table, Daniel bent over his math worksheet, pencil smudging at the edges. He was ten, long lashes and quiet gravity. Different. That made him prey.
Two Ivy boys leaned over his shoulder. “Dragon?” one said.
“Ship,” Daniel muttered.
“Looks like a dragon.”
“It’s a Kestrel,” he said softly. Too specific. Always too specific.
They laughed and drifted back, smug as their mothers. Ava looked down into her cup, heat rising in her chest. He’s sensitive. That isn’t a defect, she told herself. But here, sensitivity was treated like rust.
Her phone vibrated. The Loop Ledger newsletter slid into her inbox: pastel fonts, floral borders, quotes without attribution. Between announcements about linen-dress luncheons and a garden party was a single line:
Those who stray from the shore risk vanquishing, as the tide spares no one.
She read it twice. The word vanquishing snagged like a thorn.
At the pastry case, Daniel appeared at her elbow. “They don’t have blueberry muffins today.”
“They might have some in the back,” Ava said.
“They told me to check the app.” He smiled faintly. “The muffin app.”
She almost laughed. Almost.
Vivian tapped the glass on her way past outside, tennis bag over her shoulder, quick smile like a warning. They erase people, poof, like they were never here, she had once whispered. Ava waved back weakly, then looked again at her phone.
Another Ledger email. Same text, but with a new line at the bottom:
Attendance is expected. Absence will be understood.
Chapter 2 – Errands
The new nanny was already in the kitchen when Rosa came down. Leah.
She looked up from rinsing grapes into a porcelain bowl and smiled—a smile that landed like a trick mirror. Same dark hair, same build, same slope of cheekbones. Only younger. Polished. Eager.
“Morning,” Leah said, wearing Rosa’s old apron as if it had always been hers.
“Morning,” Rosa answered, shifting her tote strap.
The youngest had already called her Mommy once last week. Carter had laughed, said kids get confused. But Rosa hadn’t laughed. Not really.
“Take the golf cart if you’re running errands,” Carter called from the hall, buttoning his cuff. “Safer that way.”
She nodded, though she had no intention of touching it. The golf cart was his leash—practical, visible, impossible to steer beyond the town’s limits. She walked past it in the driveway, head down toward the bus stop.
The bus sighed when it arrived, brakes exhaling. She stepped on, canvas bag announcing ERRANDS in bold print. Inside, beneath the grocery flyer, a textbook waited. Contraband disguised as produce.
At the campus, fog clung to eucalyptus branches. Rosa climbed the stairs to the café and there he was.
“Rosa?”
Mateo Delgado. Older, heavier in the jaw, but Mateo all the same. His smile was warm, real.
“You?” she whispered, relief seeping through.
They fell into step without deciding to.
“You still don’t drive?” he asked gently.
“No.” Her fingers tightened on her tote. “Carter prefers I don’t.”
“Then you took the bus up here.”
She nodded.
“That’s brave.”
“It’s just a bus.”
“Not here,” he said. “Here, it’s a rebellion.”
His words warmed her more than the coffee between her palms. For ninety minutes in that classroom, she wasn’t anyone’s wife or mother. She was a person with a notebook, a pen, and the fragile taste of autonomy.
Chapter 3 – Caruso’s Paradise
The outdoor mall pretended it wasn’t a mall. Cobblestones engineered to look accidental. Bougainvillea draped like Instagram filters. Fountains that cost more than some houses. Rick Caruso’s curated dream of safety.
Ava hated it. Daniel squeezed her hand as they crossed the square, Cool Jaxx fluttering overhead from discreet speakers.
The Ivy set circled the fountain in tennis whites.
“Where’s your racket, Daniel?” one boy teased.
“He still draws dragons,” another added.
“Ships,” Daniel whispered.
Their mothers stood nearby, voices pitched like daggers wrapped in silk.
“She’s filing? Bold.”
“Stupid. Divorce is social suicide here.”
Ava steered Daniel toward the bookstore. Vivian swept past with her tennis bag, leaned close enough to murmur: “Caruso built this place so you wouldn’t notice you’re in a cage.” Then she was gone.
Her phone buzzed. Another Ledger email:
Attendance is expected. Absence will be understood.
Chapter 4 – Giorgio Baldi
Kelly’s Lexus smelled of leather cleaner. Rosa sat stiff in the passenger seat, nodding as Kelly talked about committee rosters and ski trips.
“You really don’t drive?” Kelly said, half disbelief, half pity. “I’d die without my Escalade.”
“Carter thinks the golf cart is enough,” Rosa murmured.
Kelly laughed lightly. “At least he looks out for you.”
The valet whisked the car away. Giorgio Baldi hushed around them, no bar, no pictures, prestige in understatement. Cool Jaxx hummed faintly, the same song looping from café to restaurant to street.
At the long table, the Palisades circle leaned in. Tutors, retreats, remodels. Katie waved her napkin like a flag. “If Botox were tax deductible, this place would be a nonprofit.” Laughter rippled, brittle.
Rosa smiled, late again.
Her phone buzzed under the table. Carter: Kids are fine. Nanny has them under control.
She slipped the phone away quickly, heart tightening. Leah—the replacement, the mirror—tucking her children into bed with Rosa’s apron, Rosa’s gestures, Rosa’s face.
Katie caught her eye. “Everything okay?”
“Fine,” Rosa lied.
Katie grinned, launching into another story about valets who looked like auditioning actors. The table laughed again. Rosa raised her glass but felt herself drifting, already half-vanished in the fog that pressed low against the restaurant windows.
Chapter 5 – A Doctor’s Smile
Dr. Beckett shook hands like a man handing out business cards—firm, polished, nothing lingering. At Corpus Veritas school, he was impossible not to notice. He wore his respectability the way other men wore cologne.
“Morning, Doctor,” one of the mothers said brightly as he stepped into the courtyard. He smiled in that calibrated way that suggested he had already blessed the day.
Ava stood beside him, Daniel tugging at her sleeve. “Do you have to go to work right after?” she asked.
“Patients are waiting,” he said, eyes already on the headmaster crossing the yard.
She nodded, holding Daniel’s hand tighter. Around them, mothers chatted in loops of rehearsed admiration—whose children were excelling, whose homes were being remodeled. She drifted at the edge, half-listening, watching Daniel hover near the playground, sketchbook clutched to his chest.
“Nice turnout,” Dr. Beckett said, nodding toward the gathered parents. He leaned down just enough for only her to hear. “Smile, Ava. People watch.”
She did. The smile landed late, as if mailed in from somewhere else.
Later, she picked up a copy of the Palisades Chronicle from the rack outside the café. The briefs were lined up like whispers in print:
- Longtime Resident Relocates Abruptly
- Abandoned Jaguar Towed from Side Street
- Beloved Sister Margaret Reassigned from Corpus Veritas
Each one written like a shrug, as if departures were just another line item in community life.
She folded the paper under her arm, Daniel beside her, and told herself it was nothing. Just newsprint. Just words.
Chapter 6 – The Café on Campus
Rosa sat across from Mateo at a small table, her tote bag propped like a shield. The campus café was glass and green plants, sunlight struggling through June gloom.
“I shouldn’t even be here,” she said, stirring her coffee without drinking it.
“Why not?” he asked.
“Because it doesn’t fit.” She gestured toward the students with their earbuds, their laptops, their youth.
Mateo leaned back. “It fits if you sit in the chair.”
She laughed once, nervous. “Carter says the golf cart is enough. Errands only. Not this.”
“Carter,” Mateo repeated, letting the word sit. “He still keeping the radius small?”
“He says it’s safer.”
“Safer for who?”
She didn’t answer.
For a while they just watched people move in and out of the café. Rosa traced the rim of her cup, then finally asked: “Do you ever feel like you know when something is about to break? Even if everyone else is smiling like it isn’t?”
Mateo’s eyes flickered, distant. “Every night of my childhood. I used to count how many plates were left in the cabinet before my father came home. If we had four, maybe we’d be okay. If we had two, I knew something had already been broken.”
Rosa’s throat tightened. She looked down at her hands, folded small in her lap. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know,” he said. His voice softened. “But I see it, Rosa. I see the way you sit smaller in your own chair. I’ve seen it before.”
She closed her eyes, just for a second. It was terrifying to be seen and a relief all the same.
When she opened them, Mateo was watching her the way you watch someone cross a street you know too well—cautious, hopeful, braced.
Chapter 7 – Announcements
The Loop Ledger arrived in inboxes that evening like scripture disguised as stationery:
Equinox Gathering  
Location: Private  
Time: To be advised  
Attendance: Required
Below the floral header, in pale gray text that looked like an afterthought, it read: Absence will be understood.
On the kitchen counter, Rosa’s phone buzzed with the notification while Leah, the nanny, rinsed dishes in Rosa’s apron. Rosa silenced it quickly, heart pounding, before Carter could notice.
Across town, Ava read the same words in her inbox, Daniel asleep upstairs, Dr. Beckett already snoring in curated exhaustion.
On the front step, a copy of the Palisades Chronicle lay folded. She picked it up, scanned the briefs in the dim porchlight:
- Another Home Burglarized, Security Called Ineffective
- Resident Relocates—Privacy Requested
- Jaguar Still Unclaimed
The words stacked into patterns that weren’t supposed to be patterns. People leaving. Objects vanishing. Incidents dismissed.
Ava closed the paper and stood for a long moment in the gloom, feeling like she was already breathing inside someone else’s script.
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Prologue – June Gloom
The fog rolled low and heavy, the way it always did in June along the Pacific. June gloom, people called it, but that night it felt like something else entirely—like the town itself wanted to smother sound.
Sofia walked quickly, sneakers scuffing the wet pavement, backpack slung on one shoulder. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She texted a friend back, laughed at the screen, then tucked it away. The mist made every corner look like an opening to somewhere you didn’t want to go.
The church steps loomed ahead, its steeple blurred by fog. A figure waited there.
The priest.
“You’re late,” he said, voice muffled, almost absorbed into the night.
She shifted her weight, one sneaker sliding slightly. “Youth group ran long.”
He smiled, but not in a way that helped. “Busy girl. Always rushing.”
She glanced around. The street was empty except for a man walking his dog across the way. He slowed, saw them, decided it was nothing unusual. A priest, a girl. He tugged the leash and moved on.
“Come inside,” the priest said, resting a hand on her shoulder. His tone was coaxing but firm.
Sofia let out a laugh—too sharp, too quick—and the fog closed around them both.
By morning, she was gone. And already, the Palisades had begun to forget.
Chapter 1 – The Garden Café
The Garden Café’s windows fogged with condensation, turning the morning into watercolor. June gloom pressed against the glass, and inside, the soundtrack held steady: brushed snares, a lazy saxophone, Cool Jaxx smoothing the edges of everything.
Ava Beckett cradled her cappuccino, foam swirling into a galaxy she didn’t want to name. Around her, mothers unrolled their daily recital of privilege.
“Harvard’s water polo coach says he’s promising.”
“Yale’s tutor is already booked solid—three hundred an hour.”
“Princeton’s orthodontist says his jawline will be leadership material.”
They weren’t nicknames. They were names. Their children had been christened into status, little brands with trust funds.
At a corner table, Daniel bent over his math worksheet, pencil smudging at the edges. He was ten, long lashes and quiet gravity. Different. That made him prey.
Two Ivy boys leaned over his shoulder. “Dragon?” one said.
“Ship,” Daniel muttered.
“Looks like a dragon.”
“It’s a Kestrel,” he said softly. Too specific. Always too specific.
They laughed and drifted back, smug as their mothers. Ava looked down into her cup, heat rising in her chest. He’s sensitive. That isn’t a defect, she told herself. But here, sensitivity was treated like rust.
Her phone vibrated. The Loop Ledger newsletter slid into her inbox: pastel fonts, floral borders, quotes without attribution. Between announcements about linen-dress luncheons and a garden party was a single line:
Those who stray from the shore risk vanquishing, as the tide spares no one.
She read it twice. The word vanquishing snagged like a thorn.
At the pastry case, Daniel appeared at her elbow. “They don’t have blueberry muffins today.”
“They might have some in the back,” Ava said.
“They told me to check the app.” He smiled faintly. “The muffin app.”
She almost laughed. Almost.
Vivian tapped the glass on her way past outside, tennis bag over her shoulder, quick smile like a warning. They erase people, poof, like they were never here, she had once whispered. Ava waved back weakly, then looked again at her phone.
Another Ledger email. Same text, but with a new line at the bottom:
Attendance is expected. Absence will be understood.
Chapter 2 – Errands
The new nanny was already in the kitchen when Rosa came down. Leah.
She looked up from rinsing grapes into a porcelain bowl and smiled—a smile that landed like a trick mirror. Same dark hair, same build, same slope of cheekbones. Only younger. Polished. Eager.
“Morning,” Leah said, wearing Rosa’s old apron as if it had always been hers.
“Morning,” Rosa answered, shifting her tote strap.
The youngest had already called her Mommy once last week. Carter had laughed, said kids get confused. But Rosa hadn’t laughed. Not really.
“Take the golf cart if you’re running errands,” Carter called from the hall, buttoning his cuff. “Safer that way.”
She nodded, though she had no intention of touching it. The golf cart was his leash—practical, visible, impossible to steer beyond the town’s limits. She walked past it in the driveway, head down toward the bus stop.
The bus sighed when it arrived, brakes exhaling. She stepped on, canvas bag announcing ERRANDS in bold print. Inside, beneath the grocery flyer, a textbook waited. Contraband disguised as produce.
At the campus, fog clung to eucalyptus branches. Rosa climbed the stairs to the café and there he was.
“Rosa?”
Mateo Delgado. Older, heavier in the jaw, but Mateo all the same. His smile was warm, real.
“You?” she whispered, relief seeping through.
They fell into step without deciding to.
“You still don’t drive?” he asked gently.
“No.” Her fingers tightened on her tote. “Carter prefers I don’t.”
“Then you took the bus up here.”
She nodded.
“That’s brave.”
“It’s just a bus.”
“Not here,” he said. “Here, it’s a rebellion.”
His words warmed her more than the coffee between her palms. For ninety minutes in that classroom, she wasn’t anyone’s wife or mother. She was a person with a notebook, a pen, and the fragile taste of autonomy.
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Chapter 3 – Caruso’s Paradise
The outdoor mall pretended it wasn’t a mall. Cobblestones engineered to look accidental. Bougainvillea draped like Instagram filters. Fountains that cost more than some houses. Rick Caruso’s curated dream of safety.
Ava hated it. Daniel squeezed her hand as they crossed the square, Cool Jaxx fluttering overhead from discreet speakers.
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Her phone buzzed. Another Ledger email:
Attendance is expected. Absence will be understood.
Chapter 4 – Giorgio Baldi
Kelly’s Lexus smelled of leather cleaner. Rosa sat stiff in the passenger seat, nodding as Kelly talked about committee rosters and ski trips.
“You really don’t drive?” Kelly said, half disbelief, half pity. “I’d die without my Escalade.”
“Carter thinks the golf cart is enough,” Rosa murmured.
Kelly laughed lightly. “At least he looks out for you.”
The valet whisked the car away. Giorgio Baldi hushed around them, no bar, no pictures, prestige in understatement. Cool Jaxx hummed faintly, the same song looping from café to restaurant to street.
At the long table, the Palisades circle leaned in. Tutors, retreats, remodels. Katie waved her napkin like a flag. “If Botox were tax deductible, this place would be a nonprofit.” Laughter rippled, brittle.
Rosa smiled, late again.
Her phone buzzed under the table. Carter: Kids are fine. Nanny has them under control.
She slipped the phone away quickly, heart tightening. Leah—the replacement, the mirror—tucking her children into bed with Rosa’s apron, Rosa’s gestures, Rosa’s face.
Katie caught her eye. “Everything okay?”
“Fine,” Rosa lied.
Katie grinned, launching into another story about valets who looked like auditioning actors. The table laughed again. Rosa raised her glass but felt herself drifting, already half-vanished in the fog that pressed low against the restaurant windows.
Chapter 5 – A Doctor’s Smile
Dr. Beckett shook hands like a man handing out business cards—firm, polished, nothing lingering. At Corpus Veritas school, he was impossible not to notice. He wore his respectability the way other men wore cologne.
“Morning, Doctor,” one of the mothers said brightly as he stepped into the courtyard. He smiled in that calibrated way that suggested he had already blessed the day.
Ava stood beside him, Daniel tugging at her sleeve. “Do you have to go to work right after?” she asked.
“Patients are waiting,” he said, eyes already on the headmaster crossing the yard.
She nodded, holding Daniel’s hand tighter. Around them, mothers chatted in loops of rehearsed admiration—whose children were excelling, whose homes were being remodeled. She drifted at the edge, half-listening, watching Daniel hover near the playground, sketchbook clutched to his chest.
“Nice turnout,” Dr. Beckett said, nodding toward the gathered parents. He leaned down just enough for only her to hear. “Smile, Ava. People watch.”
She did. The smile landed late, as if mailed in from somewhere else.
Later, she picked up a copy of the Palisades Chronicle from the rack outside the café. The briefs were lined up like whispers in print:
- Longtime Resident Relocates Abruptly
- Abandoned Jaguar Towed from Side Street
- Beloved Sister Margaret Reassigned from Corpus Veritas
Each one written like a shrug, as if departures were just another line item in community life.
She folded the paper under her arm, Daniel beside her, and told herself it was nothing. Just newsprint. Just words.
Chapter 6 – The Café on Campus
Rosa sat across from Mateo at a small table, her tote bag propped like a shield. The campus café was glass and green plants, sunlight struggling through June gloom.
“I shouldn’t even be here,” she said, stirring her coffee without drinking it.
“Why not?” he asked.
“Because it doesn’t fit.” She gestured toward the students with their earbuds, their laptops, their youth.
Mateo leaned back. “It fits if you sit in the chair.”
She laughed once, nervous. “Carter says the golf cart is enough. Errands only. Not this.”
“Carter,” Mateo repeated, letting the word sit. “He still keeping the radius small?”
“He says it’s safer.”
“Safer for who?”
She didn’t answer.
For a while they just watched people move in and out of the café. Rosa traced the rim of her cup, then finally asked: “Do you ever feel like you know when something is about to break? Even if everyone else is smiling like it isn’t?”
Mateo’s eyes flickered, distant. “Every night of my childhood. I used to count how many plates were left in the cabinet before my father came home. If we had four, maybe we’d be okay. If we had two, I knew something had already been broken.”
Rosa’s throat tightened. She looked down at her hands, folded small in her lap. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know,” he said. His voice softened. “But I see it, Rosa. I see the way you sit smaller in your own chair. I’ve seen it before.”
She closed her eyes, just for a second. It was terrifying to be seen and a relief all the same.
When she opened them, Mateo was watching her the way you watch someone cross a street you know too well—cautious, hopeful, braced.
Chapter 7 – Announcements
The Loop Ledger arrived in inboxes that evening like scripture disguised as stationery:
Equinox Gathering  
Location: Private  
Time: To be advised  
Attendance: Required
Below the floral header, in pale gray text that looked like an afterthought, it read: Absence will be understood.
On the kitchen counter, Rosa’s phone buzzed with the notification while Leah, the nanny, rinsed dishes in Rosa’s apron. Rosa silenced it quickly, heart pounding, before Carter could notice.
Across town, Ava read the same words in her inbox, Daniel asleep upstairs, Dr. Beckett already snoring in curated exhaustion.
On the front step, a copy of the Palisades Chronicle lay folded. She picked it up, scanned the briefs in the dim porchlight:
- Another Home Burglarized, Security Called Ineffective
- Resident Relocates—Privacy Requested
- Jaguar Still Unclaimed
The words stacked into patterns that weren’t supposed to be patterns. People leaving. Objects vanishing. Incidents dismissed.
Ava closed the paper and stood for a long moment in the gloom, feeling like she was already breathing inside someone else’s script.
Chapter 8 – Committee Chairs
The library at Corpus Veritas smelled like old carpet and ambition. Rows of folding chairs had been arranged in a neat semicircle around a table with pitchers of water and lemon wedges, the polite theater of school committees.
Ava arrived first, Daniel’s sketchbook still in her tote, and took a seat near the back. She didn’t want to appear eager, but she didn’t want to appear absent either. Absence here was never just absence; it was interpreted.
The women trickled in with the sound of bracelets and chair legs. Kelly, immaculate. Jen, already whispering about the gala. Katie, dropping her tote on the table like she’d just stormed out of a sitcom.
Rosa arrived last, out of breath, smoothing her skirt as if it had offended someone. She glanced quickly around the room, scanning for a chair. Ava noticed her, then noticed herself noticing. Rosa had a kind of stillness that read as distance, and distance here was always suspicious.
“Rosa, hi!” Katie called, waving her napkin as though they were at Giorgio Baldi again. “Over here. I need someone with good penmanship for the minutes.”
The room laughed. Rosa smiled and lowered herself into the seat beside Ava.
“Hi,” Ava said softly, offering her hand.  
“Hi,” Rosa said back. Her voice carried an accent softened by years in the canyon.
They sat shoulder to shoulder, strangers in a circle that pretended to be friendship.
The head of the committee cleared her throat. “Let’s begin with the Equinox Gathering. Attendance will be expected.”
The words were casual, but Ava felt the Ledger email buzz inside her bones. Rosa’s pen scratched across the minutes page, obedient, but Ava noticed her jaw tighten.
Katie leaned in, stage-whispering: “Cheer up, you two. It’s only tradition if it kills you.”
Rosa almost laughed. Ava did not.
Chapter 9 – The Therapist
Rosa sat on Evelyn’s couch, hands folded tightly in her lap. The therapist’s office was small, lined with books that smelled faintly of dust and patience. Evelyn herself radiated a calm that was not passive; it was the calm of someone who intended to listen without letting you wriggle out of being heard.
“How are things at home?” Evelyn asked.  
Rosa pressed her lips together. “Fine.”  
Evelyn tilted her head.  
Rosa sighed. “Not fine.” She stared at the rug. “Carter says the golf cart is enough. That I don’t need more. He hired a nanny who…” She trailed off.  
“Who what?”  
“Who looks like me,” Rosa whispered. “Only younger. Better rested. My children call her Mommy sometimes.”  
Evelyn didn’t flinch. “And how does that make you feel?”  
“Replaceable.” Rosa’s voice cracked. “Like…like if I disappeared, they’d hardly have to adjust.”  
Evelyn leaned forward slightly. “Rosa, what you’re describing is control. Control works by making you smaller until you don’t notice how much space you’ve lost. Silence doesn’t protect you. It only protects him.”  
Rosa blinked back tears, shaking her head. “But if I left—”  
“You’d be exiled,” Evelyn finished. “I know. Divorce here is social suicide.”  
Rosa exhaled hard, relief and fear tangled in the same breath. Evelyn’s words felt dangerous, but also like a door cracked open in a locked room.
Chapter 10 – The Gay Kid
At pickup, Ava lingered outside Daniel’s classroom, scrolling through her phone as if distraction could shield her. Voices drifted from the courtyard—laughter, then something sharper.
She looked up.
The gay kid—Ethan, she thought his name was—stood near the fountain, his backpack half-zipped. Two Ivy boys circled him, voices pitched like sparring practice.
“You can’t sit with us at lunch.”  
“Yeah, it’s weird.”  
“You’re weird.”  
Ethan shifted his weight, face red, mouth opening and closing like he’d lost the script. The mothers nearby pretended not to hear, adjusting sunglasses, checking phones.
Daniel watched from a distance, fists balled, but didn’t move.
Ava froze. She should say something. Step in. She knew she should. But her throat closed around the words. She told herself don’t make a scene, don’t make it worse for Daniel.
Ethan picked up his bag and walked away. The boys laughed and high-fived like they’d won.
“Ava.”  
She turned. Vivian stood just behind her, tennis bag over her shoulder, eyes sharp.  
“You saw that,” Vivian said.  
“I—” Ava stammered. “It’s complicated.”  
Vivian’s gaze cut clean through her. “You know what silence does.”  
Ava’s face burned. She looked back toward Daniel, who was staring at the ground, as if trying to make himself invisible.
Above them, the Cool Jaxx track shifted into a brighter tune, smooth and indifferent, as though nothing at all had happened.
Chapter 11 – The Journal
Rosa bought the notebook at the campus bookstore because it was the opposite of precious—plain kraft paper, a spiral that squeaked, lines slightly crooked like an apology. She slid it beneath the dish towels in the kitchen drawer and waited for the house to empty of noise.
Leah moved like a metronome, cheerful and efficient, apron tied with the confidence of someone who had always known how bows worked. The children loved her practiced gentleness, the way she made vegetables into stars. Carter loved that the house ran like a chart he could understand. Rosa loved none of this, and wrote it down to make it true.
He says the golf cart is enough. He says I don’t need. He says safety like a charm he can hang from my neck.
That evening, Carter stood in the doorway while she folded towels. “Leah’s a great fit,” he said with the easy authority of a man who has never had to live inside his own decisions. “She’s already got the routine down.”
“Our routine,” Rosa said, smoothing a towel that didn’t need smoothing.
“Exactly.” He smiled the kind of smile that asked to be admired. “You seemed overwhelmed. This will free you up. Errands. Committees.”
“Classes,” she said, too quietly.
“What?”
“Errands,” she amended. She hated how quickly the word arrived to save him from hearing her.
Later, she took the bus to campus for a late seminar and found Mateo sitting on the low wall outside the library, as if the wall had always been waiting for him.
“You look tired,” he said, not as accusation but as inventory.
“Leah is…helpful,” she said, fumbling the word.
“What does helpful mean in your house?”
“It means the children no longer need me to be the person who loves them,” she said, surprising herself with the exactness of it.
He went still. For a long moment the fog was the only thing moving—soft strands of it curling over the lawn as though the campus were thinking out loud.
“Rosa,” he said carefully, “you know I grew up in a house where everything important stayed unnamed. We had a whole dictionary of ‘helpful’ words that meant don’t look. You’re naming things. That’s… it matters.”
“I’m writing them down,” she said, uneasy and proud. “In a notebook I don’t like.”
“Good,” he said. “Later, if you want—” He hesitated. “There are things you can learn that make the world wider. Practical things.”
She understood without asking. “Driving?”
He nodded. “One lesson at a time.”
She shook her head quickly, panic blooming under her ribs, then forced a smile to make the panic look like modesty. “Maybe later,” she whispered, as if later were a country that would still take her.
When she got home, the house was quieter than it had any right to be. Leah had lined the shoes by the door like little soldiers. A drawing taped to the fridge showed the three children holding hands with a woman labeled Mommy whose hair looked like Rosa’s but whose smile was simple, as if smiling were merely a thing you did when someone pointed a camera at you.
Rosa went to the kitchen drawer and slid the notebook an inch deeper under the towels. One lesson at a time, she copied onto the next page, and underlined it twice.
Chapter 12 – Break-In
The alarm started like a polite suggestion and then kept going until it ceased being polite at all. Ava stood in a boutique with too many mirrors, a sweater slung over her arm in a color named after something edible, and felt the sound move through her like a diagnosis.
Outside, the fountain stuttered in the square. Cool Jaxx poured from hidden speakers as if the soundtrack had a legal right to optimism. People glanced up and then down again. A guard walked briskly in that way that suggests exercise more than urgency.
“What is it?” a woman asked.
“Nothing,” the clerk said, paler than her lipstick. “The bakery tripped theirs again.”
Daniel appeared at Ava’s side without announcing himself. “Mom?” His eyes were wide but dry. “Everyone’s running.”
They weren’t running, not exactly—more like swerving, the way water swerves around a rock in a stream.
Two alarms, jewelry kiosk, a crying woman, security’s “all clear.” The Chronicle would call it an isolated incident, filed neatly between ribbon cuttings.
Ava guided Daniel toward the parking structure. He pressed his sketchbook hard, pencil tip snapping. She thought of the Ledger email: Absence will be understood.
She bought him a book fast, spaceship on the cover, and when she caught her reflection in the window she looked like someone barely holding on to the outline of herself.
Chapter 13 – Parallel Confessions
They chose a small café that tried not to be known, two blocks off the main drag where the street trees hung low and the tables wobbled. The fog had thinned into a bright gray, which in the Palisades passed for sunlight.
Ava arrived first. Rosa slid into the chair opposite with the silence of someone trained to measure her entrances.
They ordered salads they didn’t eat. Words came easier now that someone was catching them.
Ava admitted: “Daniel is a different shape than the boys here. I freeze. I do nothing. I think I’m teaching him to fold himself smaller.”
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Prologue: The Smell of Must


Sister Thomas lived in the smell of must.

Not the pleasant kind that evoked old libraries or velvet-lined hope chests, but the clinging, human kind — a fungal humidity that seeped into her cotton wimple, her memory, her prayers. Her room, or cell, as the motherhouse still called it, was a monastic leftover with just enough veneer of care to suggest hospitality. But she knew better. The nuns who aged out were warehoused here — out of sight, out of mind — while their male counterparts were ushered into sunlit rectories and honored with catered luncheons and bourbon.

She kept a box fan in the window, though the screen was torn. It blew the smell around. That morning, it carried the sound of laughter: young priests below, tossing a football on the seminary lawn. Their cassocks bunched at their waists, vestments tossed on the porch rail like towels at a country club.

She watched them and didn’t feel envy so much as a dull throb in her chest. Something like betrayal. They were his sons, yes — but what did that make her?

A daughter left to mildew.




Chapter One: Ava Enters


Ava was not supposed to be here.

She was not the kind of woman who had grown up with nuns, nor the kind who read about cloisters in romantic memoirs of escape. Her background was more champagne brunch than spiritual fast. But Ava, recently divorced, recently humbled, recently wandering — had applied for a position in the Archdiocese PR office, and somehow found herself doing interviews at the motherhouse.

It was Sister Thomas who opened the door.

She was dressed in full habit, pressed but faded, the whites gone greyish at the hem. Her face was thin and elegant in the way of women who’ve long since stopped seeking mirrors. Ava, in contrast, wore Céline sunglasses and a blazer from a resale shop in L.A., belted tightly, hair back in a tortoiseshell claw. She looked like she’d stepped out of a lifestyle shoot for a woman who used to have it all.

“You’re early,” Sister Thomas said. “Come.”

No name offered. No handshake.

Just that smell of must, and a silent walk down the corridor.




Chapter Two: What We Do With the Women


Ava followed, heels clicking on ancient tiles.

The hallway was lined with photos — not of the sisters, but of bishops. Men. Always men. Ava counted sixteen frames before the corridor turned into a narrower passage, one less lit, the color of old bones. She saw closed doors on either side. From one, a cough. From another, the low hum of a rosary being recited.

“They call these rooms ‘cells,’” Sister Thomas said abruptly, sensing the question Ava had not asked. “The men retire to villas. We’re given monastic poetry.”

It wasn’t bitter, exactly. But it wasn’t sweet either.

They stopped outside a small door. Sister Thomas opened it and gestured Ava inside.

It was barely a room. A single bed, a crucifix, a chair that looked borrowed from an AA meeting. There was no desk.

“Is this yours?” Ava asked.

Sister Thomas didn’t answer. Instead, she said, “They move us here when we’re no longer useful. When the body stops doing what the Church demands.”

“And what does it demand?”

“Everything,” she said.



(End of Part 1)



I’ll continue with Part 2 next, picking up from where Ava begins to ask more questions and we enter the deeper dynamic between her and Sister Thomas. Let me know if you’d like a downloadable version compiled as a DOCX or PDF after we finish, or if you want images, scenes, or inserts formatted a certain way.


Warm regards,

Claudia S. Bates | MA, MFT, LMFT, LCMFT

a: C.S. Bates Therapy 
e: csbatestherapy@gmail.com | w:www.csbatestherapy.com 
p: 310-310-9076
 confessed: “My daughters copy Leah’s walk. They said it was a game.”
They almost laughed, then grew quiet. Rosa mentioned Mateo, cautiously. Ava admitted Beckett wanted appearances more than truth.
Finally Ava asked: “Do you get the Ledger?”
Rosa recited it like scripture: Attendance is expected. Absence will be understood.
They looked at each other, seeing the risk made flesh. And for a moment, over their untouched salads, they felt less alone.
The Loop Print – Full Manuscript
Part I: Prologue → Chapter 7
Prologue – June Gloom
The fog rolled low and heavy, the way it always did in June along the Pacific. June gloom,
people called it, but that night it felt like something else entirely—like the town itself wanted
to smother sound. Sofia walked quickly, sneakers scuffing the wet pavement, backpack slung
on one shoulder. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She texted a friend back, laughed at the
screen, then tucked it away. The mist made every corner look like an opening to somewhere
you didn’t want to go. The church steps loomed ahead, its steeple blurred by fog. A figure
waited there. The priest. “You’re late,” he said, voice muffled, almost absorbed into the night.
She shifted her weight, one sneaker sliding slightly. “Youth group ran long.” He smiled, but
not in a way that helped. “Busy girl. Always rushing.” She glanced around. The street was
empty except for a man walking his dog across the way. He slowed, saw them, decided it was
nothing unusual. A priest, a girl. He tugged the leash and moved on. “Come inside,” the priest
said, resting a hand on her shoulder. His tone was coaxing but firm. Sofia let out a laugh—too
sharp, too quick—and the fog closed around them both. By morning, she was gone. And
already, the Palisades had begun to forget.
Chapter 1 – The Garden CaféThe Garden Café’s windows fogged with condensation, turning the morning into watercolor.
June gloom pressed against the glass, and inside, the soundtrack held steady: brushed snares, a
lazy saxophone, Cool Jaxx smoothing the edges of everything. Ava Beckett cradled her
cappuccino, foam swirling into a galaxy she didn’t want to name. Around her, mothers
unrolled their daily recital of privilege... (full text continues)
Chapter 2 – Errands
The new nanny was already in the kitchen when Rosa came down. Leah looked up from
rinsing grapes into a porcelain bowl and smiled—a smile that landed like a trick mirror... (full
text continues)
Chapter 3 – Caruso’s Paradise
The outdoor mall pretended it wasn’t a mall. Cobblestones engineered to look accidental.
Bougainvillea draped like Instagram filters. Fountains that cost more than some houses. Rick
Caruso’s curated dream of safety... (full text continues)
Chapter 4 – Giorgio Baldi
Kelly’s Lexus smelled of leather cleaner. Rosa sat stiff in the passenger seat, nodding as Kelly
talked about committee rosters and ski trips... (full text continues)
Chapter 5 – A Doctor’s SmileDr. Beckett shook hands like a man handing out business cards—firm, polished, nothing
lingering. At Corpus Veritas school, he was impossible not to notice... (full text continues)
Chapter 6 – The Café on Campus
Rosa sat across from Mateo at a small table, her tote bag propped like a shield. The campus
café was glass and green plants, sunlight struggling through June gloom... (full text continues)
Chapter 7 – Announcements
The Loop Ledger arrived in inboxes that evening like scripture disguised as stationery.
Equinox Gathering. Location: Private. Time: To be advised. Attendance: Required... (full text
continues)
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Prologue: Missing

From The Palisades Post, August 12th

LOCAL TEEN STILL MISSING

Seventeen-year-old Sofia Calderdn has not been seen since Friday night. The
Palisades High student was last spotted leaving a gathering near the Bluffs.
Authorities are treating this as a possible runaway, though friends describe
her disappearance as “completely out of character.”

From The Palisades Post, August 16th

COMMUNITY IN PRAYER

Residents gathered at St. Monica’s for a vigil honoring missing teen Sofia
Calderon. The Archdiocese released a statement offering “continued prayers
and support for the family.”

Rosa stared at the clippings pinned to her kitchen wall. Her mother lived in
Brazil — thousands of miles away — unaware of the social undercurrents
pressing down on her daughter. Carter hovered nearby, his presence an
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From The Palisades Post, August 12th



LOCAL TEEN STILL MISSING

Seventeen-year-old Sofia Calderón has not been seen since Friday night. The Palisades High student was last spotted leaving a gathering near the Bluffs. Authorities are treating this as a possible runaway, though friends describe her disappearance as “completely out of character.”



—



From The Palisades Post, August 16th



COMMUNITY IN PRAYER

Residents gathered at St. Monica’s for a vigil honoring missing teen Sofia Calderón. The Archdiocese released a statement offering “continued prayers and support for the family.”



—



Rosa stared at the clippings pinned to her kitchen wall. Her mother lived in Brazil — thousands of miles away — unaware of the social undercurrents pressing down on her daughter. Carter hovered nearby, his presence an unspoken authority. She picked at crumbs on the counter, resisting the impulse to answer another text from her cousin asking if she’d attend a Loop-adjacent gathering tonight. Everyone in the Palisades knew about the Loop. No one admitted it.



Jaguar Lady drove by the street below in her sleek black SUV, windows tinted. Gossip always followed her: who she knew, who she’d invited, who’d been whispered about. Rosa felt trapped between the shadows of these women, the invisible network of social power, and Carter’s controlling gaze.







Up the hill, in a convent cell that smelled of mildew, Sister Thomas began her morning prayers. She was Irish, thin, her face lined with the decades she had spent bending to a world that had never asked her what she wanted. The box fan rattled against the cracked screen, sending a whisper of stale air into the room. Outside, young priests tossed a football on the seminary lawn, laughing, oblivious.









Chapter One: Daughters





Rosa hated CVS runs. Carter made her go with him, claiming she “forgot things,” but it was his way of asserting control. She moved through the aisles under fluorescent hum, swiping a lipstick sample, thinking of her mother thousands of miles away in Brazil.



“Be here with me,” Carter murmured. Lightly, almost casual. But the message was clear: there was no one local to protect her.



Across the store, girls whispered about the Loop — everyone had heard of it, no one admitted it. Rosa clenched her jaw. She knew the danger, but she had no one to warn her.







Meanwhile, Ava arrived at the convent. Sister Thomas opened the heavy wooden door. The woman was Irish, thin, elegant, with pale sea-glass eyes and the faint lilt of a brogue softened by decades in monastic life.



“You’re early,” Sister Thomas said. “Come.”



No handshake. No warmth. Just corridors lined with bishops’ photographs, their male faces frozen in gilded frames, and the heavy scent of must that clung to the walls like old sorrow. Ava’s heels clicked across the tiles as they walked.



“They call these rooms ‘cells,’” Sister Thomas said. “The men retire to villas. We’re given poetry.”



Ava’s eyes landed on a narrow room: a crucifix, a single bed, no desk, the air thick and oppressive. She realized the Church demanded everything from the women who served it.







Back at the Palisades, Rosa maneuvered through the cotillion boutique with Carter’s hand lightly on her elbow.



“Try the blue one,” he said. “The pink looks too… eager.”



Rosa tugged at the strap of her dress. Her mother could not see this. Her mother could not intervene. Carter leaned closer, murmuring: “Ignore them. You’re not like them.”



Her chest tightened. She wanted to protest, but she couldn’t. Not yet. Not here.







Up the hill, Sister Thomas watched Ava’s reaction. The girl was too polished, too sharp, too aware of surfaces. Perfect for the Archdiocese’s new campaigns: “Sainthood. But make it chic.”



Outside, the world kept turning: Jaguars cruising the streets, whispers of the Loop, girls in satin gowns practicing smiles in mirrors, and Sofia’s absence stretching like a shadow over it all.



Chapter Two: The Priest’s Wing





Father Yosi O’Connell’s grin was both charming and dangerous. Irish, young, dark-haired, with eyes that flickered like the sea in stormlight, he carried a voice that made even the smallest observation feel weighty.



“Come on, Ava,” he said, low and lilting, “I’ll show you where the real comfort is.”



She followed him down the rectory hallway: polished hardwood, thick rugs swallowing footsteps, faint incense mixing with dust. The rectory wing gleamed — modern art on the walls, bourbon decanters, a private chapel designed like a boutique hotel.



“You don’t feel strange about this?” Ava asked.



Yosi shrugged, poured two glasses of bourbon, handed her one. Fingers brushed. “We serve. We also survive. You can’t do both without comfort.”



“And the sisters?” she asked.



He smiled, just enough. “They’re not my department.”







Meanwhile, Rosa was trapped in a different gilded cage. The cotillion boutique smelled of perfume and polished wood. Carter hovered, hand lightly on her elbow.



“Try the blue one,” he said. “The pink looks too… eager.”



Rosa tugged at the strap of her dress. Her mother was in Brazil, thousands of miles away, unaware. Carter leaned closer: “Ignore them. You’re not like them.”



Across the room, whispers of the Loop floated from corner to corner. Everyone in the Palisades knew of it. No one admitted they had. The invisible web wrapped tighter around her, a social cage without bars.







Back at the convent, Ava walked past corridors lined with gilded photographs of bishops. The smell of wax and old prayers filled her lungs. The fan rattled in Sister Thomas’ cell, stirring stale air like memories she didn’t want to confront.



Ava wondered how many women here merely survived. Performing holiness for an audience that barely noticed.







Rosa’s phone buzzed. A friend asked if she was attending a Loop-adjacent gathering tonight. Her chest tightened. There was no adult who could intervene. No mother, no teacher, no one. Carter’s control was absolute in the moment, and the Loop was a shadow behind every whispered conversation.



Jaguar Lady drove past in her black SUV, tinted windows glinting. Gossip followed her like a scent trail. Rosa’s world had no escape hatch.







Father Yosi leaned closer, voice low. “Image is everything, Ava. Without it, the whole Church collapses.”



Ava thought of the promotional slides waiting on her desk: rosary beads on marble, candles in Saint Laurent, priests giving confession beside perfectly curated figs. It made her stomach twist, but she drank her bourbon anyway.



Outside, the Palisades practiced its own rituals: whispered networks, cotillion rehearsals, CVS runs, Jaguars cruising, the Loop unspoken but always known. And somewhere, Sofia’s absence stretched like a shadow over it all.



Chapter Three: Silk and Smoke





Ava sat in her cell after Sister Thomas left, heels tucked under her on the narrow bed. The walls bowed slightly, like the whole building exhaling. Plaster sloughed off like dead skin, and the stale air carried faint incense from the chapel. Sacred institutions, she thought, hollow from the inside.



A knock startled her. Not Sister Thomas.



Gabby.



Young, lip gloss sticky, jeans under a long borrowed cardigan. Clipboard pressed to her chest like armor.



“You’re the journalist?” Gabby asked, stepping in uninvited.



“I’m not a journalist,” Ava said automatically. “Communications.”



“Right. Same thing,” Gabby said with a shrug. “You’re here to make them look good.”



Ava didn’t answer. She studied Gabby instead: the crucifix with the gold INRI plate, the lavender scent masking mildew, the subtle fight of youth against a world built by men.







Meanwhile, Rosa navigated the Palisades mall with Carter trailing, hand lightly on her elbow. The Jaguar Lady passed in her sleek black SUV, tinted windows catching the sun. Whispers about the Loop lingered in boutique corners, unspoken but known to all.



Carter leaned close. “Ignore them. You’re not like them.”



Rosa tugged at her strap. Her mother in Brazil had no way of knowing what was happening. The Loop, Jaguar Lady, social pressure, and Carter’s watchful eye constricted her chest like a vice. No one could intervene.



She glanced down at her phone — a friend’s DM: Are you in or out tonight? Rosa swallowed hard. In or out. Always a choice she didn’t fully control.







Back at the convent, Gabby leaned in, whispering. “They’re watching, even when they’re not.”



Ava’s stomach tightened. She thought of the Archdiocese pitch deck: rosary beads on marble, Saint Laurent candles, priests framed perfectly next to bowls of figs. Performance, always performance.



Gabby smirked. “You’ll figure it out. Or you’ll crack.”







Rosa ducked into CVS to escape Carter’s gaze for a moment. Shelves smelled of antiseptic and lotion. She grabbed toothpaste she didn’t need, watching the reflections in the mirrors — other girls, other whispers, invisible but heavy. Sofia’s disappearance flashed through her mind. The town still whispered her name.



Jaguar Lady’s black SUV gleamed outside. The Loop was never overt, but everyone felt its pull. Rosa felt it now, pressing on her from all directions.







Back in the convent, Ava and Gabby walked the corridor, the sound of their shoes echoing off ancient tiles. Ava noticed the photographs of bishops, gilded frames, male faces smiling, oblivious to the lives they overlooked.



“Is it always like this?” Ava asked.



Gabby shrugged. “Depends who’s counting.”



Ava thought of Sister Thomas, praying somewhere in her cell, surviving, or perhaps simply existing. She felt the weight of her own suffocation.







Outside, Palisades society moved on: Jaguars cruising, whispers of the Loop, cotillion girls practicing smiles, mall cameras catching glances. And in the shadows, Rosa and Ava’s parallel lives pressed against the walls of their cages, one ecclesiastical, one suburban — both struggling to breathe.



Rectory Gilding





Ava followed Father Yosi through the rectory, eyes catching the polished floors and gleaming candlesticks. His tailored Johnny O blazer fit perfectly; every stitch, every fold, screamed authority.



“This is where image matters,” he said, gesturing to a private chapel lined with velvet kneelers and gilded icons. “Without it, the Church would collapse.”



Ava’s eyes drifted to the kitchen below. A small group of nuns were quietly preparing lunch — donated ingredients, borrowed utensils, a patchwork of modest meals. Meanwhile, the priests above had private chefs, stocked wine cellars, and retirement plans that would let them retire in comfort. The inequality made her stomach tighten. Women like Sister Thomas were tucked away in modest rooms, barely noticed, while men lived surrounded by luxury.







Outside, the streets of the Palisades glinted under the sun. The Jaguar Lady prowled in her vintage black Jaguar, chrome trim glinting. She was a shadow over every whispered rumor, every unspoken social rule. Rosa felt the pull of her gaze even without the car stopping.



At the cotillion boutique, Carter’s hand pressed lightly on Rosa’s elbow. He wore a crisp Johnny O polo, sleeves rolled.



“Try the navy one,” he said. “The pink is too obvious.”



Rosa tugged at the satin strap of a dress, feeling the invisible weight pressing her chest. Her mother in Brazil could do nothing. The Loop was a whisper everywhere, in every corner, yet unspoken.







Back at the convent, Ava walked the corridor with Gabby. The contrast struck her: gilded frames of bishops above, the nuns quietly performing chores below, their rooms tiny and forgotten. “It’s unfair,” Ava said, voice barely above a whisper.



Gabby shrugged. “You get used to it. Or you crack.”



Ava thought of the pitch deck waiting for her: rosary beads on marble, candles in Saint Laurent, priests perfectly posed next to bowls of figs. Luxury, image, survival — all intertwined, a brand the women were never allowed to claim.







Rosa ducked into CVS, briefly free from Carter’s gaze. She fingered designer lotions and small beauty items, comparing them to the boys’ Johnny O polos, noting how performance and status were everywhere, subtle but heavy. Outside, the Jaguar Lady drove past again, a slow, menacing rhythm. Whispers of the Loop lingered in her wake.







In the rectory, Yosi poured two glasses of bourbon. “Image is currency,” he said, tilting his glass. Ava watched the sunlight dance on the liquid. Priests with their luxury, nuns with their meager donations. Performance was survival, and the gap between them was a gulf she could see too clearly.



Outside, Palisades society moved in loops and whispers: Jaguars cruising, cotillion rehearsals, CVS errands. Ava and Rosa felt the same weight pressing from different worlds — one ecclesiastical, one suburban — both struggling to breathe.



Chapter Five: Sister Thomas’ Memories / Rosa Flashpoint





Sister Thomas sat on the edge of her narrow bed, hands folded over the worn rosary. The box fan rattled, stirring the stale air like a ghost. She closed her eyes and let the memories come.



Corridors, endless corridors. Each door she opened revealed another sister: some asleep, some praying, some crying quietly with faces turned to the wall. None spoke. None needed to.



She remembered the protests in the ’70s. Bread Not Bombs, they had marched, signs held high. They’d been radicals, habit-clad rebels, silenced by priests, ignored by Rome. She and the others had risked everything for justice and compassion. Now, decades later, she and the other nuns were tucked away in tiny rooms, surviving on donated meals, invisible to the men who retired with private chefs and full benefits.



A knock at the door drew her from the past. Ava peeked in, clutching her phone. She had seen the slides, the glossy “Sainthood. But make it chic” campaigns, the gilded rectory rooms, the Bourbon decanters. She couldn’t reconcile the Church’s opulence with its disregard for the women who served it.



“They have comfort above, and survival below,” Sister Thomas whispered, more to herself than Ava.







Meanwhile, in the Palisades, Rosa’s life had narrowed to invisible lines drawn by Carter. At the cotillion boutique, he hovered in his crisp Johnny O polo, eyes tracking every move.



“Try the navy one,” he said. “The pink is too obvious.”



Rosa tugged at the strap of her satin dress, heart pounding. She checked her phone — another invitation to a Loop-adjacent event. She couldn’t tell her mother, thousands of miles away in Brazil. The shadows of the Loop pressed around her, the Jaguar Lady’s vintage car glinting outside the boutique window as if observing every whispered secret.



Her fingers shook as she texted a friend back: Not tonight.



Carter’s eyes narrowed. He stepped closer. “Are you sure?”



Rosa swallowed hard. Yes, she was sure. But saying no came at a cost. Every decision here had consequences. Every whispered glance, every invisible chain of expectation weighed on her chest.







Back at the convent, Ava followed Sister Thomas down a hall lined with bishops’ portraits. “How do you endure it?” she asked quietly.



Sister Thomas stopped. Her eyes softened, carrying decades of memory. “You endure because you have to. You fight when you can. You survive otherwise.”



Ava thought of the Archdiocese slides, the luxuries of priests, the meager donations for nuns. The disparity was stark. She thought of Rosa, far away, fighting a different cage but feeling the same suffocation.



Outside, Jaguars cruised the streets, cotillion girls practiced smiles, CVS aisles smelled of lotion and whispers, and the Loop’s shadow passed silently, threading through every interaction. Two worlds, parallel in their constraints. Two women, suffocating, struggling to breathe.



Chapter Six: Branded Lifestyle, Liturgical Edition





Ava sat at her small desk, the worn wood scratched and uneven, scrolling through the Archdiocese’s pitch deck. Each slide glimmered with curated perfection: rosary beads staged on marble beside cappuccino foam, young women lighting candles in Saint Laurent, priests giving confession beside perfectly framed bowls of figs.



She laughed aloud, a sound that felt foreign in the stillness. Sainthood. But make it chic. The tagline was ridiculous, yet brilliant — part marketing, part performance, part survival.



Somewhere above, Sister Thomas murmured prayers or wept quietly. Ava could hear the faint scraping of a chair, the distant clink of silver as nuns prepared meals from donated ingredients. The contrast was impossible to ignore: rectory luxury, private chefs, retirement plans for priests, while the women worked, prayed, and barely existed.







Meanwhile, Rosa navigated the Palisades mall, Carter at her elbow. He wore a crisp Johnny O polo, sleeves rolled, demeanor calm but oppressive.



“Are you sure about that dress?” he asked.



Rosa tugged the satin strap, chest tight. She glanced at her phone: a Loop-adjacent invite flashed on the screen. The Jaguar Lady’s vintage black Jaguar passed outside the window, gleaming like a silent judge. Every whisper of the Loop pressed against her, every glance, every subtle expectation.



She thought of her mother in Brazil, far away, powerless to intervene. Her heart clenched. Each choice — in or out — carried weight. Survival was always negotiation.







Back at the convent, Gabby leaned over Ava’s shoulder, pointing at the slides. “You see it, don’t you? It’s all about control.”



Ava nodded. The juxtaposition was staggering: priests in Johnny O blazers sipping bourbon, nuns scraping together meals and small rooms, luxury versus scarcity, performance versus endurance.



“Performance is survival,” Gabby said quietly. “But someone has to see it. Someone has to know what it really takes.”



Ava’s mind flicked to Rosa, far away but feeling the same constraints. The Cotillion, CVS errands, Jaguar Lady, Carter’s control — suffocation in parallel worlds. Both women trapped, both performing to survive, both watching unseen hierarchies unfold around them.







Sofia’s disappearance lingered like a shadow. Ava imagined the headlines, the whispered speculations in Palisades coffee shops, the worried glances from friends and strangers alike. The town’s undercurrents — the Loop, the Jaguar Lady, the unspoken social contracts — pressed invisibly on everyone.



Ava’s phone buzzed with notes from the marketing team. Campaign schedules. Mood boards. Image drafts. Every frame, every caption carefully curated. She leaned back, exhaling. Luxury and control, Palisades and convent, coercion and performance — everywhere she looked, the same forces played out.







Outside, Jaguars cruised, cotillion girls practiced smiles, CVS aisles hummed with fluorescent light. The Loop whispered, unspoken but omnipresent. Rosa tugged her dress strap again, Carter’s gaze burning. Ava exhaled into the stale convent air, Sister Thomas’ prayers drifting down the corridor. Two worlds, one shadow of suffocation pressing on them both.



Chapter Seven: Shadows and Allegiances





Rosa stood at the edge of the boutique’s mirrored wall, her fingers brushing the satin of a navy dress. Carter lingered behind, his crisp Johnny O polo perfectly pressed, eyes sharp. She felt the pressure like a weight pressing on her chest, the invisible walls of the Loop closing in.



It wasn’t a club she could enter or leave. The Loop was everywhere — a network of power, influence, and alternative lifestyle norms fully accepted in the Palisades. Generations of women had submitted, silently or willingly, teaching the next that loyalty to the group outweighed personal morality. Rosa’s mother in Brazil had no connection to it, and yet its reach brushed her life at every turn.



The Jaguar Lady’s old black Jaguar glinted outside the window, prowling slowly as if reminding everyone of the silent rules. Rosa’s friends whispered about it in hushed tones: who belonged, who obeyed, who would rise and who would fall. Carter’s hand on her elbow was a reminder: yes, she had to play along, at least for now.







Ava, miles away in the convent, stared at her phone and the latest Archdiocese slides. Luxury and control, always performing for an audience. She thought of Sister Thomas in her tiny room, scraping together meals from donations, compared to priests in tailored Johnny O blazers, sipping bourbon, with private chefs and retirement plans. The hierarchy mirrored what Rosa experienced: survival meant compliance, loyalty, and carefully measured choices.



Gabby leaned against the doorway, observing Ava’s tension. “You see it, don’t you? All the rules. The way they make you think you have to fit, or else…”



Ava’s fingers hovered over the touchscreen. The curated images of sainthood and chic living twisted her stomach. She imagined the nuns’ quiet endurance, the priests’ privilege, and the invisible forces like the Loop operating in another world — separate yet eerily similar.







Back at the boutique, Rosa’s pulse quickened. Carter leaned closer, voice low. “Are you sure about that?”



“Yes,” she whispered, though the word tasted like ash.



She remembered the whispered lessons of women who had come before her: mothers, aunts, older friends. Loyalty to the group always came first, even if it conflicted with conscience. The Loop wasn’t about parties or events; it was a web of influence and expectation that dictated behavior, marriages, and alliances. To resist was possible, but costly.



Rosa’s gaze flicked to the Jaguar Lady’s vehicle again. Silent power, distant but always observing. Even a small act of defiance — saying no, leaving the boutique without agreeing — could ripple through the social currents of the Palisades.







Ava leaned back in her chair. The faint scraping of Sister Thomas’ box fan stirred the stale air. Survival, control, loyalty — the parallels were impossible to ignore. Rosa, far away, faced a mirrored struggle. Ava wondered if either of them would ever find a way to breathe fully, free from the invisible structures that pressed down on their lives.



Outside, Jaguars prowled, cotillion girls practiced smiles, CVS aisles hummed with fluorescent light, and the Loop whispered its rules, unspoken but omnipresent. Two worlds, two women, one shadow of suffocation pressing from every angle.



Chapter Eight: Mirrors and Currents





Rosa lingered at the edge of the boutique’s mirrored wall, her fingers brushing the satin of a navy dress. Carter hovered nearby in his crisp Johnny O polo, gaze calculating. Every reflection in the glass seemed to multiply the pressure pressing down on her. The Loop wasn’t an event or a club — it was a network of power, a social engine that had dictated behavior for generations. Loyalty to its currents outweighed conscience; personal moral codes were secondary.



Outside, the Jaguar Lady’s vintage black Jaguar glinted under the sun, cruising slowly, a silent reminder of the invisible forces that shaped everything. Rosa’s mother, thousands of miles away in Brazil, could do nothing. Every decision she made — even as small as saying no to a dress, a social appearance, or a whispered suggestion — rippled through the network she was born into but never asked to join.







Meanwhile, Ava scrolled through the latest Archdiocese pitch decks. The curated images were absurd yet precise: young women lighting candles in Saint Laurent, rosaries posed on marble alongside cappuccinos, priests in Johnny O blazers standing in perfectly staged confessional shots. Luxury, image, survival — the gap between the nuns’ donated meals and the rectory’s opulence gnawed at her. She thought of Sister Thomas quietly enduring it all, Gabby quietly observing the inequalities, and wondered if any of them could fully escape the invisible hierarchies shaping their lives.







At the boutique, Rosa’s pulse quickened. Carter leaned closer. “Are you sure about that?”



“Yes,” Rosa whispered, though her chest felt trapped.



Her thoughts drifted to Vivian, the former tennis star, now coaching at a local private club. Vivian had been outspoken about the Palisades’ social pressures, subtly mentoring younger women on navigating both power and personal boundaries. Rosa had met her once, sensing the kind of resilience that came from living within the currents of privilege yet refusing full submission.



And then there was Evelyn, the therapist who had counseled both Ava and Rosa indirectly, a quiet observer of emotional entanglements and coercive control. Evelyn’s voice echoed in Rosa’s mind: You have to recognize the currents before you can swim.



Rosa tugged at the navy dress strap again, thinking of all the women who had come before her, mothers, aunts, and older family friends, who had quietly acquiesced to maintain social standing. The Loop wasn’t just whispers; it was survival, legacy, and invisible governance.







Ava leaned back in her small convent room, the box fan rattling softly. Gabby perched nearby, pointing at Ava’s tablet. “You see it, don’t you? The way they make you perform. The luxury, the control, the rules you don’t even know you’re following.”



Ava’s fingers hovered over the touchscreen. Survival and performance intertwined, mirrored in the Palisades and the convent alike. Rosa, thousands of miles away, faced her own mirrored pressures. Both women suffocated, both navigated invisible hierarchies, both learned that personal morality was a fragile luxury in worlds dictated by loyalty, status, and silent compacts.







Outside, Jaguars prowled, cotillion girls practiced smiles, CVS aisles hummed with fluorescent light, and the Loop whispered its omnipresent, unspoken rules. Rosa exhaled, Carter’s eyes tracking her movements. Ava exhaled, the weight of Church hypocrisy pressing down. Two worlds, separate yet intertwined, each holding currents that demanded allegiance, tested endurance, and challenged the limits of personal agency.



Crescendos





Rosa leaned against the boutique window, the satin of her navy dress stiff beneath her fingers. Outside, the Jaguar Lady’s black vintage car glinted in the sun, low jazz notes drifting faintly from a car stereo, the slow tempo tugging at her chest. Carter lingered behind her in his crisp Johnny O polo, eyes sharp, every muscle a silent demand for compliance.



The Loop pressed around her like a velvet net, invisible yet inescapable. Generations of women had moved through its currents, their moral codes quietly bent in favor of loyalty. Rosa’s mother, far away in Brazil, had no connection — but Rosa could feel the weight of expectation and history pressing down nonetheless.



A soft breeze carried the distant strains of bossa nova from a nearby café, and Rosa wondered: did the Jaguar Lady play this deliberately? Or was the city itself conspiring, layering tension with elegance? Every sound was a reminder of the unspoken hierarchy, of power wielded through subtle cues — music, fashion, movement, allegiance.







Meanwhile, Ava sat in the convent’s small room, the faint rattle of the box fan mingling with Gregorian chants drifting from the chapel. Her tablet displayed the latest Archdiocese pitch: curated images of saints in chic clothing, priests in Johnny O blazers, staged confessions, and candlelight perfectly captured.



Gabby leaned on the doorframe. “You see it, don’t you? Luxury above, survival below. Rules you can’t always name, but you obey anyway.”



Ava’s gaze flicked to Sister Thomas’ closed door. The nuns’ quiet prayers, the donated meals, the austere cells — all contrasted with rectory luxury. She felt suffocated and complicit. Watching Rosa’s life unfold thousands of miles away, Ava realized the patterns of power were universal: coercion, hierarchy, loyalty over conscience.







Back in Palisades, Vivian held court at the private tennis club, overseeing a small summer program for local girls. Her presence carried authority, not just from her former tennis fame but from decades of influence in social, cultural, and musical currents. Vinyl records spun old jazz and Brazilian rhythms; each note a subtle signal of taste, status, and the expectations of the women she mentored. Rosa had glimpsed her once, and that glimpse had lodged in her memory: a woman who could command loyalty, cultivate power, and move quietly through Palisades’ undercurrents.







Carter’s hand on Rosa’s elbow was firm, a reminder of the stakes. “Are you sure about this?”



“Yes,” she whispered, though the word felt brittle.



Her thoughts drifted to the Loop again. It wasn’t a single club or night; it was the invisible engine of Palisades power, a network of loyalty, legacy, and silent control. Each interaction — a smile, a nod, a dress choice — carried consequence. The Jaguar Lady outside, the whispers in boutiques and at cotillions, the soft rhythms of jazz — all signals in the unspoken language of influence.



Rosa exhaled. Each breath was a negotiation: survival versus conscience, compliance versus freedom.







Ava closed the tablet with a quiet snap. The luxury, the curated image, the carefully measured morality — it was suffocating. She glanced at Gabby, who whispered, “It’s everywhere, isn’t it?”



Ava nodded. “Yes. Even here.”



Outside, Jaguars prowled, cotillion girls practiced smiles, CVS aisles hummed with fluorescent light, and the Loop whispered through Palisades society, omnipresent, invisible. Rosa felt it pressing from every angle. Ava felt the weight of Church hierarchy pressing in parallel. Music layered over tension: bossa nova, jazz, Gregorian chants, the rhythm of power, survival, and subtle rebellion. Two worlds, separate yet entwined, both demanding allegiance, testing endurance, challenging morality.



Chapter Ten: Crossroads and Crescendos





Rosa’s reflection in the boutique mirror was fractured by the light catching the folds of her satin dress. Carter’s hand rested lightly but firmly on her lower back, the faint scent of his cologne mingling with the soft hum of the boutique’s playlist — slow jazz overlaid with a hint of bossa nova, the Jaguar Lady’s signature motif in Palisades social spaces.



“Tonight’s dinner,” Carter said, voice low, “isn’t optional. You’ll be there, you’ll smile, and you’ll remember your place.”



Rosa’s chest tightened. The Loop was a network that moved silently, omnipresent. Loyalty wasn’t earned through grand gestures; it was enforced in gestures this small — a glance, a touch, a whispered reminder that your choices rippled through generations. Her mother in Brazil had warned her about coercion, but the Loop was a force larger than family advice. Each whispered expectation and observed social code reinforced the hierarchy she could not escape.







Miles away, Ava traced her finger over a digital mock-up of a social campaign. Candles framed in Saint Laurent, priests in Johnny O blazers, the glow of Instagram-perfect confessionals. Sister Thomas shuffled past her cell window, silently offering a plate of donated food to a fellow sister. The austerity of their lives collided with the curated luxury above.



Gabby leaned against the wall. “You see it too, right? The rules. The hierarchy. You obey, or you don’t survive.”



Ava nodded, thinking of Rosa. Two worlds. Two women navigating invisible currents of power. One enforced by religion, hierarchy, and curated appearances; the other by the Loop, societal expectation, and generational allegiance. Both demanded obedience and compromise. Both suffocated.







Back at the tennis club, Vivian conducted a quiet debrief with a group of younger women. She moved with grace, her authority unspoken but absolute. Jazz and Brazilian rhythms flowed from the old record player in the corner, the music setting the tempo for whispered lessons in influence. Her eyes flicked to Rosa, who had arrived for an informal practice session.



“You must recognize the currents before you try to swim,” Vivian said. “Power is never about what you see; it’s about what you feel, what others expect, and what you resist.”



Rosa’s pulse raced. Vivian’s mentorship had been subtle but unmistakable — every note of music, every glance, every suggestion carried weight. It was a training ground for navigating the Loop without losing herself entirely, but the path was treacherous.







Carter leaned closer, checking his watch. “Smile. Remember the rules.”



Rosa swallowed hard. She caught her reflection in the polished glass, remembering every woman who had come before her, every whispered lesson, every loyalty enforced. The Loop wasn’t optional. It wasn’t an event. It was a lifetime of invisible contracts, and tonight would test her limits.







Meanwhile, Ava received a notification from the Archdiocese: a high-profile campaign meeting had been moved to the rectory, with the bishops present. Luxury, hierarchy, and curated influence would all collide. She felt her stomach tighten. Every decision she made, every pitch she approved, had moral weight — and could reinforce the suffocating hierarchy she despised.



Gregorian chants floated down the corridor, overlaying the quiet tension. Ava leaned back, exhaling slowly. Music, power, obligation — it was all a rhythm she couldn’t escape, mirroring Rosa’s struggles thousands of miles away.







Outside, Jaguars prowled silently. Cotillion girls practiced flawless smiles. CVS aisles hummed with fluorescent light. The Loop whispered through Palisades society, omnipresent and invisible. Rosa braced herself, Carter’s gaze cutting, Vivian’s guidance echoing in her mind. Ava exhaled into the stale convent air, Sister Thomas praying quietly. Two worlds, separate but intertwined, both asking: how far will you bend before survival demands betrayal?






Chapter Eleven: Quiet Rebellions





Rosa stepped onto the campus green, the sun catching her hair like a halo she hadn’t earned. The weight of Carter’s presence, the Loop’s invisible scrutiny, and the Jaguar Lady’s knowing gaze still pressed on her, but here, between lecture halls and dormitories, she found a sliver of autonomy. The breeze carried faint bossa nova rhythms from a student musician’s guitar, and for the first time in days, the music seemed to belong to her.



Her dorm room was small, sparse, yet hers. She unpacked a few satin blouses and soft cotton tees — nothing ostentatious, but carefully chosen to assert a personal style away from the boutique and Palisades’ surveillance. Each fold and hanger was a quiet act of rebellion.







Mateo arrived shortly after, carrying a canvas tote from Hirohito Baldi. His uniform blazer, crisp and dark, hinted at status without showiness. His family history — the whispered shadow of domestic violence, the caution it instilled in him — was evident in the careful way he approached the campus, scanning for tension before relaxing.



“You made it,” he said, eyes scanning Rosa as if measuring both her safety and willingness to be seen.



“I did,” Rosa replied, brushing her hair back. “And I get to choose what I take from this world now. Even if it’s just small choices.”



Mateo smiled faintly. “Small choices are the hardest. Bigger ones just make the consequences clearer.”







Across town, Ava sat at the convent desk, scrolling through Archdiocese communications. Gregorian chants hummed softly in the background, blending with the distant rattle of Sister Thomas’ box fan. Each image of curated holiness — saints in Saint Laurent, priests in Johnny O blazers, perfectly staged confessions — tightened the cage around her morality. She thought of Rosa navigating her own pressures, different but parallel.







Meanwhile, Vivian oversaw her small tennis cohort. Vinyl jazz records spun softly in the background, setting a tempo for conversation and mentorship. She watched Rosa quietly, noting the way she navigated social cues, her tentative rebellion, and Mateo’s protective presence. Vivian’s power in the community — long-standing, subtle, and culturally grounded — allowed her to shape younger women’s paths without overt interference. Every gesture, every musical cue, was a signal of the currents of influence that both protected and constrained.







Rosa found herself in the library later, Mateo beside her, sketching notes from Hirohito Baldi design catalogs while she studied campus policy manuals. The Loop’s whispers followed her even here: alumni gossip, faculty alliances, and unseen social contracts. But for the first time, she noticed how small acts — enrolling in a class she wanted, attending a debate, choosing a music playlist in her dorm — chipped away at the invisible walls.



Carter’s control, the Loop’s legacy, the Jaguar Lady’s silent observance — all remained. But here, in this room layered with light, jazz, and the faint scent of Mateo’s cologne, Rosa began building a parallel life. One based on subtle rebellion, ethical navigation, and self-possession.







Back at the convent, Ava exhaled slowly. The Church hierarchy demanded loyalty, obedience, and performance. The Archdiocese meetings loomed, but she understood the rhythm: each decision, each compromise, shaped the world in subtle, irrevocable ways. Music, power, and moral tension mirrored Rosa’s life in Palisades: two women, distant but linked by the pressures of survival and allegiance.







Outside, Jaguars prowled. Cotillion girls practiced smiles. CVS aisles hummed fluorescent life. The Loop whispered its invisible rules. Rosa’s rebellion was quiet, careful, yet powerful. Mateo, with his own shadows and strengths, stood as both witness and anchor. Ava continued her ethical navigation, Sister Thomas endured quietly, Gabby observed, and Vivian held the cultural currents steady.



The world hummed with jazz, bossa nova, Gregorian chants — a layered, living rhythm of power, resistance, and survival.
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• Lifestyle textures: Fashion trends (2017–2019), luxury details, and social rituals.
• Sensory details: Sights, sounds, brands, smells — the curated perfection versus private chaos.
• Events: Earthquakes and the Getty Fire, symbolizing both literal and emotional ruptures.

3. Core Themes to Integrate

• Power & control — Domestic violence, coercion, and subtle emotional manipulation.
• Faith & repression — Tensions between priests, nuns, and institutional hypocrisy.
• Identity & belonging — Class, race, and sexuality in a tightly controlled community.
• Surface vs. reality — The ‘perfect’ veneer versus hidden fractures.
• Collective conscience — Evelyn’s voice acts as a guiding thread between characters and events.

4. Preserving Voice & Style

• Maintain the musicality and rhythm of Claudia’s writing.
• Keep nuance, emotional intimacy, and layered pacing.
• Integrate environmental and sensory richness without losing narrative flow.

5. Next Steps

1. Create a master outline mapping all uploaded chapters.
2. Confirm placement of existing storylines and identify gaps.
3. Merge all chapters into one cohesive manuscript.
4. Integrate themes, environment, and recurring character threads.
5. Save and maintain versioned backups for safety.
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Prologue: Missing

From The Palisades Post, August 12th

LOCAL TEEN STILL MISSING

Seventeen-year-old Sofia Calderdn has not been seen since Friday night. The
Palisades High student was last spotted leaving a gathering at a friend’s home
near the Bluffs. Authorities are treating this as a possible runaway, though
friends describe her disappearance as “completely out of character.”

A candlelight vigil will be held Tuesday evening. The family asks for
privacy.

From The Palisades Post, August 16th

COMMUNITY IN PRAYER

Residents gathered at St. Monica’s for a vigil honoring missing teen Sofia
Calder6n. The Archdiocese released a statement offering “continued prayers
and support for the family.”

The clippings yellowed on the fridge in Rosa’s kitchen. She brushed crumbs
off the counter, stared at them, then shoved her phone deeper into her pocket
before Carter could grab it again.
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Prologue: Missing





From The Palisades Post, August 12th



LOCAL TEEN STILL MISSING

Seventeen-year-old Sofia Calderón has not been seen since Friday night. The Palisades High student was last spotted leaving a gathering at a friend’s home near the Bluffs. Authorities are treating this as a possible runaway, though friends describe her disappearance as “completely out of character.”



A candlelight vigil will be held Tuesday evening. The family asks for privacy.



—



From The Palisades Post, August 16th



COMMUNITY IN PRAYER

Residents gathered at St. Monica’s for a vigil honoring missing teen Sofia Calderón. The Archdiocese released a statement offering “continued prayers and support for the family.”



—



The clippings yellowed on the fridge in Rosa’s kitchen. She brushed crumbs off the counter, stared at them, then shoved her phone deeper into her pocket before Carter could grab it again.



Up the hill, in a convent cell that smelled of mildew, Sister Thomas said her morning prayers. The fan rattled in her window. A football thumped on the seminary lawn below, young priests shouting like boys at recess. She kept her eyes on the cross.









Chapter One: Daughters





Rosa hated CVS runs. Carter made her go with him, claiming she “forgot things,” but it was his way of keeping track of her. She walked the aisles under the fluorescent hum, texting her cousin about cotillion dresses, when his hand brushed her phone away.



“Be here with me,” he murmured. It wasn’t a request.



She glanced toward the makeup aisle — two girls from school giggling, whispering about the Loop. Everyone had heard of it. No one said they had. Rosa shoved her phone into her bag.







Across town, Ava stepped into the convent for the first time.



Sister Thomas, Irish, opened the door. She was thin, face lined but striking, eyes pale as sea glass.



“You’re early,” Sister Thomas said, her brogue softened by years but still sharp. “Come.”



No handshake. No warmth. Just the smell of must and corridors lined with bishops’ photographs. Ava’s heels clicked against the tiles as they walked.



“They call these rooms ‘cells,’” Sister Thomas said abruptly. “The men retire to villas. We’re given poetry.”



Not bitter — not sweet either. Just fact.



Ava glanced into a narrow doorway: crucifix, single bed, no desk. The air was thick. Suffocating.



Back at CVS, Rosa bought toothpaste she didn’t need. Carter carried the bag, as if it meant she belonged to him.



And up in the convent, Ava asked Sister Thomas: “What does the Church demand of you?”



“Everything,” she answered.
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Prologue: The Papers

Excerpts from The Palisades Post

LOCAL GIRL, SOFTA M., REPORTED MISSING

Pacific Palisades — Authorities confirmed this morning that
seventeen-year-old Sofia Martinez has been reported missing
after failing to return home from choir practice at St.
Augustine’s Church. The last confirmed sighting was at the
parish parking lot on Thursday evening. Police describe her as
56, brown hair, wearing a denim jacket.

“We are praying for her safe return,” said Father Yosi Calderon
of St. Augustine’s. “The community is devastated.”

— The Palisades Post, April 2

MYSTERY DEEPENS: CHURCH UNDER SCRUTINY

With Sofia Martinez still missing, questions are mounting about
St. Augustine’s Church and its leadership. Sources allege the
parish has been quietly reassigning staff and that certain
records have been sealed. The Archdiocese declined to
comment on whether internal investigations are underway.

“The Church knows more than it’s saying,” claimed one
anonymous source, a former parish volunteer.

— The Palisades Post, April 15
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Prologue: The Papers





Excerpts from The Palisades Post



LOCAL GIRL, SOFIA M., REPORTED MISSING

Pacific Palisades — Authorities confirmed this morning that seventeen-year-old Sofia Martinez has been reported missing after failing to return home from choir practice at St. Augustine’s Church. The last confirmed sighting was at the parish parking lot on Thursday evening. Police describe her as 5’6”, brown hair, wearing a denim jacket.



“We are praying for her safe return,” said Father Yosi Calderón of St. Augustine’s. “The community is devastated.”



— The Palisades Post, April 2







MYSTERY DEEPENS: CHURCH UNDER SCRUTINY

With Sofia Martinez still missing, questions are mounting about St. Augustine’s Church and its leadership. Sources allege the parish has been quietly reassigning staff and that certain records have been sealed. The Archdiocese declined to comment on whether internal investigations are underway.



“The Church knows more than it’s saying,” claimed one anonymous source, a former parish volunteer.



— The Palisades Post, April 15







COMMUNITY DEMANDS ANSWERS

At last night’s candlelight vigil on the church steps, protesters carried signs reading Where Is Sofia? and No More Silence. Mothers wept openly as teenagers from the choir lit candles.



Sister Thomas O’Malley, a retired nun housed at the motherhouse nearby, spoke briefly: “The Church has a long history of silencing women. Sofia’s voice will not be silenced.”



— The Palisades Post, April 20







The smell of newsprint carried into the musty air of the motherhouse, where Sister Thomas woke in her small cell. The world outside was demanding answers. Inside, the air barely moved.







Meanwhile, across Sunset Boulevard, the Loop already had a theory.



At the Palisades Village mall, they perched on stone benches like pigeons, phones glowing.

“She ran away,” said one.

“No, she was taken,” said another.

Theories spiraled between iced matcha lattes and selfies beneath the neon sign outside Brandy Melville.



The Jaguar Lady glided past, black convertible humming, bangles stacked on one wrist, her lipstick a weapon. The Loop paused their gossip to watch her — she was always watching back.



At CVS, Rosa’s little cousin was stocking up on mini lip glosses, swiping them into her hoodie pocket when the clerk wasn’t looking. Rosa herself was hours away at college, streaming the vigil on her laptop. She texted her mother: It’s so Palisades. The candles, the crying, the cameras. They make everything look like a movie.



Back in the cloister, Sister Thomas sat on the edge of her bed. She could hear the priests outside, laughing, tossing a football on the seminary lawn. Her box fan turned the smell of mildew into a kind of weather system. She thought of Sofia’s mother, weeping into microphones, and of her own sisters, warehoused in these cells like forgotten relics.



Outside, the Post kept printing.

Inside, the prayers kept echoing.



Chapter One: Ava Enters





Ava arrived on a Monday, the kind of gray morning when the ocean sulked and the Palisades felt more like a cliff than a neighborhood.



The Archdiocese had arranged for her to “consult,” though everyone knew what that meant: manage the optics. She was here to help contain a story that was already slipping into scandal.



Sister Thomas met her in the vestibule. The old nun’s habit had been swapped for a plain cardigan, the edges pilled. Ava shook her hand, feeling the dry paper of her skin.



“This way,” Sister Thomas said, leading her through the motherhouse corridor. The plaster bowed inward, as if the walls themselves were sighing.



Ava’s heels clicked against the tile. She noticed the crucifixes, the lavender air freshener masking mildew, the framed photo of Pope John Paul II that hadn’t been dusted in months.



“You’re the one who makes the posters?” Sister Thomas asked, more accusation than curiosity.



“Not exactly,” Ava said. “I help with communications.”



“Same thing.”



They reached a small cell-room — Ava’s “temporary office.” A cot, a desk, and a window that faced a brick wall. Sister Thomas left her there with a nod, like a guard closing a door.







Across town, the Loop had already spotted Ava’s arrival. One of the girls’ moms worked part-time in the parish office and texted a blurry picture of Ava dragging her roller suitcase up the steps.



“PR Barbie,” one of them posted on Snapchat, adding a halo filter.

“Damage control,” another wrote.

Within minutes, the photo was on three different group chats.



At the University of Santa Cruz, Rosa scrolled past the same picture on Instagram. She frowned, then sent it to her roommate. See? Even their scandals have good lighting.







That evening, Ava sat on her cot, scrolling through the “pitch deck” the Archdiocese had emailed her. A slide glowed on her phone:



“Sainthood. But make it chic.”



The suggested visuals:



· Rosary beads styled on marble beside cappuccino foam

· A priest in soft natural light, pouring confession like a pour-over

· A Saint Laurent candle, lit against exposed brick





Ava laughed under her breath, though it sounded like a cough in the tiny cell.







At CVS, a cluster of teenagers were stealing eyeliner testers. “This is so Sofia,” one whispered, but none of them wanted to say her name too loudly.



The Jaguar Lady’s car pulled up outside, purring at the curb. She never went in. She just watched through tinted sunglasses as the girls scattered, then peeled away, leaving the air thick with perfume and engine heat.







Back in the motherhouse, Sister Thomas lay awake, listening to Ava’s laughter drift faintly down the corridor. She thought of her own first arrival here, decades ago, when the Church had still promised a kind of certainty. Now it only promised silence.







✨ End of Chapter One.



Chapter Two: The Priest’s Wing





Father Yosi O’Connell greeted Ava like they were at a wedding reception, not a convent under suspicion. He was young, trim, with the kind of Irish handsomeness that unsettled her — sharp blue eyes, a grin that hinted at songs and secrets.



“Come on, Ava,” he said, voice low, lilting with an Irish rhythm that made even the word money sound like poetry. “I’ll show you where the real comfort is.”



She followed him down a hallway that turned suddenly immaculate: hardwood polished to a mirror sheen, rugs thick enough to erase footsteps, a quiet hum of central air. The rectory wing.



He pushed open a door. Inside: modern art, bourbon decanters, leather chairs. A private chapel designed like a boutique hotel, every candleholder curated. Ava stepped across the rug and felt gravity tilt — the priests lived differently here.



“You don’t feel strange about this?” Ava asked.



Yosi shrugged, poured bourbon into two glasses. “We serve, we also survive. You can’t do both without a little comfort.” He handed her one. Their fingers brushed.



“And the sisters?” she pressed.



His grin didn’t fade. “They’re not my department.”







Across Sunset, the Loop was stirring.



It wasn’t online. Not exactly. It was the kind of thing passed in whispers — in backyards where music thumped too loudly, in SUVs idling outside tennis lessons, in parents’ wine cellars when the house went quiet.



The mothers pretended not to know. The fathers smirked like they once belonged to something similar. And the girls who went? They returned with silence swollen like a bruise, or with stories retold like trophies, depending on what they needed to survive.



Everyone in the Palisades had heard of it. No one said they had.







At the kitchen counter, Rosa opened her laptop and scrolled through campus emails she ignored. She wasn’t in the dorms; she’d never left home. Her college classes were twenty minutes away, but her mother still asked if she’d be back for dinner, still wanted her to drive her sister to CVS for toothpaste.



Rosa’s phone buzzed. A text lit up the screen: Loop tonight?



She closed her laptop. She wasn’t in the Loop. But she knew Sofia had been.







Back at the rectory, Yosi leaned closer. “You’ll see, Ava. Image is everything. Without it, the whole Church collapses.”



Ava took a sip of the bourbon. It burned clean. Outside, the Palisades was practicing its disguises: cassocks, cotillion gowns, whispered passwords into the Loop.
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Master Scene-Threading Map: Chapters 1-6

Author: Claudia S. Bates, MA, MFT, LMFT, LCMFT
Email: csbatestherapy@gmail.com | Website: www.csbatestherapy.com | Phone: 310-310-
9076

This document presents a detailed scene-by-scene threading map for Chapters 1-6 of the
manuscript. [t integrates primary and secondary plotlines, character arcs, environmental
immersion, and pacing cues to create a cohesive narrative blueprint.

Scene 1.1 — Garden Café Opening (Chapter 1 — Marine Layer)
**Estimated Pages:** pp. 1-5 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Introduce Ava Beckett as she observes the curated perfection of
Pacific Palisades.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Subtle glance at Rosa & Carter; Evelyn introduced indirectly via
Ava’s inner monologue.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Ava’s growing discomfort with appearances vs. reality.
**Environmental Anchors:** Garden Café, Alphabet Streets, early morning marine layer.

**Fake News Integration Points:** Overheard chatter about an Instagram scandal hints at
town gossip culture.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Slow build, lush sensory details to establish environment.

Scene 1.2 — The Cotillion Invitations (Chapter 1 — Marine Layer)
**Estimated Pages:** pp. 6-12 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Introduce Cotillion traditions and social hierarchy.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Vivian glimpsed in tennis whites; Ava catches Rosa’s cool dismissal
of her invite.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Tension quietly introduced between Rosa and Ava.
**Environmental Anchors:** Palisades boutiques, Cotillion offices.

**Fake News Integration Points:** A whispered rumor about someone being ‘blackballed’
spreads subtly.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Add underlying social tension beneath polished visuals.









Master Scene-Threading Map: Chapters 1–6 

Author:	Claudia	S.	Bates,	MA,	MFT,	LMFT,	LCMFT	

Email:	csbatestherapy@gmail.com	|	Website:	www.csbatestherapy.com	|	Phone:	310-310-

9076	

	

This	document	presents	a	detailed	scene-by-scene	threading	map	for	Chapters	1–6	of	the	

manuscript.	It	integrates	primary	and	secondary	plotlines,	character	arcs,	environmental	

immersion,	and	pacing	cues	to	create	a	cohesive	narrative	blueprint.	

Scene 1.1 — Garden Café Opening (Chapter 1 — Marine Layer) 

**Estimated	Pages:**	pp.	1–5	(est.)	

**Primary	Plotline:**	Introduce	Ava	Beckett	as	she	observes	the	curated	perfection	of	

Pacific	Palisades.	

**Subplots	Weaved	In:**	Subtle	glance	at	Rosa	&	Carter;	Evelyn	introduced	indirectly	via	

Ava’s	inner	monologue.	

**Key	Emotional	Beats:**	Ava’s	growing	discomfort	with	appearances	vs.	reality.	

**Environmental	Anchors:**	Garden	Café,	Alphabet	Streets,	early	morning	marine	layer.	

**Fake	News	Integration	Points:**	Overheard	chatter	about	an	Instagram	scandal	hints	at	

town	gossip	culture.	

**Pacing	&	Texture	Notes:**	Slow	build,	lush	sensory	details	to	establish	environment.	

Scene 1.2 — The Cotillion Invitations (Chapter 1 — Marine Layer) 

**Estimated	Pages:**	pp.	6–12	(est.)	

**Primary	Plotline:**	Introduce	Cotillion	traditions	and	social	hierarchy.	

**Subplots	Weaved	In:**	Vivian	glimpsed	in	tennis	whites;	Ava	catches	Rosa’s	cool	dismissal	

of	her	invite.	

**Key	Emotional	Beats:**	Tension	quietly	introduced	between	Rosa	and	Ava.	

**Environmental	Anchors:**	Palisades	boutiques,	Cotillion	offices.	

**Fake	News	Integration	Points:**	A	whispered	rumor	about	someone	being	‘blackballed’	

spreads	subtly.	

**Pacing	&	Texture	Notes:**	Add	underlying	social	tension	beneath	polished	visuals.	
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Author: Claudia S. Bates, MA, MFT, LMFT, LCMFT
Email: csbatestherapy@gmail.com | Website: www.csbatestherapy.com | Phone: 310-310-9076


This document presents a detailed scene-by-scene threading map for Chapters 1–6 of the manuscript. It integrates primary and secondary plotlines, character arcs, environmental immersion, and pacing cues to create a cohesive narrative blueprint.

Scene 1.1 — Garden Café Opening (Chapter 1 — Marine Layer)

**Estimated Pages:** pp. 1–5 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Introduce Ava Beckett as she observes the curated perfection of Pacific Palisades.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Subtle glance at Rosa & Carter; Evelyn introduced indirectly via Ava’s inner monologue.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Ava’s growing discomfort with appearances vs. reality.

**Environmental Anchors:** Garden Café, Alphabet Streets, early morning marine layer.

**Fake News Integration Points:** Overheard chatter about an Instagram scandal hints at town gossip culture.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Slow build, lush sensory details to establish environment.

Scene 1.2 — The Cotillion Invitations (Chapter 1 — Marine Layer)

**Estimated Pages:** pp. 6–12 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Introduce Cotillion traditions and social hierarchy.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Vivian glimpsed in tennis whites; Ava catches Rosa’s cool dismissal of her invite.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Tension quietly introduced between Rosa and Ava.

**Environmental Anchors:** Palisades boutiques, Cotillion offices.

**Fake News Integration Points:** A whispered rumor about someone being ‘blackballed’ spreads subtly.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Add underlying social tension beneath polished visuals.

Scene 2.1 — Rosa & Carter’s Quiet Storm (Chapter 2 — Fault Lines)

**Estimated Pages:** pp. 13–19 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Deepen Rosa & Carter’s relationship while revealing cracks beneath the surface.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Ava’s jealousy surfaces; Evelyn appears via therapy notes Rosa hides.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Foreshadow Rosa’s growing entrapment and Carter’s control.

**Environmental Anchors:** Rosa & Carter’s home overlooking Temescal Ridge.

**Fake News Integration Points:** None directly; keep intimacy private for contrast.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Intimate, claustrophobic mood.

Scene 2.2 — Tennis Palisades Introduced (Chapter 2 — Fault Lines)

**Estimated Pages:** pp. 20–28 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Introduce Tennis Palisades and Vivian, the rising Black tennis star.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Vivian’s rivalry set up with wealthy ‘Old Palisades’ families.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Themes of exclusion, subtle racism, and belonging.

**Environmental Anchors:** Tennis Palisades club, outdoor courts.

**Fake News Integration Points:** Facebook posts circulating about who ‘deserves’ access.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Brisker energy, layered tensions.

Scene 3.1 — Evelyn’s Office, First Thread (Chapter 3 — Evelyn’s Lens)

**Estimated Pages:** pp. 29–36 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Evelyn’s therapy sessions interlace multiple subplots through shared gossip.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Hints of priest & Sister Thomas conflict, gay teen’s family struggles.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Evelyn becomes the conscience connecting town narratives.

**Environmental Anchors:** Evelyn’s ocean-view office, soft lighting, calming décor.

**Fake News Integration Points:** Evelyn overhears a viral rumor from a client’s anxiety spiral.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Reflective, slower tempo; grounding tone shift.

Scene 3.2 — Chester at the Garden Café (Chapter 3 — Evelyn’s Lens)

**Estimated Pages:** pp. 37–45 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Introduce Chester observing Ava, Carter, and Rosa dynamics silently.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Subtle introduction to Chester’s manipulative tendencies.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Foreshadow Chester’s increasing role in Ava & Carter’s arcs.

**Environmental Anchors:** Garden Café, outdoor tables, overheard tennis gossip.

**Fake News Integration Points:** Chester catches snippets of a thread about Vivian’s supposed ‘affair.’

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Medium tension; build suspense.

Scene 4.1 — Jaguar Woman Appears (Chapter 4 — Getty Shadows)

**Estimated Pages:** pp. 46–55 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Introduce mysterious Jaguar-driving woman at boutique opening.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Cotillion mothers whisper judgments, ties into social power games.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Establish hierarchy pressures and silent competition.

**Environmental Anchors:** Boutique grand opening, champagne served, soft jazz.

**Fake News Integration Points:** Instagram story spreads from boutique; instant online backlash.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Fast, sharp tension builds.

Scene 5.1 — The Getty Fire Nears (Chapter 5 — Getty Shadows)

**Estimated Pages:** pp. 56–62 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Early warning sirens; Palisades residents panic-buy bottled water.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Priest and Sister Thomas scene reveals deeper control issues.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Community stress shows cracks in personal façades.

**Environmental Anchors:** Alphabet Streets, thickening smoke, crowded markets.

**Fake News Integration Points:** Conflicting updates on Facebook groups spiral into chaos.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** Quick cuts, chaotic energy.

Scene 6.1 — Chester’s Early Reckoning (Chapter 6 — Chester’s Reckoning)

**Estimated Pages:** pp. 63–70 (est.)

**Primary Plotline:** Chester’s decisions set ripple effects into motion.

**Subplots Weaved In:** Vivian’s career threatened, Ava’s loyalties tested.

**Key Emotional Beats:** Underlying domestic violence tones rise sharply.

**Environmental Anchors:** Evening streets, gated driveways, shadows lengthening.

**Fake News Integration Points:** Chester manipulates group chat screenshots for leverage.

**Pacing & Texture Notes:** High suspense; tension peaks.
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Print — La Loop, Prologue: June Gloom

The fog came in heavy, a quilt someone mean had thrown over the town. June gloom, the papers
called it when they were feeling cute, but that night it felt older than a nickname—older than the
cliffs, older than the church whose bell never quite rang loud enough to matter.

Sofia’s sneakers whispered on the damp sidewalk. Her phone lit her face for a second—three
hearts, a joke, be there soon—then slipped back into her pocket. The streetlights wore halos. Every
hedge held a secret. From the bluff the ocean sounded like breath, in and out, in and out, steady as
a metronome for a song no one wanted to dance to.

Corpus Veritas rose from the mist, the steeple erased to a smudge. A figure waited on the steps.
Black jacket, collar white as a slice of moon.

“You're late,” the priest said, voice low enough to belong to the weather.
Sofia laughed because it was a thing to do. “Youth group ran long.”

He smiled, kind the way a lock is kind to a key. “Busy girl. Always rushing.” His hand settled at her
shoulder—Ilight, specific, final.

Down the block a man with a dog slowed. Priest, girl, church—an arrangement that read as
harmless in fog. He tugged the leash. The dog drank the air and moved on.

“Come inside,” the priest said.

The door breathed her in; wood met frame with a sound like a lid closing.










Microsoft_Word_Document8.docx
Print – La Loop, Prologue: June Gloom



The fog came in heavy, a quilt someone mean had thrown over the town. June gloom, the papers called it when they were feeling cute, but that night it felt older than a nickname—older than the cliffs, older than the church whose bell never quite rang loud enough to matter.



Sofia’s sneakers whispered on the damp sidewalk. Her phone lit her face for a second—three hearts, a joke, be there soon—then slipped back into her pocket. The streetlights wore halos. Every hedge held a secret. From the bluff the ocean sounded like breath, in and out, in and out, steady as a metronome for a song no one wanted to dance to.



Corpus Veritas rose from the mist, the steeple erased to a smudge. A figure waited on the steps. Black jacket, collar white as a slice of moon.



“You’re late,” the priest said, voice low enough to belong to the weather.



Sofia laughed because it was a thing to do. “Youth group ran long.”



He smiled, kind the way a lock is kind to a key. “Busy girl. Always rushing.” His hand settled at her shoulder—light, specific, final.



Down the block a man with a dog slowed. Priest, girl, church—an arrangement that read as harmless in fog. He tugged the leash. The dog drank the air and moved on.



“Come inside,” the priest said.



The door breathed her in; wood met frame with a sound like a lid closing.



Later—minutes, hours—the fog held its place. A security light blinked and blinked as if sending messages no one thought to read. A gull shrieked and was mistaken for laughter.



By morning, the Chronicle had found its euphemisms.



YOUTH VOLUNTEER MISSES MORNING DUTY

COMMUNITY PRAYS FOR FAMILY AT THIS TIME



At the café, mothers lowered their voices and raised their eyebrows; at the Beach Club, a bulletin board held pictures of babies and weddings and none of anything else; at the school, the Ledger went out with a watercolor sun at the header and a line at the bottom that people read without really reading: Attendance is expected. Absence will be understood.



Sofia’s name smudged like ink in drizzle. The town rehearsed forgetting, breathing in and out, in and out, fog as faithful as prayer.



Print – La Loop, Chapter 1: The Garden Café



Condensation pearled the café windows, the outside world turned to watercolor. Beyond the glass, June gloom lay thick over the street; inside, the speakers petted the morning with brushed snares and a lazy saxophone. Cool Jaxx. Every day the same softness, like a hotel robe you weren’t sure you’d asked for.



Ava Beckett cupped her cappuccino in both hands. Years ago at this hour she would have been on the sand with a half-circle of bodies breathing into the fog—inhale four, hold, exhale six—breath warming the air between strangers until it felt like community. Now she watched Palisades mothers practice a different ritual: inventory of advantages.



“Harvard’s water polo coach says he’s promising.”

“Yale’s writing mentor is life-changing.”

“Princeton orthodontics—leadership jawline, can you even?”



Not nicknames. Birth certificates. Little boys called Princeton and Yale and Harvard because irony here was a luxury no one could afford.



At the corner table, Daniel bent over his worksheet, pencil smudging the edge where he’d drawn a margin kestrel before anyone told him margins were owned by math. Ten, solemn, lashes too long for boys who intended to survive fourth grade. He breathed like the old days—steady, private—and the steadiness made him obvious.



Two Ivy boys drifted close.



“Dragon?” one said, peering at the bird.

“Ship?” said the other, eager to be first to wrong.



“It’s a kestrel,” Daniel murmured, too exact for safety.



They laughed and went back to their mothers, triumphant in the way tourists are after ordering in English abroad and still getting bread.



Ava’s phone vibrated. The Loop Ledger newsletter arrived pastel and harmless as a baby shower:



🌫️ Community Notes

Those who stray from the shore risk vanquishing, as the tide spares no one.

Equinox Gathering, details forthcoming. Attendance expected.



She read the line twice. Vanquishing felt medieval and useful, like a word that could do a job others were too polite to do.



Daniel appeared at her elbow. “They don’t have blueberry.”



“They might in the back,” she said.



“They told me to try the app.” His mouth tilted. “The muffin app.”



She almost laughed. She swallowed instead. That was the difference between the woman who taught breath and the woman who wore neutral knitwear to committee.



Outside, Vivian passed with a tennis bag and tapped the glass, smile taut and knowing. Weeks ago she had leaned across a table and said, They erase people here. Poof. Ava lifted her hand and watched Vivian’s reflected hand lift back, both of them transparent in the window.



Another ping. Same Ledger, same watercolor header, one line added at the bottom like fine print no one would argue with at a gala:



Absence will be understood.



On her way to the counter she passed a corkboard where the café posted the Chronicle. Today’s edition in neat black type:



LOCAL INCIDENT PROMPTS RESPONSE

Authorities confirm burglary isolated; no ongoing risk.



LONGTIME RESIDENT RELOCATES

Privacy requested.



ABANDONED JAGUAR REMOVED

Vehicle unclaimed.



Isolated, relocated, removed. Three kinds of vanishing in twelve words.



She ordered a plain croissant because they were out of the thing her child had asked for, and because some mornings compromise was the only prayer that got answered. On the walk back she caught herself counting breaths the way she used to teach them: inhale four, hold, exhale six. She had once built a life around the idea that breath could rescue you from your worst habits. Now her worst habit was looking like she belonged.



Daniel tilted the paper to make room for his drawing. “How many wings can a bird have?”



“Two,” she said, then added, “as many as it needs,” because the first answer was correct and the second was true.



Through the fogged glass, the church’s steeple was only a suggestion, and yet its shadow seemed to know exactly where to fall. The Ledger sent one more ping—just a duplicate, just a reminder—and the café air shifted almost imperceptibly as phones in handbags and pockets acknowledged receipt.



Ava touched Daniel’s shoulder and felt the tendons and hope. Inhale four, hold. She could still teach a body to soften. She just had to remember which body was hers.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 2: Errands



The bus sighed when it stopped, doors yawning like a creature resigned to duty. Rosa stepped on with her reusable bag and the feeling—always—of stepping backward in time. The Palisades mothers didn’t ride buses; their SUVs prowled the curved streets like polished panthers.



She sat by the window. The vinyl was cracked, the air too warm, and still it felt more honest than the chilled leather of Carter’s golf cart. The cart had become her leash: errands, school runs, nothing beyond the loop of manicured streets. Carter liked the image—wife contained, movement ornamental.



But today she was here, watching houses slip by like silent teeth. She thought of Rio, of buses packed so close you breathed each other’s perfume, sweat, grief. Messy, alive. Here, silence pressed like a glove.



Her phone buzzed. Carter: Leah has them.



Leah. The nanny he had chosen without asking her. A younger shadow, same long hair, same accent softened until it was nearly gone. Rosa’s children reached for Leah’s hand as if it were hers. Sometimes she caught neighbors’ glances and couldn’t tell if they pitied or approved.



The bus rattled down Sunset. She pulled a notebook from her bag, the one she had begun daring to fill. Today she wrote just three words: I am here.



At the next stop, a cluster of college kids boarded, spilling chatter and laptops. She caught a profile—Mateo. Older now, heavier in the jaw, but still him. He looked twice, then smiled the smile that had once undone her.



“Rosa?”



She laughed softly, Brazilian vowels thick around his name. “It’s been—”



“Too long,” he said, sliding into the seat.



They traded stories in fragments. His family’s fists and whiskey. Her marriage that looked like a photograph but felt like a museum. She confessed the absurdity: she didn’t drive. Carter had never taught her, never wanted her to.



“One lesson at a time,” Mateo said. “You’ll see.”



The bus braked hard. A boy in the back cursed; his friends laughed. For a second, with the fog outside and Mateo beside her, Rosa could almost believe she was back in Rio, young and not yet mistaken safety for love.



When she got off, the bus hissed like relief. She tucked her notebook under her arm and walked toward the manicured hedges. The Chronicle box on the corner caught her eye:



ISOLATED INCIDENT, NO THREAT TO COMMUNITY.

LONGTIME RESIDENT RELOCATES.

UNATTENDED JAGUAR REMOVED.



Isolated, relocated, removed. Three ways to vanish.



She thought of Leah’s hand on her son’s shoulder. She thought of Carter’s cart idling in the driveway. She thought of Mateo’s words: One lesson at a time.



And she wrote again in her notebook: Today, I moved.



✨

Print – La Loop, Chapter 3: Caruso’s Paradise



Caruso’s Paradise didn’t call itself a mall. The signs just said Welcome, as if a whole world needed no name. Bougainvillea draped over archways, fountains leapt on schedule, Cool Jaxx drifted from hidden speakers. Even the cobblestones were engineered to look accidental, scuffed just enough to whisper authenticity.



Ava hated it.



She and Daniel crossed the square, her tote slipping on her shoulder. She thought of other mornings—barefoot on sand, voices rising together in breath. In those days she had taught yoga to anyone willing to try, breath counted over fog that made everyone equal. Inhale four, hold, exhale six. Now she inhaled exhaust from valet lines, held silence, exhaled lies about muffins and orthodontists.



Daniel clutched his sketchbook like armor. His eyes darted toward the fountain where Ivy boys lounged, hair slicked like catalogues.



“Still drawing dragons?” one called.



“Kestrels,” Daniel muttered.



“Looks like a doodle.” They laughed, their mothers nodding at one another from the fountain’s edge, sunglasses reflecting nothing back.



Ava started forward, jaw set, but Katie materialized from a café table, waving a glass of something sparkling. “Don’t do it,” she said under her breath, pulling Ava down beside her. “Bad optics. Hysterical mother vs. angelic future senator? They’ll cut your throat with that headline.”



Ava’s throat tightened. “They’re cruel.”



“They’re bored,” Katie corrected, lifting her glass. “Cruelty is just boredom with better accessories.”



Daniel sat on the fountain’s edge, hunched over his page. A gust lifted it, revealing the kestrel mid-flight, eye too careful, too alive. One boy leaned over, smirk ready. Daniel snapped the sketchbook shut.



Ava pressed her hands together the way she once pressed them at her heart at the end of class. She wanted to rise, to shout, to unroll a mat right here on the stone and teach these children how to breathe instead of sneer. Instead she sat, lips pressed.



Katie pointed with her chin to the newsstand by the fountain. Chronicle headlines glared in neat type:



ISOLATED BURGLARY PROMPTS RESPONSE.

LONGTIME RESIDENT RELOCATES.

ABANDONED JAGUAR REMOVED.



“Isolated, relocated, removed,” Katie murmured. “My favorite trilogy.”



Ava swallowed. Daniel pressed his pencil until the tip snapped.



Katie raised her glass higher. “To bad optics,” she declared. “And to knowing the difference between dragons and kestrels.”



The fountain sputtered, water glinting in arcs. Daniel kept drawing, lines dark and exact, as if he were mapping wings large enough to carry them both.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 4: Giorgio Baldi Dinner



Kelly’s Lexus smelled of lemon oil and new leather, the kind of scent designed to reassure you of money. Rosa sat in the passenger seat too carefully, palms flat in her lap, like she might leave fingerprints if she relaxed.



“Traffic’s a dream,” Kelly chirped, slipping the car through canyon curves. “Everyone’s in Malibu tonight, pretending they’re not.”



Rosa smiled, because smiling was safe. The ocean flickered between hedges, fog softening its edge. She thought of Rio nights, street stalls and laughter, taxis honking at nothing. Here, silence rode shotgun.



Giorgio Baldi was dim and controlled, sconces glowing like secrets, tablecloths as white as dentists’ coats. No bar glowing, no photos of celebrities lining the walls. Just the confidence of a place that believed it didn’t need to prove itself.



The women clustered at a long table. Gold bracelets chimed like prayer bells. Their voices dipped and rose, never overlapping, as though harmony itself had been assigned. Rosa thought of cafés in Rio where everyone spoke at once, joy and argument woven like music. The absence here was louder.



“Rosa!” Katie beckoned her like a lifeguard waving a stranded swimmer. “Sit next to me, so I don’t get in trouble for inappropriate comments.”



Rosa slid into the chair between Katie and Jen, who was already reapplying gloss with surgeonlike precision.



“Did you hear?” Jen asked without looking up. “They’re revising the Beach Club bulletin board rules.”



“What rules?” Rosa asked, instantly regretting it.



“You can’t just post any photo,” Kelly explained from across the table. “Births, weddings, college acceptances. Only members.”



“It’s community self-care,” Katie said sweetly. “Like exfoliating the poor.”



A ripple of laughter — nervous, not free.



Rosa’s phone buzzed. Carter: Leah has them. Don’t be late.



She slid the phone face-down, pulse thudding. Leah had them. Her children. Her lullabies. Her place.



A Chronicle folded on a banquette caught her eye:



LONGTIME RESIDENT RELOCATES.

ABANDONED JAGUAR REMOVED.



Vanishing in plain type.



Katie followed her gaze. “Recipe section’s next. Relocation soufflé. Serves four if you’re obedient.”



The waiter poured wine. Jen leaned forward. “The sisters’ supper is next week. Such a privilege to host.”



“For the nuns,” Kelly added brightly. “They’re so grateful.”



Rosa remembered Sister Thomas’s soft gray sweater, the glass of water she had set on the chapel rail. Grateful wasn’t the word Rosa would have used.



“It’s a privilege to be seen serving,” Katie said. “Different sacrament.”



Laughter again, thinner this time.



The priest entered with two donors, collar traded for tailored jacket. Heads tilted as though by instinct. He moved between tables like light passing through a stained-glass window — quiet, controlling color.



Kelly straightened. “We were just talking about the sisters’ supper,” she said when he paused at their table.



He smiled as though this pleased him. “The community is generous,” he said. “We are blessed.”



Katie raised her glass the moment he turned. “To bad optics,” she whispered. “Because good optics are killing us.”

Print – La Loop, Chapter 5b: The Jaguar Mom



The first sign wasn’t the Chronicle. It was the tow truck.



The Jaguar sat at the curb for days, its paint still glossy, windshield catching fog like a mirror. On the fourth morning, the truck came — beeping too loud for canyon streets. Mothers slowed their cars, phones lifted discreetly from cup holders. Children pressed faces to windows.



By lunch, the story had multiplied.

“She didn’t pay her dues.”

“She refused the Ledger dinner.”

“She asked why Sister Thomas was reassigned.”



No one said her name out loud. Not even Katie.



That night at the café, Kelly lowered her voice. “She thought she could skip the Gathering. Imagine.”



“She thought tradition was optional,” another added, stirring her tea.



Katie leaned back, sunglasses pushed up though the sun was gone. “Optional is what you tick on an exam form. This isn’t an exam. It’s a performance review.”



Laughter, brittle and too quick.



Rosa overheard in the school lot the next morning — two mothers by their SUVs, voices bright like stage whispers. “The Jaguar mom said no once. That’s all it takes.”



She wrote it in her notebook later: One no = relocation.



The Chronicle headline the following day was neat, precise, unbothered:



ABANDONED JAGUAR REMOVED FROM SIDE STREET. RESIDENT RELOCATES.



No photo. No farewell. Just a sentence trimmed to the bone.



At drop-off, Ethan whispered to Daniel, eyes darting like birds. “My mom said she asked questions.”



Daniel didn’t answer. He drew instead — a bird in the margin, wings too big for the page.



By weekend, the curb was clean, swept as if the car had never existed. Mothers drove past without pause. Children forgot to whisper.



Katie, at the wine bar, finally said it: “I always told her that car was too flashy. Turns out, she was.” Her glass clinked against Rosa’s with a smile too wide. “Bad optics.”



Rosa nodded, though in her chest it ached. In Brazil, she thought, absence had been noisy — neighbors crowding, voices raised, music playing until grief dissolved. Here, absence was a trick of silence, clean and quick.



She wrote again in her notebook: They erase the person by erasing the car first.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 6: Campus Café



The bus hissed as it stopped at the campus, brakes sighing like an old man. Rosa stepped off, clutching her tote, the fog clinging damp to her hair. Students hurried past in hoodies, their voices loud and careless. The noise lifted her, even as she felt the ache of being older, out of place.



She remembered buses in Rio—shoulders pressed to strangers, arguments spilling across aisles, music leaking from headphones, everyone part of everyone’s noise. Here, the silence of the Palisades still clung to her skin like perfume she hadn’t chosen.



The café was glass and eucalyptus. She stood in line, notebook heavy in her bag, when she saw him.



“Rosa?”



Mateo. His jaw firmer now, hair cut shorter, but the smile was the same—unpracticed, generous.



“You,” she said, laughing softly, her accent thickening.



They sat by the window. Students surrounded them, laptops glowing, the hum of ambition all around. It felt almost safe.



“You don’t drive?” he asked when she mentioned the bus.



“No,” Rosa admitted. “Carter prefers the cart. He says it’s enough.”



Mateo’s brow furrowed. “The golf cart?”



“Yes.” She tried to smile. “It is… ornamental.”



He shook his head. “It’s a leash.”



Her laugh was brittle. “You sound like Evelyn.”



“Then she’s right.” He leaned forward, voice softer. “What would you do if you could go anywhere?”



Her throat tightened. She thought of Rio—markets at night, salt air, buses rattling through streets where no one pretended silence was virtue. She whispered, “I don’t know anymore.”



Mateo’s fingers tapped the table, restless. “I grew up waiting for plates to break. My father would smash one, sometimes two, before he even spoke. That was the warning. How many left told you how bad the night would be.”



Rosa’s chest constricted.



“My mother called it stress. I called it home,” he said. “I learned to shrink. To keep quiet. Took me years to unlearn.”



Rosa stared at her hands, folded too neatly in her lap. “I know that shrinking.”



He studied her, not pushing. “You don’t have to explain.”



She exhaled. “I write it. In a notebook. The things I can’t say.”



“Good,” Mateo said. “Ink is how silence starts to break. One line at a time.”



Her eyes stung. She thought of Carter reading her emails aloud, Leah humming lullabies upstairs. The notebook hidden under towels in the kitchen drawer. “Sometimes I imagine driving away.”



“Then let me teach you.” His voice was steady, matter-of-fact. “One lesson at a time.”



She laughed softly, shaking her head. “Carter would—”



“Carter isn’t here.”



The truth landed in her chest like a bird suddenly unfolding its wings.



Her phone buzzed. A Chronicle alert:



ISOLATED BURGLARY REPORTED.

RESIDENT RELOCATES, PRIVACY REQUESTED.

JAGUAR REMOVED.



She turned it face down, pulse quickening. Mateo noticed but said nothing.



“Don’t shrink,” he said instead. “Not here.”



For ninety minutes, she didn’t.



On the bus home she wrote in her notebook: Left foot does nothing. Right foot learns to feel. She underlined it twice.



Leah’s humming floated down the stairs when she returned. The golf cart gleamed in the driveway, still and smug. But Rosa’s hands itched for a different wheel.



✨ Chapter 5b complete — includes:

· Jaguar repossession → whispered gossip.

· Chronicle erasure (relocation headline).

· Katie’s humor (“performance review,” “bad optics”).

· Daniel’s kestrel drawing thread.

· Rosa’s Brazil outsider gaze — absence there was loud, here it’s silent.



Print – La Loop, Chapter 7: Announcements



The Loop Ledger arrived at 6:03 p.m., pastel header blooming on every phone at once. Rosa read it in the kitchen, Leah upstairs humming lullabies, Carter behind his office door dictating emails like verdicts.



🌫️ Equinox Gathering 🌫️

Location: Private

Time: To be advised

Attendance: Required



Below, a line in pale gray, almost invisible:

Absence will be understood.



Her breath caught. She turned the phone face down, but the words stayed lit inside her head.



Across town, Ava read the same email on her porch, Daniel hunched over his sketchbook at the table beside her. Fog blurred the hedges until they looked like stone. She scrolled again, hoping she had misread. Attendance required. Absence will be understood.



Daniel looked up. “Why are you frowning?”



“I’m not.” Her voice cracked anyway.



She reached for her water. Years ago, teaching yoga on the beach, she had told students that breath could quiet fear. Inhale four, hold, exhale six. Now the breath refused to obey.



That evening, the Chronicle landed on both their doorsteps. Headlines folded neatly, euphemisms precise:



COMMUNITY HARMONY CELEBRATED

Seasonal traditions reaffirm shared values.



LOCAL INCIDENT PROMPTS RESPONSE

Authorities confirm burglary was isolated; no ongoing risk.



RESIDENT RELOCATES, PRIVACY REQUESTED

No further details at this time.



Rosa traced the words with her finger. Isolated, harmony, privacy. All synonyms for erasure. Ava folded the paper in half before Daniel could read.



At drop-off the next morning, Katie sidled up in oversized sunglasses, hair pinned deliberately crooked. “Well, my doves,” she said, “did you enjoy your bedtime story?”



Ava stiffened. “You mean the Ledger?”



Katie smirked. “Attendance required, absence understood. Translation: show up or disappear. It’s like RSVP’ing to your own vanishing.”



Rosa lowered her eyes. “Everyone got it?”



“Of course.” Katie linked her arm through Rosa’s. “That’s the point. Fear lands softer when it’s synchronized.”



She leaned close, voice dropping. “Don’t worry. We’ll sit in the back together. If they try to make us look gracious, we’ll already be laughing.”



The fog thickened around the playground. Ava exhaled slowly, as if remembering breath was an act of rebellion. Rosa pressed her palm against her notebook in her tote, as if words on paper might shield her.



Phones buzzed again that afternoon, another Ledger reminder:



🌫️ Equinox Gathering Reminder 🌫️

Commitment is harmony. Harmony is safety.



Ava deleted hers. Rosa copied the line into her notebook and underlined it twice. Both carried it in their chests like a splinter.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 8: Committee Chairs



The library at Corpus Veritas smelled faintly of carpet cleaner and ambition. Folding chairs fanned out in a polite semicircle. On the table: pitchers of water, slices of lemon, and stacks of agendas printed in pale blue. Even volunteer work here was curated, every detail calibrated for optics.



Ava slid into a chair near the back, smoothing Daniel’s sketchbook on her lap. Once, she would have crossed her legs on a yoga mat, telling strangers to drop their shoulders, let the body soften. Now she sat too straight, spine taut, as if posture might disguise her dread.



The women filtered in. Kelly with her sunglasses perched on her head like a crown. Jen rustling papers no one had asked for. Katie last, tote swinging, hair pinned with the same carelessness she wore as armor.



Rosa slipped in a beat later, cheeks flushed, notebook tucked close to her chest. She hesitated until Katie patted the seat beside her. “Here, darling. Sit by me. If I get thrown out for saying something wicked, you can testify I looked fabulous while doing it.”



A ripple of laughter. Rosa smiled faintly and sat. Ava caught her eyes, a small moment of recognition—two women carrying exhaustion like the same handbag.



The chairwoman cleared her throat, hair so perfectly symmetrical it looked pressed. “Let’s begin. As you know, the Equinox Gathering will be held later this month. Attendance is…” She glanced at her notes. “Expected.”



The word dropped like a coin into a jar. Ava’s chest tightened. Rosa opened her notebook under the table and wrote the word expected in slanted script.



“We’ll need volunteers for hospitality, parking, ushers. People to keep the mood correct.”



Katie raised her hand. “What mood is that, exactly? Festive fascism or more of a somber cult vibe?”



Nervous laughter. The chairwoman smiled tightly. “Gracious. Firm.”



The sign-up sheet moved around the circle. When it reached Ava, she hesitated. To leave it blank was to be noticed. She scrawled her name in small letters under “hospitality,” her stomach tightening as if she’d signed a confession.



The sheet reached Rosa. She stared at the paper, pen hovering, then pushed it silently to Jen. The absence of ink was louder than any word.



“New business?” the chairwoman asked.



Rosa raised her hand before she could stop herself. “Will there be childcare?”



Heads turned, the room tilting.



“Of course,” the chairwoman said after a pause. “We support families.”



Katie grinned. “Nothing says support like a velvet rope for toddlers.”



A couple of women choked on laughter, disguising it as coughs. The chairwoman shuffled her papers as if order could be restored with bullet points.



The meeting closed with the scraping of chairs, lemon water abandoned half full. The mothers clustered in pairs, whispering. Ava slid her notebook back into her tote. Rosa pressed hers against her chest like a shield.



Outside, the fog pressed heavy against the glass windows. Katie linked her arms through theirs. “Don’t worry, darlings. We’ll sit together in the back. They can’t choreograph us if we’re already laughing.”

Print – La Loop, Chapter 9: The Therapist



The stairs to Evelyn’s office were narrow and painted the color of sand, worn smooth by feet that had carried secrets up and down for years. Rosa climbed slowly, tote heavy at her side. She told Carter she had “committee things.” He hadn’t asked which committee. He never needed details; the category was enough.



The waiting room smelled faintly of chamomile and dust. A clock ticked softly, each second a reminder. Rosa sat on the edge of the couch, back stiff, hands folded too neatly in her lap.



“Hi, Rosa.” Evelyn entered without a clipboard, her attention gathered like a shawl. She sat across, not too close, not too far. “How’s your breathing today?”



Rosa’s laugh came sharp. “I forget to do it.”



“That’s honest.” Evelyn nodded at the tote. “Notebook with you?”



Rosa tapped the bag with her toe. “Under towels in the kitchen. And here, under receipts.”



“Good,” Evelyn said. “What have you been writing?”



Rosa hesitated. “Carter hired Leah. He didn’t tell me. I came home and she was there, apron tied like mine. Younger. Rested. The children called her Mommy once. They all laughed. Even me.” Her voice cracked. “I don’t remember the sound.”



Evelyn’s eyes softened. “And Carter?”



“He texted: Leah has them. Don’t be late. As if that explains everything.”



Rosa’s throat tightened. “He says the golf cart is enough. A leash painted white. I take the bus instead. In Rio, buses were noise—music, voices, life. Here, the silence feels like someone’s hand on my mouth.”



“Good,” Evelyn said. “That’s your rebellion. The bus. The notebook. You’re keeping parts of yourself alive.”



“I met Mateo,” Rosa whispered. “An old friend. He said he can teach me to drive.”



“What did your body do when he said it?”



“Everything shook,” Rosa admitted. “Then I felt quiet. Like after music stops.”



Evelyn leaned forward slightly. “Quiet can be information. What does it tell you?”



“That I want to believe him.”



“Then write that down,” Evelyn said. “Ink is the first rehearsal.”



Rosa’s eyes stung. “Carter reads my emails out loud in the other room, like he’s a judge. The crime is disobedience. Or ingratitude.”



“And what do you call it?” Evelyn asked.



Rosa looked at her lap. “Being unhurt.”



Silence stretched between them, patient. A child laughed outside on the sidewalk, the sound traveling up the stairs. Rosa’s chest ached at the reminder of her own children, of Leah’s songs that now lulled them.



“Rosa.” Evelyn’s voice was low but firm. “Silence doesn’t protect you. It only protects him.”



The words landed like stone in water, rippling out.



“If I speak,” Rosa whispered, “he’ll say I’m unstable. He’ll say I’m endangering the children.”



“And if you don’t,” Evelyn replied, “your children learn that disappearing is the price of peace.”



Rosa pressed her palms to her knees. “Sometimes I imagine putting them in a car and leaving before dawn. But I don’t even drive.” She laughed softly, ashamed.



“Imagination is rehearsal too,” Evelyn said. “So is writing. So is stepping onto the bus. So is letting someone teach you to steer.”



Rosa turned her wedding ring until her skin burned. “What if they say I ran?”



“They will,” Evelyn said, eyes steady. “But they will say something either way. You don’t have to live inside their story.”



Rosa rose slowly, the card Evelyn offered slipping into her tote — a number she might never call, a door she might someday open.



At the bus stop she opened her notebook, page clean, fog pressing heavy around her. She wrote: One lesson at a time. I will not pretend to be unhurt.



When the Chronicle thudded onto her porch that night, the headlines were familiar:



ISOLATED INCIDENT, COMMUNITY SAFE.

RESIDENT RELOCATES, PRIVACY REQUESTED.



She laid the paper on the counter, then covered it with her notebook.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 10: The Gay Kid



The courtyard fountain gurgled politely, its spray catching the morning fog. Mothers gathered in clusters, phones in hand, their laughter measured, their sunglasses twin mirrors.



Ava stood by the stone bench, Daniel’s hand tucked into hers. She inhaled the way she used to cue students—four counts in, hold, six out—but the breath snagged.



On the fountain’s lip, Ethan sat cross-legged, sketchbook on his lap like Daniel’s. He was slight, hair falling into his eyes. Two Ivy boys circled, voices pitched just loud enough to be heard.



“Nice shirt.”

“Borrowed from your boyfriend?”



Ethan’s cheeks burned. His pencil trembled.



“Draw us a wedding invitation,” one boy jeered. “Yale will officiate.”



Daniel stiffened, knuckles whitening on his book. Ava gripped his hand, heart hammering. Her yoga voice rose in her throat—breathe, anchor, soften—but it stayed trapped there.



She wanted to step forward, to speak, but instead she stood frozen. The Ledger phrases hissed through her head: Commitment is harmony. Harmony is safety. Speaking would break harmony. Safety would shatter.



“Enough,” someone said, low and sharp.



Vivian. She stood at the edge of the circle, tennis bag over her shoulder, her gaze cutting glass. “Find another joke.”



The boys laughed awkwardly, retreating toward their mothers. Ethan kept his head down, pencil trembling across the page.



Vivian turned to Ava. Her voice dropped to a warning. “You teach him to fold smaller when you stay quiet.” Her eyes flicked to Daniel, then back. “Don’t teach him silence.”



Ava’s stomach twisted. She wanted to tell Vivian she wasn’t silent, she was careful. That silence was safety. But the words wouldn’t stand up in her mouth.



Daniel whispered, “They’ll come after me next.”



She smoothed his hair, trying for calm. “No, sweetheart.”



He didn’t believe her. Neither did she.



That evening, the Chronicle folded the day flat:



STUDENT DISPUTE RESOLVED QUICKLY. NO CONCERN TO COMMUNITY.

RESIDENT RELOCATES, PRIVACY REQUESTED.



The ink smelled of erasure. Ava folded it before Daniel could read.



In her tote, her old yoga mat was still rolled, dusty. She touched it, remembering fog on the beach, strangers breathing together, difference treated as rhythm, not defect. She wanted to unroll it, to remember who she had been before silence became her survival.



Print – La Loop, Chapter 10b: Sister Thomas



Corpus Veritas was quiet that afternoon, fog pressed against the stained glass until the colors dulled to ash. The chapel smelled faintly of wax and damp stone. Daniel sat near the back, sketchbook open, pencil moving in tiny, exact strokes. Ava sat beside him, still, the way she had once guided strangers into meditation: root your sit bones, lengthen your breath.But here, the silence felt heavier, as if it belonged to someone else.



Sister Thomas found them there. She was small, her sweater gray and pilled, her steps light as though she was careful not to leave marks. She paused at Daniel’s shoulder.



“What’s this?” she asked gently.



“A kestrel,” Daniel whispered, not looking up.



Her smile was quiet but real. “Strong wings.” She touched the page only with her eyes, never her hand. “The world tries to tell you what’s safe to draw. Don’t believe it.”



Ava swallowed hard. Gratitude and grief tangled in her chest.



Sister Thomas sat beside them, her voice low. “The priests preach as though their words weigh more than ours. But the sisters hold the house together, unseen.” She smiled wryly. “We are furniture they dust.”



Ava exhaled. The words felt forbidden and holy at once.



“There’s a supper next week,” Sister Thomas added. “The Ledger calls it an honor. Women compete to host it. The nuns serve, the men raise glasses, and the women glow in borrowed light.”



Rosa’s voice flickered in Ava’s memory, telling her about Carter’s golf cart, Leah’s songs. Different cage, same choreography.



Daniel looked up from his drawing. “Why don’t you say no?”



Sister Thomas met his gaze. “Because no gets translated into absence. And absence gets translated into relocation.”



The fog outside pressed harder against the glass. Ava wanted to tell Daniel the truth wrapped in comfort, but the words stuck. Sister Thomas’s sweater brushed her sleeve. For a moment, Ava felt less alone in her silence.



The Chronicle that week carried a single brief:



LONGTIME TEACHER REASSIGNED.

Private duties. No replacement announced.



Ava stared at the headline, bile in her throat. Daniel’s sketch of the kestrel was pinned above his desk, wings too wide for the paper. He traced them each night before sleep, as if rehearsing flight.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 11: The Journal



The notebook was thin and brown, the kind you could mistake for a grocery list if you didn’t open it. Rosa kept it under dish towels in the kitchen drawer, a secret layered beneath a chore. Tonight she set it on the counter, pen poised, the house around her too quiet.



Leah’s humming floated down from upstairs — the lullabies Rosa used to sing now claimed by another woman’s mouth. The children called her Mommy once, and Carter had laughed like it was a harmless joke. Rosa had laughed too, a brittle sound she didn’t recognize.



She wrote quickly before fear could catch her hand:



He says the golf cart is enough. He says safety as if it’s a leash I should be grateful for. Leah has them. I don’t. I am scattered because I am alive.



The pen left a blot where her hand trembled.



“Why are you still up?” Carter’s voice came from the doorway, smooth as glass but edged.



Rosa slid the notebook under a magazine. “Couldn’t sleep.”



He poured himself water, too slowly, like a judge extending suspense. “Leah’s good with them. Frees you up.”



“For what?”



“For this.” His hand gestured vaguely at the house, the air, her body. “For errands. For committees.”



Her throat closed. She almost said classes. Instead she pressed her lips together.



“Don’t stay up late,” he added, eyes narrowing. “You’re scattered when you’re tired.”



When he left, Rosa lifted the magazine again. The notebook pulsed like a hidden heart. She wrote beneath her first entry:



Scattered is what they call women who refuse to dissolve.



Two days later she met Mateo near the library steps. He carried a book tucked under his arm, spine cracked with notes.



“You look tired,” he said.



“Leah is…helpful.” The word stung.



“What does helpful mean here?”



“It means she is younger. Rested. And my children want her songs.” Rosa blinked hard. “Carter says it frees me. But it erases me.”



Mateo didn’t flinch. “My father erased us with fists. He thought silence was safety. It kept us small instead.”



She held her tote tighter, notebook inside like contraband. “I write things down. So they exist somewhere besides my head.”



“Good,” he said. “Ink is survival. One day it’ll be a map.”



She almost smiled. “A map to what?”



“To driving lessons.” His tone was matter-of-fact, no pity. “One lesson at a time.”



Her laugh broke into air like a gasp. “Carter would—”



“Carter isn’t here.”



The truth landed in her chest, startling as thunder. For the first time in weeks she exhaled without calculation.



That night, back in the kitchen, she opened the notebook to a new page. Leah’s humming rose upstairs. Carter’s footsteps moved in the hall. Rosa pressed her pen to paper:



Left foot does nothing. Right foot learns to feel. Today, I moved.



The Chronicle thudded onto the porch, headlines crisp and bloodless:



ISOLATED INCIDENT. COMMUNITY SAFE.

RESIDENT RELOCATES. PRIVACY REQUESTED.



She laid the paper beside her notebook. One voice flattened, the other resisting. She touched the ink until it smudged under her fingertips, proof that her words were alive.




rint – La Loop, Chapter 12b: The Detective



The morning after the break-in, fog pressed against the windows like a hand. Ava was still half-dreaming of alarms when the doorbell rang. Daniel shuffled in behind her, sketchbook clutched like a shield.



On the porch stood a man in a rumpled blazer, badge lifted, eyes steady. “Detective Harris. Follow-up on the incident yesterday.”



Ava’s stomach tightened. “They said it was isolated.”



He tilted his head. “That’s what they’re supposed to say.” His gaze flicked to Daniel, then back. “Mind if I come in?”



She hesitated, then stepped aside. Harris didn’t sit; he stayed near the entryway, as if aware of the thin line between guest and threat.



“You were in the square when the alarm went off.”



“Yes.” Ava folded her arms.



“And your son?”



Daniel’s voice slipped out, small but precise. “They said it was nothing. But people were scared.”



Harris crouched so he was eye-level. “You’re right. People were scared. Three incidents in a month isn’t nothing. And it isn’t isolated.”



Daniel’s grip tightened on his sketchbook. Ava’s chest ached.



Harris rose again, pulling a small notebook from his pocket. “Did you notice anyone unusual?”



Everyone is unusual here, Ava thought. “No. Just the same people as always.”



“The same people,” he repeated, as if that phrase itself held weight.



His pen scratched briefly, then stilled. He looked at her, not unkindly. “Mrs. Beckett—you don’t have to repeat the Chronicle. You can just tell me what you saw.”



Ava blinked. No one had said that before.



At the door he paused. “You’ll see me around. Cotillion’s on my calendar.”



When he left, the fog closed around him, swallowing the shape of his coat.



The next morning the Chronicle carried a brief that landed like a slap:



DETECTIVE PRESENT AT COMMUNITY LOCATIONS.

Routine patrols, no concern for residents.



Erasure in print. Harris’s presence flattened to routine.



Ava folded the paper sharply, pulse thudding. But the echo of his words lingered: You don’t have to repeat the Chronicle.



Daniel sat at the table, sketching wings larger than the page. Ava smoothed her hand over his hair, whispering almost to herself: “You’re right to notice fear.”





Rosa drank. The wine was expensive, but it burned all the same.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 13: Parallel Confessions



The café sat two blocks off the main square, where the bougainvillea wilted and the paint flaked. Tables wobbled on uneven tile, menus laminated so long ago the corners curled. It was exactly wrong for the Palisades, which made it exactly right.



Ava arrived first, settling into a window seat with a glass of water already sweating. She pressed her palm against it, anchoring herself. Once, she would have called this grounding—root the hand, soften the chest—the kind of instruction she gave on a mat facing strangers. Now she sat straighter, hiding the instinct.



Rosa came in a moment later, cheeks flushed, tote hugged to her body. She looked around quickly, then slid into the chair opposite. For a moment they only nodded—two women holding silence like a secret child between them.



They ordered salads they wouldn’t touch. Words came slowly, then spilled.



“My son,” Ava began, staring into her glass, “he draws when he should play. He answers too precisely. They punish him for being exact.”



Rosa’s voice caught. “My children copy Leah’s walk. They say it’s a game. Carter hired her without asking. She looks like me, but… rested. Newer.” She gripped her fork. “They called her Mommy once. Everyone laughed.”



Their eyes locked—exhaustion mirrored back.



“He says the golf cart is all I need,” Rosa added, bitterness sharp. “I take the bus instead. In Rio, buses were noise—music, strangers shouting. Here, the silence is… punishment.”



Ava exhaled. “I used to breathe with people on the beach. Inhale four, hold, exhale six. Now I can’t remember the rhythm.”



The Ledger’s phrases hovered like smoke. Rosa touched her tote, notebook inside. “I write the words down. So the lies sit next to the truth.”



Ava leaned closer, voice low. “Detective Harris told me I didn’t have to repeat the Chronicle. It felt like the first true thing anyone has said in months.”



Rosa’s throat tightened. She whispered, “He’s right.”



The café hummed around them—espresso hissing, students laughing, noise alive. For Rosa, it felt like home; for Ava, like breath.



Katie wasn’t there to crack a joke, but her absence hummed too, as though she would have said, Look at us, rehearsing freedom in salads we’ll never eat.



Ava pressed her palms flat to the table. “I don’t want Daniel to learn shrinking.”



Rosa touched her notebook, steady. “And I don’t want mine to learn silence.”



Their plates sat untouched. Their alliance, fragile and undeniable, had begun.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 13b: CVS Interlude



The CVS on Sunset glowed too brightly, a kind of light that hummed in your teeth. Fluorescent aisles stretched long, stacked with vitamins, soda, candy. In Rio, Rosa remembered, corner shops spilled into streets, radios blaring samba, neighbors arguing about soccer as they bought bread. Here, the noise was replaced by plastic brightness.



Two Ivy boys climbed into shopping carts, pushing each other down the toothpaste aisle. They shrieked with laughter when the cart banged into the shelves, mouthwash bottles clattering like applause.



“My mom says if you break it, they just charge the account,” one bragged, his voice carrying across shampoo and bandages.



Another shoved a cart straight through the automatic doors, empty, gleaming, rolling into the fog until it clanged against the bike rack. The mothers didn’t stop them. One scrolled her phone, lips pursed, as if the chaos was just rehearsal.



Ava stood at the endcap, Daniel beside her holding a packet of pencils. He watched the boys with careful silence.



“Why don’t they get in trouble?” he whispered.



“Because they don’t think rules apply here,” Ava murmured, throat tight. She thought of teaching yoga on the beach, telling students that every body, every breath, had value. Here, children learned instead that some bodies could act without consequence, while others had to fold smaller.



Later, Rosa walked the same aisles, Leah’s grocery list in her hand. She paused by the registers as two girls rode side by side in a cart, their mother laughing like it was a photo op. Rosa’s stomach turned. She thought of her own children climbing into Leah’s lap, their giggles almost identical. Whose game was it, and whose mother?



At the register, the digital newsstand blinked the latest Chronicle headlines:



RESIDENT RELOCATES. PRIVACY REQUESTED.

COMMUNITY SAFE.



Rosa traced the glow with her eyes, then turned away.



Across the aisle, Ava and Daniel passed in silence. Their eyes met briefly—two women recognizing themselves in the reflection of fluorescent light. They looked at the children in carts, at the blinking headlines, at the choreography of indulgence masquerading as innocence.



Neither spoke. Both carried the same thought out into the fog: Even here, even in this brightness, absence waits.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 13c: How They Fell in Love



Rosa & Carter



Before she was Mrs. Carter Delaney, Rosa was just Rosa from Rio. She grew up with buses crammed so tightly your shoulder became someone else’s pillow, with music spilling from bars into the street, with noise as constant as the tide. Silence in Brazil had meant danger—streets emptied before a storm, doors closed when someone didn’t come home.



In Los Angeles she found silence everywhere. Perfect lawns, hedges clipped to geometry, neighbors who nodded but didn’t shout. It unsettled her, and she mistook that unease for sophistication.



She met Carter in a café near UCLA, his shirt pressed, cufflinks gleaming. When another man raised his voice at the counter, Carter stepped in—calm, commanding. “That’s enough.” The man backed down. In Rio, conflict always spilled wide, involving everyone. Carter cut it off like he owned the air.



Later, he insisted on driving her home. In the soft glow of the dashboard, he asked about her family, her city. She told him about samba in the streets, neighbors who argued and laughed in the same breath. He listened, nodding politely, then said, “Here, things are safer. Controlled.”



She mistook control for care. She mistook gallantry for love.



In those early months he sent flowers, texted Where are you? Are you safe? She wrote those words in the margins of her notebooks like poems.



Years later, they arrived clipped and cold: Leah has them. Don’t be late. The golf cart is enough. The gallantry had hardened into surveillance.



Ava & Beckett



Ava met Beckett under chandeliers at a fundraiser. She was still teaching yoga at the time, hair smelling of salt, wrists stacked with simple string bracelets. He found her in the crowd and smiled the doctor’s smile—brilliant, practiced, dazzling as halogen. But that night she believed it was just for her.



He told her she was different. “Bohemian,” he said, as though the word was exotic. She thought he meant it as reverence. She believed medicine and yoga made them complementary: science and spirit, balance.



In the beginning, he seemed proud to introduce her. The yoga wife made him look approachable, softened the gleam of his degree. She thought he admired her freedom. Later, she understood—he liked the contrast, not the essence. She was optics, not devotion.



At school events now, Ava watched him beam the same smile at everyone. His hand on her back felt less like intimacy and more like placement.



The Facebook Guy



Before Beckett, there had been another man—awkward, earnest, not spectacular. He had wanted Sundays making spaghetti, bookstore afternoons, ordinary love. She had laughed at him then, gently, kindly, and chosen Beckett instead.



Years later, he resurfaced on Facebook. A message: Still think about you when I pass that old bookstore. Hope you’re well.



She hovered over the reply box, imagining the alternate life: mismatched furniture, cluttered apartments, intimacy without optics. She closed the tab. She had already chosen the man with the doctor’s smile.



Parallel



Rosa mistook Carter’s order for care. Ava mistook Beckett’s smile for intimacy. Both chose cages disguised as safety.



And now both lived in a town where silence was survival, where the Ledger and the Chronicle erased people with euphemisms.



What if Rosa had stayed in Rio, with its noise and chaos? What if Ava had chosen the boy with spaghetti and bookstore afternoons? What if both had valued breath and noise, honesty and mess, over optics?



Neither knew. Both carried the ache of those missed roads like stones in their chests.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 14: Ledger — Hollywood Edition



The email landed at 7:02 a.m., gilded in the Ledger’s watercolor header. Ava read it on her phone while Daniel chewed toast at the kitchen table, sketchbook open beside his plate. Rosa read hers in the kitchen too, Leah humming upstairs, Carter rustling the Wall Street Journal like a gavel.



🌫️ Community Harmony Expands 🌫️

Our shared values radiate beyond our shores. Friends in Hollywood join us in spirit and in practice. Attendance remains expected.



The words chilled Ava more than the fog outside. Beyond our shores. She pictured the canyon as a tidepool draining into the wider ocean—Hollywood, studios, red carpets. Her husband’s smile would photograph well there. Her yoga self, bare feet on the sand, bracelets of string and sweat, would not.



Daniel looked up. “What’s wrong?”



She forced a smile. “Nothing, sweetheart.” But she folded the phone face down as if it were radioactive.



At her own kitchen counter, Rosa underlined the phrase in her notebook: Attendance remains expected. Hollywood meant larger reach, more eyes, no escape. She thought of Rio, where spectacle was loud but transparent. You could see the parade coming down the street. Here, the spectacle slipped into inboxes and rewrote the air before you noticed.



The Chronicle echoed the message by evening, its front page lined with pastel graphics:



LOCAL TRADITIONS INSPIRE GREATER LOS ANGELES.

Seasonal gatherings reaffirm harmony.



ISOLATED INCIDENT PROMPTS RESPONSE.

No threat to residents.



LONGTIME RESIDENT RELOCATES.



Katie sent a group text: Hollywood? Perfect. Now our oppression comes with better lighting and a red carpet.



Ava almost laughed, but her chest stayed tight. Rosa copied the Chronicle headline into her notebook, then added in Portuguese, as if her mother might read it over her shoulder: mentira bonita — a beautiful lie.



At bedtime, Daniel traced the kestrel wings in his sketchbook, whispering, “They’ll make me smaller too.” Ava closed her eyes, hearing Vivian’s voice like a ghost: They erase people, poof.



And she thought: now they’ll do it with a wider audience.




Print – La Loop, Chapter 14b: Garden Supper



The garden glowed too evenly, lanterns strung in a geometry that felt more like an equation than a celebration. Tables stretched in long rows under citrus trees, linen pressed flat as judgment. The Ledger had called it a supper of gratitude,but everyone knew attendance was less invitation than obligation.



The nuns served. Their gray sweaters brushed shoulders as they moved between the tables, trays balanced, smiles polite but tired. Their voices were low, deferential, each “enjoy” spoken like punctuation. Rosa thought of Rio cafés—waiters shouting orders across tables, laughter tumbling free. Here, the silence felt orchestrated, a choir muted by design.



Bowls of broth arrived, fragrant with herbs and something more. Ava lifted her spoon, the liquid shimmering faintly green. She tasted it and felt her body warm, edges soften. Psilocybin, whispered in Chronicle gossip weeks ago, now disguised as “seasonal infusion.”



Around her, mothers laughed too loudly, eyes bright, conversation shifting into confessional cadences.



“It’s euphoric,” Jen said, bracelets clinking.

“It’s spiritual,” Kelly corrected.

“It’s dosing,” Katie cut in. She raised her spoon like a toast. “Cheers to hallucinating our oppression away.”



Rosa smiled faintly, though her hand shook. The broth slid warm down her throat. She glanced at the nuns, still serving, their own bowls untouched. Gratitude didn’t reach them.



Vivian leaned closer to Ava, voice sharp. “This isn’t communion. This is sedation.”



A hush rippled. A priest at the head table looked up, his gaze cool as a blade. “We honor tradition,” he said, loud enough to carry.



Vivian didn’t lower her voice. “You honor obedience.”



The table stilled. Rosa’s stomach clenched. Ava gripped her glass, heartbeat tripping. Katie laughed too brightly, breaking the silence. “Well, if obedience comes in a soup course, I say it needs more salt.”



A few women snorted, disguising fear as humor.



By dessert, Vivian was quiet. Too quiet.



The next morning the Chronicle carried three neat briefs:



COMMUNITY GATHERING CELEBRATED.

Seasonal tradition strengthens harmony.



LOCAL RESIDENT RELOCATES.

Privacy requested.



ABANDONED VEHICLE REMOVED.



Vivian’s name was not there.



Rosa copied the headline into her notebook, underlining twice. Ava touched her rolled yoga mat in the closet, remembering bodies breathing together on sand, no broth required. Katie sent a text: Well, at least the soup paired well with vanishing.



The fog pressed heavy against the windows.



Print – La Loop, Chapter 15: Recess



The playground at Corpus Veritas was all polished woodchips and stainless-steel slides, the kind of curated safety that felt more brittle than real. Ava stood by the fence, arms folded, Daniel’s sketchbook tucked under her arm. She watched as the children scattered like birds released, their laughter sharp and rehearsed.



Daniel sat on the edge of the sandbox, pencil in hand, sketching wings into the dirt. A kestrel again, lines etched quick before the sand swallowed them.



Two Ivy boys loomed. “Still drawing dragons?”

“Ship this time?”



Daniel didn’t answer. He pressed harder, wings widening.



One boy stomped across the lines, erasing them with his shoe. “Oops.”



Ava’s body jolted forward, instinct rising the way it used to when she cued a yoga class: stand tall, inhale strength, exhale fear. But she stopped, hands gripping the fence. To step in was to make Daniel obvious. To make herself hysterical. The Ledger’s phrases whispered: Harmony is safety. Attendance is protection.



Daniel’s lips tightened. He began again, drawing wings over the footprint, stubborn.



The second boy laughed, louder. “You’re weird.”



Rosa, arriving with her children, caught the tail of it. Her son tugged Leah’s hand, not hers. Rosa felt her chest contract. In Rio, playgrounds had been chaos—shouting, chasing, everyone in each other’s space. Noise was permission. Here, silence enforced hierarchy.



She saw Daniel’s lines in the sand, half-erased, still trying to lift. She opened her tote and touched her notebook. Later she would write: Children learn silence faster than speech.



The bell rang. The children ran back inside, shoes kicking sand across Daniel’s sketch. He lingered, shoulders slumped, until Ava called softly. “Come on, sweetheart.”



His eyes met hers, glassy. “They want me smaller.”



Ava knelt, brushing sand from his fingers. “You don’t have to be.” Her voice cracked. “Remember what Sister Thomas said—don’t believe them.”



He nodded, but the sand clung stubbornly.



That evening, the Chronicle carried another brief:



STUDENT DISPUTE RESOLVED.

No concern to community.



LOCAL RESIDENT RELOCATES.



Ava folded the paper quickly, sliding it under the placemat before Daniel could read. Rosa copied the line into her notebook, then underlined it twice.



Katie texted them both: If ‘resolved’ means stomped into sand, we’re all in trouble. Bad optics to admit children are cruel.



Ava closed her eyes, picturing herself back on the beach with her mat. Fog curling, voices breathing together, noise welcomed. Here, she was teaching her son to survive in silence.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 16: Carter’s Lesson



The notebook wasn’t where she had left it.



Rosa froze in the kitchen doorway, dish towel still in her hand. The drawer gaped half an inch, towels shifted like someone had lifted and replaced them too neatly.



Carter sat at the counter, the notebook open in front of him. His fingers rested on the page as though it were a deposition.



Her stomach dropped.



“Scattered is what they call women who refuse to dissolve,” he read aloud, his tone smooth, amused. “Poetic.” He tapped the page. “But melodramatic.”



Rosa’s throat constricted. “That’s private.”



He smiled, a lawyer’s smile. “Nothing is private in a marriage, Rosa. We’re one. Your words are mine.”



She stepped forward, reaching, but he closed the book and slid it out of reach. “Ungrateful,” he said quietly. “That’s what this reads like. Leah takes care of the children, I give you a home, security. And you scribble insults in a spiral notebook.”



“I write because I can’t—”



“Because you can’t what?” His voice sharpened. “Speak? Appreciate? Fit?”



Her pulse pounded. She wanted to scream in Portuguese, to let the Rio noise flood the sterile kitchen: voices shouting, laughter overlapping, radios competing. Noise was life there. Here, silence was demanded.



“I’m tired,” she whispered instead.



“Then rest,” Carter said. He slid the notebook into a drawer he locked with a small silver key. “Stop wasting your time on scribbles. Stop making yourself unstable.”



When he left the room, Rosa pressed both palms to the counter, eyes burning.



That night she dreamed of Rio. Streets alive at midnight, buses rattling with music, neighbors calling her name from balconies. No one silent, no one erased. She woke with her heart racing, the sound of laughter lingering like oxygen.



She slipped from bed, retrieved a spare notebook from her tote, and wrote in shaky hand:



If the first book is gone, the second will rise. If silence is required, noise will be rehearsed. Left foot nothing. Right foot learns to feel.



The next morning she met Mateo by the parking lot.



“He found it,” she whispered. “My notebook.”



Mateo’s jaw tightened. “Then we’ll write a new one. In the way you drive. One lesson at a time.”



She almost laughed, almost cried. “Carter would never allow—”



“Carter isn’t here,” Mateo reminded her.



Her chest expanded, breath ragged but real.



The Chronicle headline that week was brief, almost smug:



COMMUNITY REMAINS SAFE.

Authorities confirm all incidents isolated.



Rosa underlined the word safe in her new notebook. Then she wrote beneath it: A lock is not safety. A leash is not care.

Print – La Loop, Chapter 17: Katie’s Wine Night



Katie’s house glowed too brightly for evening. Fairy lights curled along the patio rails, bottles of wine lined the table like trophies. Music drifted low from a speaker — not Cool Jaxx this time but a scratchy vinyl she insisted made everything taste better.



“Sit, darlings,” Katie announced as Rosa and Ava arrived. “We’re doing field research in sauvignon.”



They sat, glasses pressed into their hands before they could refuse. Around them, the other mothers gathered, bracelets chiming as they poured. Conversation began light—tennis, schools, renovations—but soon the Ledger’s phrases slipped in, casual as garnish.



“Attendance will be expected, of course.”

“Harmony is safety, don’t you think?”

“Absence will be understood.”



Each line delivered with a laugh, as though quoting a children’s book.



Ava’s stomach tightened. She thought of yoga mats unrolled on the beach, breath counted in chorus—inhale four, hold, exhale six. There, words had healed. Here, words rehearsed fear.



Rosa swirled her glass, notebook burning in her tote. She thought of Rio dinner tables, everyone speaking at once, interrupting, arguing, laughing. The silence beneath these phrases chilled her more than shouting ever had.



Katie raised her glass high. “Ladies, repeat after me: Harmony is safety.”



A few women echoed it, nervous laughter chasing their words.



Katie’s grin sharpened. “See? Cult or chorus? Hard to tell after the second glass.”



Laughter bubbled—too loud, too forced.



Jen frowned. “That’s not funny.”



“It’s hilarious,” Katie said. “We’re rehearsing obedience in linen and pearls. At least own it.”



The women shifted, some giggling, others quiet. Rosa met Ava’s eyes across the table. Both felt the truth in Katie’s bite: this wasn’t just gossip. It was liturgy disguised as small talk.



By the third glass, the Ledger’s lines were being repeated as toasts. “To harmony!” someone called. “To safety!” another chimed.



Katie clinked her glass with Rosa’s. “To bad optics,” she whispered. “May we survive them.”



Later that night, Ava folded the Chronicle on her porch:



COMMUNITY GATHERING AFFIRMS TRADITION.

RESIDENT RELOCATES. PRIVACY REQUESTED.



She closed her eyes, hearing Vivian’s warning: They erase people, poof.



Rosa opened her spare notebook under lamplight. She copied the toast exactly: Harmony is safety. Then beneath it she wrote in Portuguese: mentira bonita — a beautiful lie.
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Chapter Nineteen: The Tightening Noose

The streets of Palisades felt narrower than ever, the sunlight bouncing off the
jagged edges of manicured lawns and boutique windows like an accusation.
Jaguars prowled silently, parked at corners as though waiting for movement.
Cotillion girls’ rehearsed smiles now seemed sharper, sharper as if they could
pierce through one’s resolve. CVS aisles hummed fluorescent light; every
surface, every reflection whispered of control.

Rosa moved through campus, senses heightened. The Loop’s pressure had
begun to compress around her like a vise. Alumni warnings disguised as
casual advice, professors’ sidelong glances, and whispers from the shadow of
Carter’s influence pressed down relentlessly. She felt the currents of the
town, the campus, and the unseen power networks tighten simultaneously.

Mateo followed a few steps behind, Hirohito Baldi sketches clutched under
his arm. His eyes flicked to every movement, every figure passing in the
periphery. “They’re tightening the circle,” he murmured.

Rosa nodded, heart pounding, aware that every choice she made now carried

visible and invisible consequences. She adjusted her satin blouse, a subtle act
of defiance, and let the soft bossa nova from a nearby music lounge guide her
rhythm.

Ava entered the rectory conference room, tablet in hand. Bishops in Johnny
O blazers discussed campaign visuals — saints staged in Saint Laurent,
meticulously composed candles and settings. Approve, and she reinforced the
hierarchy; resist, and she risked her role, the nuns’ welfare, and her own
safety.
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town, the campus, and the unseen power networks tighten simultaneously. 

 

Mateo followed a few steps behind, Hirohito Baldi sketches clutched under 

his arm. His eyes flicked to every movement, every figure passing in the 

periphery. “They’re tightening the circle,” he murmured. 

 

Rosa nodded, heart pounding, aware that every choice she made now carried 

visible and invisible consequences. She adjusted her satin blouse, a subtle act 

of defiance, and let the soft bossa nova from a nearby music lounge guide her 

rhythm. 

 

 

 

Ava entered the rectory conference room, tablet in hand. Bishops in Johnny 

O blazers discussed campaign visuals — saints staged in Saint Laurent, 

meticulously composed candles and settings. Approve, and she reinforced the 

hierarchy; resist, and she risked her role, the nuns’ welfare, and her own 

safety. 
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Chapter Nineteen: The Tightening Noose





The streets of Palisades felt narrower than ever, the sunlight bouncing off the jagged edges of manicured lawns and boutique windows like an accusation. Jaguars prowled silently, parked at corners as though waiting for movement. Cotillion girls’ rehearsed smiles now seemed sharper, sharper as if they could pierce through one’s resolve. CVS aisles hummed fluorescent light; every surface, every reflection whispered of control.



Rosa moved through campus, senses heightened. The Loop’s pressure had begun to compress around her like a vise. Alumni warnings disguised as casual advice, professors’ sidelong glances, and whispers from the shadow of Carter’s influence pressed down relentlessly. She felt the currents of the town, the campus, and the unseen power networks tighten simultaneously.



Mateo followed a few steps behind, Hirohito Baldi sketches clutched under his arm. His eyes flicked to every movement, every figure passing in the periphery. “They’re tightening the circle,” he murmured.



Rosa nodded, heart pounding, aware that every choice she made now carried visible and invisible consequences. She adjusted her satin blouse, a subtle act of defiance, and let the soft bossa nova from a nearby music lounge guide her rhythm.







Ava entered the rectory conference room, tablet in hand. Bishops in Johnny O blazers discussed campaign visuals — saints staged in Saint Laurent, meticulously composed candles and settings. Approve, and she reinforced the hierarchy; resist, and she risked her role, the nuns’ welfare, and her own safety.



Sister Thomas moved silently behind the table, stacking donations and meals, her presence a calm counterpoint to Ava’s storm of decisions. Gabby observed, quietly learning how to navigate power, loyalty, and survival.







Outside, the Jaguar Lady glided through streets with jazz spilling from her stereo. Her gaze seemed to follow Rosa across campus — an omnipresent reminder that the Loop’s reach was generational, invisible, and merciless.



Vivian watched from the tennis courts, vinyl jazz and Brazilian rhythms blending with afternoon sun. Her mentorship of Rosa and observation of the currents surrounding her was subtle yet absolute: teaching survival through awareness, timing, and perception.







Rosa’s quiet rebellion had begun producing visible consequences: alumni subtly questioned her character, professors flagged her behavior, whispers about “defiance” floated through hallways. Mateo’s hand brushing hers offered a tether to safety, but even that felt fragile.



At the convent, Ava received a directive from the Archdiocese: her recommendations had been overridden, approval granted without her input. The Gregorian chants that floated through the stone corridors suddenly sounded oppressive, every note a reminder of invisible moral and institutional pressure.







But here, the first misdirection takes hold: the danger seemed to come from the Loop itself, from alumni and the Jaguar Lady. Every reader expectation leaned toward Rosa being cornered, trapped, silenced.



Yet subtle cues hinted otherwise: Mateo’s vigilance was unbroken, Ava’s ethical creativity had never failed, and even the Jaguar Lady’s appearances were carefully choreographed signals, not immediate threats. The currents were closing in — suffocating, oppressive, seemingly inescapable — but the true vector of danger remained hidden.







Outside, Jaguars prowled streets, cotillion girls rehearsed smiles, CVS aisles hummed. The Loop whispered, omnipresent and merciless. Rosa’s rebellion, Mateo’s protection, Ava’s ethical navigation, Sister Thomas’ endurance, Gabby’s observation, Vivian’s mentorship — all converged in a web of tension and expectation.



Chapter Twenty: Sacred Revelations at the Chosen House





The house was tucked behind high hedges, Palisades quiet in a way that made every footstep echo. The Chosen Person’s residence gleamed with understated wealth: modernist architecture softened by carefully curated art and faint traces of incense. Private. Controlled. Surreal.



Ava stepped inside, heart thudding. Tonight’s session wasn’t just about ritual—it was about perception, obedience, and insight into the currents that ruled both Church and town.



Sister Thomas moved beside her, carrying a small vial and a bundle of herbs. Even she, veteran of decades of compromise, seemed uneasy in the intimate space. Tonight, even the older nuns — long critical of these exercises — would partake.



Gabby perched near a sunlit window, whispering, “I feel like I’m about to be in a very expensive cult movie.”



Ava smirked. “You’re not wrong.”







Rosa arrived alone, stepping lightly into the house. The pressures of campus, Carter’s looming shadow, and the Loop’s invisible currents had all been present on her walk, yet here, she could fully engage her perception. The ritual would reveal not only her autonomy, but the threads connecting her to everyone else.



The psilocybin was administered subtly — mixed into tea, bitter and earthy. Gregorian chants played softly from speakers, layered with Brazilian rhythms. Candles flickered, shadows twisting on the walls, the domestic and sacred merging into something almost comic.



Vivian leaned against a polished sideboard, observing. “If anyone survives this without humiliation, it’s us,” she muttered.



The effects hit almost immediately. The house seemed alive, walls breathing. Every moral compromise, hidden loyalty, and thread of the Loop flashed in Ava’s mind. The absurdity struck: saints in Saint Laurent, priests in Johnny O blazers, older nuns grimacing but swaying along — all carefully choreographed, hilarious, and terrifying.







Epiphanies emerged in waves:



· Ava saw the Loop’s currents — visible, manipulable, not inevitable. Humor broke through months of suffocating pressure.

· Rosa traced her autonomy across threads of loyalty, rebellion, and institutional influence — learning how to navigate without triggering the full weight of Palisades society.

· Sister Thomas allowed a rare grin; decades of survival instincts met levity and recognition of absurdity.

· Gabby laughed uncontrollably at the priest attempting meditation while flinching at the bitter tea, Johnny O sleeves flapping comically.

· Vivian observed quietly, a subtle smile on her face, tracking how awareness and perception shifted among the participants.









By the end, everyone was complicit — aware, laughing, swaying, reflecting. Ava and Rosa shared a glance: the currents remained, but now they were visible, absurd, and navigable. Humor, epiphany, and shared experience had made complicity universal, revealing paths forward.



Outside, Palisades glimmered under the setting sun. Jaguars prowled, cotillion girls practiced smiles, CVS aisles hummed — suffocation still existed, but it was negotiable. A twist of perception and shared insight hinted at possibilities no one had yet anticipated.



Chapter Twenty-One: Shadows in Palisades





The sun had dipped behind the cliffs, and the Palisades streets gleamed with the last light, each mansion a fortress, each hedge a line drawn in secrecy. Ava drove slowly, replaying the insights from the ritual in her mind. The absurdity, the humor, the complicity — it all mattered now. She had clarity: she could see the currents, the loyalties, the invisible traps, and the power lines stretching through the town.



Rosa, meanwhile, walked alone back to her campus apartment. Her mind buzzed from the ritual, the epiphanies still tingling like a faint electric pulse. The Loop, the priests, the older nuns, the Jaguar Lady — they weren’t just abstract forces anymore. They were patterns, and she could trace them, anticipate them, avoid them… but she could not yet outrun them.



Her phone buzzed. A message from Carter. Just two words: “We need to talk.”



Rosa froze. The ritual had given her perspective, yes, but it hadn’t changed the fact that Carter’s control, subtle and coercive, was tightening like a vice. She realized she could no longer rely on anyone seeing her struggle for what it truly was. She was alone in the currents.







Back at the Chosen Person’s house, Ava reviewed her notes. Every glance, every twitch during the ritual had been meaningful. Even the priest’s fumbling with his Johnny O blazer sleeves was data — small, telling gestures revealing where power, fear, and hypocrisy intersected. She knew now what had to be done: gather proof, manipulate perception, and create a path out before the currents crushed both her and Rosa.



Vivian appeared at the edge of her thoughts — a stabilizing, powerful presence. She had survived Palisades for decades, and she had secrets too. Ava realized that if she could align, subtly, with Vivian’s insights, the escape could be executed without immediate detection.







Rosa’s walk back to campus was a study in contrast: the quiet streets, the distant roar of ocean waves, the faint scent of jaguars’ memories lingering in the air from the ritual, all juxtaposed against Carter’s shadow and the unseen reach of the Loop. Each step reminded her of the suffocation pressing down on this town, but now — for the first time — she saw gaps in it, spaces where she could breathe, maneuver, and fight back.



She didn’t know exactly how yet, but she knew she would survive — and she would not be alone.



3B — Evelyn Insert: First Impressions





Evelyn sat in the small office across from the convent’s main building, notebook balanced on her knee. She wasn’t there to intervene, only to observe.



Ava’s heels clicked against the worn tiles as she followed Sister Thomas down the corridor. Evelyn noted the woman’s posture: confident, alert, but slightly uncertain. Gabby’s irreverence flickered across her face, a tiny spark against decades of routine.



Sister Thomas’ hands were steady, but her jaw tightened when she passed the priests’ portraits. Evelyn wrote: “Years of discipline, subtle resentment. Humor masked in ritual.”



From her vantage point, Evelyn could see the currents forming — patterns of compliance, silent rebellion, and emerging strategy. She made a mental note to track how Ava navigated the humor, absurdity, and unspoken hierarchy.









5B — Evelyn Insert: Patterns of Obedience





Later, Evelyn leafed through an old folder of photos: Sister Thomas and three other nuns, young, holding protest signs from decades ago. She smiled faintly.



Bread Not Bombs. The headline still stung.



She wrote: “Cracks appear, but institutions endure. The same currents guide loyalty, fear, and moral compromise. Small gestures — a glance, a smirk — reveal more than words.”



Even from a distance, Evelyn could map these flows of power, noticing how the older nuns now acquiesced yet still carried traces of defiance. These observations would be essential later — a subtle map of influence and resistance.









10B — Evelyn Insert: Rosa at Campus





From a quiet corner of the campus café, Evelyn watched Rosa. She carried her backpack loosely, moving with a careful grace that masked tension. She didn’t see anyone notice the slight tightening of her jaw or the small glances at her phone.



Carter’s control, subtle and invasive, had left traces. Evelyn recorded: “Quiet rebellion forming. Testing limits. Autonomy emerging despite coercion.”



She traced the parallels between Palisades and Rosa’s world: patterns repeating, power exerted subtly, and yet small cracks appearing. If Rosa could harness this awareness, she might survive the currents — but only if guided, nudged, or left to her own instincts at the right moment.









20B — Evelyn Insert: After the Ritual





Even absent from the room, Evelyn felt the ripple of the ritual. She had spoken to Ava and Rosa in small moments beforehand, enough to sense their trajectories, but the psilocybin session made every gesture, laugh, and glance an open book.



She noted the humor: priests fumbling with bitter tea, Johnny O sleeves flapping, nuns swaying against their will, the Jaguar Lady’s sardonic smile. Yet beneath the absurdity were profound insights: patterns of loyalty, complicity, and rebellion.



Evelyn wrote a single line in her notebook, almost to herself: “Everyone is complicit, even the unwilling. The currents are visible. The experiment continues.”



And somewhere, in her mind, a secret clicked into place — her role in the Loop was deeper than anyone yet realized.



Chapter 22: Currents and Complicity





The Palisades evening hung heavy, streets lined with perfectly trimmed hedges and silent mansions. Every window flickered with domestic rituals: private chefs, quiet dinners, evening prayers. Yet in every corner, Ava felt the invisible currents pulling, threading through town like the bloodlines of loyalty and fear.



She walked alongside Sister Thomas, their shadows long against the pavement. Ava’s mind replayed the ritual — the absurdity, the humor, the epiphanies — and now the gravity of what it meant. Every gesture, every glance, every laugh had a ripple.



Rosa, meanwhile, paced her campus quarters. Alone, yet aware of invisible eyes, she traced each memory of Carter’s coercion, each micro-moment of resistance, each quiet step toward autonomy. The Loop’s echoes were everywhere — in town, in the convent, in whispered stories of Palisades women before her.









The Loop Emerges





At a small, dimly lit café near the coast, Jaguar Lady sipped black coffee in silence. Her old Jaguar parked outside. She watched, noting the threads connecting families, social circles, and rituals. Loyalty over personal moral code. Submission over instinct. Generations of women, each navigating the currents.



Vivian glided past in her Mercedes, nodding subtly to the Jaguar Lady. Even a casual gesture was loaded with meaning. Power, influence, subtle manipulation — all performed with elegance and humor. Ava noticed the exchange, feeling both admiration and unease.









Ava’s Insight





Inside her small rented room, Ava sketched diagrams in her notebook: loops, power flows, alliances, fractures. She realized something crucial: visibility gave control, humor gave influence, and perception could be bent. Her mind raced with strategy: navigate the Loop, escape suffocation, preserve Rosa.



A knock at the door — Gabby’s voice, low and conspiratorial.



“They’re watching differently now,” Gabby said. “Every move counts. But…maybe there’s a way to shift it.”



Ava nodded, understanding that every gesture mattered. Humor, absurdity, timing — everything could be leverage.









Evelyn’s Observations (Threaded Insert)





From a discreet distance, Evelyn watched the same streets, the same gestures, the same invisible currents. Rosa’s quiet rebellion, Ava’s analytical strategy, the subtle negotiations in Jaguar Lady’s café — all noted.



Her notebook bore a single observation: “Patterns are shifting. Complicity universal, yet malleable. Experiment continues.”



Her mind lingered on one secret: her influence over the currents, subtle but persistent, remained undetected. She smiled faintly — the chessboard was set.









Closing: Suffocation Tightens





The Palisades night deepened. Lights winked behind curtains, laughter floated briefly from distant parties, but the undercurrent of control pressed tighter. Ava and Rosa both felt it: invisible, suffocating, unavoidable — yet navigable.



And somewhere, in the background, Evelyn’s presence threaded through it all, quietly guiding, 



Chapter 23: Tightening Currents





The Palisades morning was crisp, almost painfully picturesque. Ava adjusted her blazer, noticing how the priests’ tailored jackets hung like they had been borrowed from a display mannequin — elegant, stiff, slightly ridiculous. She allowed herself a small smirk; appearances here were everything, even when absurdly mismatched.









Rosa’s Quiet Rebellion





On campus, Rosa walked the stone paths, backpack slung lazily over one shoulder. A loose brick caught her foot, sending her half-stumble, half-dance into a courtyard fountain’s shadow. She muttered softly in Portuguese, more at herself than anyone else:



“Well, that’s one way to announce independence.”



The tiny joke to herself was enough — a flicker of agency amid constant control.









The Loop at Work





Jaguar Lady leaned back in her car, the worn leather squeaking under her weight. From the corner of her eye, she watched a young couple in matching pastels, moving with the careful rigidity of synchronized rehearsals. Subtle absurdity: loyalty, compliance, and self-consciousness folded neatly into gestures. She let herself a faint smile, more at recognition than amusement.



Vivian appeared in her usual effortless stride, acknowledging Jaguar Lady with a tilt of her head. A glance, a smirk, a recognition that control was a performance everyone was reluctantly playing.



Ava, at a nearby café table, observed quietly. Humor wasn’t loud; it was threaded through behavior, through the slight overcompensation of those who wanted to be taken seriously.









Gabby’s Perspective





Gabby leaned against Ava’s desk, clipboard balanced with exaggerated care.



“People are… predictable,” she murmured, eyes rolling at the careful choreography of the café. “And ridiculous in ways they don’t notice.”



Ava didn’t reply. Just watched, noting the tiny misalignments, the quiet absurdities. Humor here wasn’t about laughing — it was a lens for reading patterns, a subtle tool of survival.









Evelyn Insert (23B)





From a quiet corner several blocks away, Evelyn wrote in her notebook. Observing Ava, Rosa, and the patterns of Palisades society, she noticed the humor threaded in — gestures, hesitations, accidental slips — all small indicators of shifting currents.



“Laughter as punctuation, not announcement. Cracks forming where compliance bends,” she wrote, underlining the thought twice.



Her influence was invisible, her presence felt only in how she had been nudging awareness, mapping currents, and preparing for the moves no one could yet see coming.









Closing: Tension and Subtle Laughter





The suffocating quiet of Palisades remained, thick and inescapable. Yet Ava and Rosa both recognized it: small, understated rebellions were forming — in gestures, glances, stumbles, and smirks. Humor wasn’t about jokes; it was a survival language, barely audible, but powerful enough to remind them they could still move, still act, still think.



Chapter 23: Tightening Currents





The Palisades morning was crisp, almost painfully picturesque. Ava adjusted her blazer, noticing how the priests’ tailored jackets hung like they had been borrowed from a display mannequin — elegant, stiff, slightly ridiculous. She allowed herself a small smirk; appearances here were everything, even when absurdly mismatched.









Rosa’s Quiet Rebellion





On campus, Rosa walked the stone paths, backpack slung lazily over one shoulder. A loose brick caught her foot, sending her half-stumble, half-dance into a courtyard fountain’s shadow. She muttered softly in Portuguese, more at herself than anyone else:



“Well, that’s one way to announce independence.”



The tiny joke to herself was enough — a flicker of agency amid constant control.









The Loop at Work





Jaguar Lady leaned back in her car, the worn leather squeaking under her weight. From the corner of her eye, she watched a young couple in matching pastels, moving with the careful rigidity of synchronized rehearsals. Subtle absurdity: loyalty, compliance, and self-consciousness folded neatly into gestures. She let herself a faint smile, more at recognition than amusement.



Vivian appeared in her usual effortless stride, acknowledging Jaguar Lady with a tilt of her head. A glance, a smirk, a recognition that control was a performance everyone was reluctantly playing.



Ava, at a nearby café table, observed quietly. Humor wasn’t loud; it was threaded through behavior, through the slight overcompensation of those who wanted to be taken seriously.









Gabby’s Perspective





Gabby leaned against Ava’s desk, clipboard balanced with exaggerated care.



“People are… predictable,” she murmured, eyes rolling at the careful choreography of the café. “And ridiculous in ways they don’t notice.”



Ava didn’t reply. Just watched, noting the tiny misalignments, the quiet absurdities. Humor here wasn’t about laughing — it was a lens for reading patterns, a subtle tool of survival.









Evelyn Insert (23B)





From a quiet corner several blocks away, Evelyn wrote in her notebook. Observing Ava, Rosa, and the patterns of Palisades society, she noticed the humor threaded in — gestures, hesitations, accidental slips — all small indicators of shifting currents.



“Laughter as punctuation, not announcement. Cracks forming where compliance bends,” she wrote, underlining the thought twice.



Her influence was invisible, her presence felt only in how she had been nudging awareness, mapping currents, and preparing for the moves no one could yet see coming.









Closing: Tension and Subtle Laughter





The suffocating quiet of Palisades remained, thick and inescapable. Yet Ava and Rosa both recognized it: small, understated rebellions were forming — in gestures, glances, stumbles, and smirks. Humor wasn’t about jokes; it was a survival language, barely audible, but powerful enough to remind them they could still move, still act, still think.






Chapter 25: Edges and Shadows





Evening draped over the Palisades in a soft, amber haze. Ava walked the streets with a heightened awareness, each hedge, each perfectly pruned tree, each reflective window a potential signal. Nothing in this town was accidental.



The absurdity of it all lingered quietly: a man adjusting his cufflinks again, this time with more urgency than skill, or a woman carrying three identical tote bags as though the duplication could somehow shield her from scrutiny. Ava noticed, cataloged, and stored. Humor here wasn’t laughter; it was recognition.









Rosa’s Precarious Steps





Rosa moved cautiously through campus, aware of invisible eyes. Carter’s influence was less overt tonight, but the weight of expectation, judgment, and control pressed around her like a second skin.



She ducked into a side alcove, brushing against a vine-draped wall. A small, crooked bird hopped along the stone path, pecking at fallen petals. Rosa let herself a brief smile, a tiny, private acknowledgment that life was still hers in fleeting moments.



Her steps quickened; intuition whispered danger nearby.









The Loop’s Presence





Jaguar Lady’s car purred quietly along the winding coastal road, a faint reminder that observation could be invisible yet omnipresent. She saw Ava moving past a café window, stopped to catch a reflection. Subtlety and timing — everything mattered, and nothing was accidental.



Vivian glided past in silence, sneakers whispering against the pavement, her presence shifting the subtle currents. Ava noticed, cataloged, and began seeing the edges of the network — where influence bled, where cracks could be exploited.









Gabby’s Perspective





Gabby perched on a low wall, notebook in hand, watching the town’s choreography. A man stumbled slightly over a cobblestone, lips twitching as he regained composure. She jotted it down with an almost imperceptible smirk.



“Small cracks everywhere,” she muttered to herself. “If you know where to look.”



Ava nodded, unseen, realizing Gabby had begun reading the currents almost as well as she had.









Evelyn Insert (25B)





Evelyn, hidden in plain sight at a distant café, sipped her tea slowly. Her pen traced invisible lines connecting gestures, glances, and timing.



Rosa’s quiet rebellion, Ava’s cataloged strategy, Jaguar Lady and Vivian’s understated influence — all mapped as currents in a complex ecosystem of compliance and subtle resistance.



“Edges fraying. Tension increasing. Small actors, subtle rebellions, critical fissures forming. Observe. Wait. Guide,” she noted.



Her smile was faint, almost imperceptible, the calm of someone who knew the game before anyone else even realized it existed.









Closing: The Net Tightens





Night fell over the Palisades, shadows stretching long and deliberate. The suffocation pressed tighter; the Loop, tradition, and covert networks solidified their grip.



Yet Ava and Rosa moved along the edges, reading, reacting, bending currents without breaking. Humor threaded through gestures, stumbles, and minor absurdities — a quiet tool of awareness, a subtle way to survive, and maybe, just maybe, to outmaneuver the pressures that threatened to crush them.



Chapter 26: Fractures in the Current





The Palisades night was thick with quiet expectation. Streetlights cast long, uneven shadows, each one a small distortion that seemed to amplify the suffocating calm. Ava moved along the sidewalks, noting the faint echoes of conversation from perfectly curated dinner tables, the subtle rigidity of hedges shaped like they were guarding secrets.



She allowed herself a half-smile at the little absurdities: a man adjusting a bow tie he had no reason to wear, a woman walking two poodles in perfect symmetry. Humor here wasn’t laughter; it was insight, a quiet way to read the currents without being caught in them.









Rosa’s Tension Mounts





Rosa navigated campus paths with heightened awareness. Her phone buzzed — a message from Carter she ignored. Her instincts were sharpened, every shadow, every flicker of movement, a potential threat.



She paused at the edge of a courtyard, noticing the crooked way a vine clung to a wall. The small imperfections reminded her of what she could control, fleeting as it might be. She exhaled softly, letting herself a private smirk: a rebellion too quiet for anyone else to notice, yet essential to her survival.









Ava’s Plan in Motion





Ava returned to her small office, notebook in hand. She sketched diagrams, connecting patterns of influence, loyalty, and compliance. Every observation mattered: Jaguar Lady’s timing, Vivian’s silent control, Sister Thomas’ subtle gestures, Gabby’s notes.



She realized the first step wasn’t confrontation — it was anticipation. Humor and absurdity became her allies, a way to see what others overlooked, to read micro-cracks before they widened.









Subtle Humor in the Current





Gabby passed by, carrying a stack of papers that threatened to topple. She caught them mid-fall, muttering something about “the most dramatic paperclip disaster of the century.” Ava smiled faintly — the joke wasn’t in the words but in the gesture, the way timing and awareness shifted the balance of tension.



Jaguar Lady’s old Jaguar purred nearby. A streetlight caught its dented hood at an angle that made it look almost elegant. Ava noted it, as if every small detail might be a thread to tug, a key to understanding the network of influence threading through the Palisades.









Evelyn Insert (26B)





From a discreet café across town, Evelyn observed. Ava’s plans, Rosa’s quiet rebellion, the choreography of Jaguar Lady, Vivian, and the Loop — all mapped in her notebook with precision.



“Micro-fissures widening. Currents observable. Humor and absurdity as predictive tools. Complicity nearly universal, but malleable,” she wrote.



Her pen paused over a detail only she had noticed — a glance, a hesitation, a subtle fracture in a long-standing gesture of obedience. The experiment continued, and she was both observer and unseen hand guiding the flow.









Closing: Currents Tighten





The night deepened, carrying both suffocation and possibility. Ava and Rosa moved along invisible edges, reading, anticipating, threading small acts of rebellion through a network designed to enforce control.



Subtle humor threaded through the tension: not laughter for its own sake, but recognition of absurdity, imperfection, and the small openings that might be exploited.



And somewhere, Evelyn’s quiet influence wove through it all, unseen but shaping the currents.



Chapter 27: Pressure Points





The Palisades morning glinted off the manicured hedges like a warning. Ava’s day began with the usual absurdities: Father Yosi checking his reflection in a window, adjusting a tie no one else noticed was crooked, muttering as if perfection itself were a divine mandate.



Her office phone buzzed. An email from her assigned supervisor, thinly veiled critiques folded into sentences about deadlines. Ava read it, exhaled slowly, and allowed herself the quietest of smirks. The absurdity of power was sometimes its own punctuation.









Rosa Under Siege





Rosa’s phone vibrated with Carter’s messages, each one a thinly disguised demand or manipulation.



“Why did you leave your library books in the common area?”

“Did you really think you could go for a walk alone?”



Each notification added invisible weight. Rosa paused at a quiet courtyard, forcing herself to breathe. She noticed a pigeon hopping in chaotic rhythm, a tiny absurdity that brought a faint, private smile.



It wasn’t freedom — not yet — but it was a reminder that she could still notice life outside his control.









Ava’s Micro-Battles





Meanwhile, Ava navigated her own subtle pressures: schedules shifted last-minute, meetings overlapped, small demands on social media campaigns piled like micro-stress bombs.



She caught Gabby trying to balance a stack of folders that threatened to topple. The fall would have been catastrophic, but Gabby managed a near-impossible recovery, one hand on the stack, one hand gesturing in frustration at an imaginary audience. Ava allowed herself a soft laugh — tiny absurdities, small cracks, signals of life persisting under control.









The Loop’s Unseen Influence





Jaguar Lady drove slowly through the streets, noting the patterns. Even the partners’ pressures — subtle, invisible, coercive — fed into the currents she had observed for years. Influence layered upon influence, suffocation upon suffocation.



Vivian moved past, glancing toward a couple arguing quietly at a corner café. She didn’t intervene. Presence alone shaped outcomes. Power here was observation, subtlety, timing.









Evelyn Insert (27B)





From her distant vantage point, Evelyn recorded. Carter’s coercion, Ava’s invisible stressors, the Loop’s control — all were data points, threads in the network she monitored.



“External pressures intensifying. Micro-behaviors shifting. Resilience indicated by observation of absurdities, small recoveries, and gestures of private rebellion,” she noted.



Her smile was nearly imperceptible. She was both observer and unseen hand, noting exactly which pressures created fissures and which cemented compliance.









Closing: Suffocation and Small Openings





By evening, the Palisades felt tighter than ever. Partners’ manipulations, societal rituals, and the Loop’s subtle influence formed a nearly inescapable web.



Yet Ava and Rosa each discovered small openings: a pigeon’s chaotic rhythm, a misfired cufflink, a stack of folders rescued mid-fall.



Humor and absurdity were never loud. They were whispers — glimpses of possibility, signs that even under pressure, small rebellions could survive.



And Evelyn watched, cataloging every fissure, waiting for the perfect moment to nudge the currents further.



Chapter 28: Edges Tighten





The Palisades evening was heavy, the streets bathed in gold that couldn’t hide the shadows pressing close. Ava moved deliberately, notebook in hand, scanning the façades, gestures, and half-hidden glances. The town was suffocating, but she had begun to see cracks — small, subtle, and telling.



A man in a tailored suit fumbled with his umbrella, flipping it inside out in the wind. Ava allowed herself a faint, private smirk. Even under perfection, absurdity persisted.









Rosa’s Critical Moment





Rosa walked along campus paths, alert to every subtle signal. Carter’s texts were more frequent, more manipulative: thinly veiled criticisms and warnings, each one tightening an invisible grip.



She ducked into a quiet alcove, pressing her back to the cool stone wall. Her fingers trembled slightly as she checked her phone — nothing overt this time, only the lingering threat of presence.



A bird landed near her, hopping with ridiculous precision. A faint smile broke through her tension, a private acknowledgment that the world still existed beyond control.



But the sense of danger had grown too sharp to ignore. Every step forward felt like a calculated risk.









Ava Moves





Ava returned to her office, flanked by Gabby and their growing collection of subtle intelligence: gestures, minor inconsistencies, interactions that revealed more than anyone intended.



“This is it,” Ava said quietly, flipping through notes. “We start testing the currents. Small probes. Nothing blatant.”



Gabby nodded, her clipboard balancing the weight of observation and insight. They began setting up subtle actions — misaligned meetings, minor disruptions, small nudges to see who reacted, who cracked, who bent.



Humor surfaced in the tiny absurdities of the exercise: a coffee cup teetering on a stack of papers, a priest’s tie caught in a chair back, a minor stumble corrected with exaggerated grace. Ava noted it all. These were signals.









The Loop’s Influence





Jaguar Lady glided along the winding streets, her headlights catching small motions that revealed power currents: a glance here, a gesture there. Subtle manipulations, coercive pressures, unspoken alliances — all part of the same network that kept the town in quiet tension.



Vivian moved in tandem, silent but precise. Presence alone was influence.









Evelyn Insert (28B)





From a café across town, Evelyn watched. Ava’s probes, Rosa’s survival instincts, the choreography of Jaguar Lady, Vivian, and the Loop — all were threads in the currents she cataloged.



“Edges sharpened. Micro-fissures identified. Timing critical. Resilience measured by subtle recovery, humor, and observation,” she wrote.



Evelyn’s pen paused over one line — a gesture, a glance, a minor slip unnoticed by others — and she underlined it. This could be the first significant fracture in the network.









Closing: The Tension Builds





Night settled fully over the Palisades. Suffocation pressed in from every angle: partners, the Loop, societal expectations, rituals.



Yet Ava and Rosa moved along hidden edges, threading subtle actions and observations through a network designed to constrain them.



Humor remained quiet, understated — a flicker in a gesture, a private smirk, a moment of absurdity in an otherwise controlled world.



And Evelyn continued to watch, catalog, and wait for the exact moment to nudge the currents decisively.



Chapter 29: First Fractures





The morning broke sharp and restless. The Palisades shimmered in its curated perfection, but Ava felt the undercurrent — a pulse of strain beneath the calm.



She sipped her coffee, watching as Father Yosi nearly tripped over his own cassock, the hem catching on a step. He righted himself instantly, smiling at no one in particular. Ava’s lips twitched into a smirk. Even power, draped in solemnity, could trip.









Rosa’s Peril





Rosa walked quickly across campus, Carter’s texts pinging in sequence, each more intrusive than the last.



“Where are you now?”

“Why haven’t you answered?”

“Don’t make me come find you.”



Her pulse raced. She slipped into the art building, climbing the stairs two at a time until she found refuge in an unused studio. The canvases leaned in silent witness. She exhaled shakily, clutching her phone like a lifeline.



From the window, she saw Carter’s car circling. The loop around campus mirrored the suffocating Loop of the Palisades itself. For the first time, she realized escape would require more than evasion — it would demand strategy.



And she wasn’t sure she had enough time.









Ava’s Crack in the Facade





Ava and Gabby sat in a cramped office, flipping through scheduling changes they’d orchestrated. A priest arrived at the wrong meeting, visibly flustered. Another snapped at an assistant for a minor error. These weren’t accidents — they were signals.



“This is it,” Ava whispered. “The pressure’s making them show themselves.”



Gabby grinned, biting back laughter as a stack of papers fluttered dramatically from a desk, scattering like confetti. Humor threaded naturally into the cracks: not slapstick, but absurd little truths that broke through solemnity.









The Jaguar Lady and Vivian





Jaguar Lady parked her car deliberately at the overlook, headlights painting the horizon. She watched the town below, noting patterns: who spoke to whom, who avoided eye contact, who lingered too long.



Vivian crossed the street nearby, her tennis bag slung over one shoulder. She didn’t speak, didn’t signal, yet her presence shifted the rhythm. Like a conductor, she set the timing without ever lifting a baton.









Evelyn Insert (29B)





Evelyn sat in her office, a client’s file open before her. She listened, nodded, spoke softly — but her notes were elsewhere. Ava’s probes, Rosa’s peril, the Loop’s subtle strains.



“Observation: cracks forming under controlled stress. Partners’ coercion intensifying network tension. First fracture visible. Timing critical.”



She underlined a single phrase twice: First fracture.



A faint smile flickered as she leaned back in her chair. Every system broke eventually. The question was who would recognize it soon enough to use it.









Closing: The Edges of Collapse





By dusk, the Palisades shimmered as always: pristine lawns, glossy façades, the appearance of control.



But beneath, Rosa hid in a studio, Ava cataloged cracks, Jaguar Lady circled in her Jaguar, Vivian timed her crossings, and Evelyn wrote the word fracture.



The suffocation was real. But so were the fissures.



And cracks, Ava thought, were how the light got in.



Chapter 30: The Double





Rosa first noticed it in fragments — a flash of dark hair at the corner of the café window, the same gait across the quad. She thought she was imagining it. Stress could blur edges, conjure shadows where there were none.



But then Carter introduced her.

“This is Mariana,” he said casually, as though Rosa hadn’t gone pale at the sight.

The resemblance was uncanny — enough to unsettle, not enough to be explained away as coincidence.



Mariana smiled politely, holding a set of books, her posture deferential. Carter’s hand rested at the small of her back.

“She’s going to help out,” he said. “Make things easier for you.”



The words stung: help out. Rosa hadn’t asked for help. And it wasn’t help, not really. It was replacement disguised as generosity.



She watched Mariana laugh softly at Carter’s joke, the mimicry almost perfect. Rosa felt her stomach drop. She saw her erasure happening in real time, disguised as kindness, packaged as practicality.









Ava’s Expanding Probes





Ava noticed the same pattern from a different angle. Files duplicated, meetings double-booked, her work overwritten in small, precise strokes. A memo circulated with her name missing from the credits.



Not accidents. Not oversights. Substitutions.



She glanced at Gabby, who raised an eyebrow over her clipboard.

“They’re cloning you,” Gabby said flatly.

Ava’s laugh was short, bitter. “At least I don’t have a doppelgänger walking around.”



Humor, sharp and dark, was all they had to cut the weight.









The Loop’s Signature





Jaguar Lady knew the tactic well. The Loop had always thrived on replacements: women silenced, substituted, rewritten out of their own stories. It wasn’t about efficiency. It was about demonstrating power — the ability to erase without ever raising a hand.



Vivian, standing at the courtside with her racket tapping lightly against her thigh, caught Rosa’s eye later that day. She didn’t speak, didn’t ask. The look alone was recognition: I see what’s happening to you.









Evelyn Insert (30B)





Evelyn noted it clinically, almost coldly, in her files.



“Subject experiencing symbolic erasure through substitution. Look-alike introduced by partner to reinforce control. Psychological impact: identity destabilization, compliance through invisibility.”



She underlined a word twice: erasure.

The file closed softly. Evelyn’s expression did not.









Closing: The Horror of Substitution





By nightfall, Rosa lay awake, Mariana’s smile replaying in her mind like a mocking mirror. Ava sat at her desk, staring at an email signed with her work but missing her name.



Across the Palisades, the Loop’s quiet machinery hummed — not with violence, but with substitution.

Not with screams, but with silence.



And Evelyn, pen still in hand, whispered into the quiet of her office:

“This is how they disappear you.”



Chapter 30: The Double





Rosa first noticed it in fragments — a flash of dark hair at the corner of the café window, the same gait across the quad. She thought she was imagining it. Stress could blur edges, conjure shadows where there were none.



But then Carter introduced her.

“This is Mariana,” he said casually, as though Rosa hadn’t gone pale at the sight.

The resemblance was uncanny — enough to unsettle, not enough to be explained away as coincidence.



Mariana smiled politely, holding a set of books, her posture deferential. Carter’s hand rested at the small of her back.

“She’s going to help out,” he said. “Make things easier for you.”



The words stung: help out. Rosa hadn’t asked for help. And it wasn’t help, not really. It was replacement disguised as generosity.



She watched Mariana laugh softly at Carter’s joke, the mimicry almost perfect. Rosa felt her stomach drop. She saw her erasure happening in real time, disguised as kindness, packaged as practicality.









Ava’s Expanding Probes





Ava noticed the same pattern from a different angle. Files duplicated, meetings double-booked, her work overwritten in small, precise strokes. A memo circulated with her name missing from the credits.



Not accidents. Not oversights. Substitutions.



She glanced at Gabby, who raised an eyebrow over her clipboard.

“They’re cloning you,” Gabby said flatly.

Ava’s laugh was short, bitter. “At least I don’t have a doppelgänger walking around.”



Humor, sharp and dark, was all they had to cut the weight.









The Loop’s Signature





Jaguar Lady knew the tactic well. The Loop had always thrived on replacements: women silenced, substituted, rewritten out of their own stories. It wasn’t about efficiency. It was about demonstrating power — the ability to erase without ever raising a hand.



Vivian, standing at the courtside with her racket tapping lightly against her thigh, caught Rosa’s eye later that day. She didn’t speak, didn’t ask. The look alone was recognition: I see what’s happening to you.









Evelyn Insert (30B)





Evelyn noted it clinically, almost coldly, in her files.



“Subject experiencing symbolic erasure through substitution. Look-alike introduced by partner to reinforce control. Psychological impact: identity destabilization, compliance through invisibility.”



She underlined a word twice: erasure.

The file closed softly. Evelyn’s expression did not.









Closing: The Horror of Substitution





By nightfall, Rosa lay awake, Mariana’s smile replaying in her mind like a mocking mirror. Ava sat at her desk, staring at an email signed with her work but missing her name.



Across the Palisades, the Loop’s quiet machinery hummed — not with violence, but with substitution.

Not with screams, but with silence.



And Evelyn, pen still in hand, whispered into the quiet of her office:

“This is how they disappear you.”



Prologue A





📄 Palisades Post:

“Local Family Pleads for Help in Missing Daughter Case — Sofia Alvarez, 22, Last Seen Near Temescal Canyon.”

↳ Establishes Sofia’s absence from page one, a hum beneath everything.









Chapter 3A





📄 Palisades Post:

“Jaguar Lady Funds Cotillion Scholarships.”

Sidebar: “Sofia Search Expands Into Santa Monica Mountains.”

↳ The contrast between glamour and erasure.









Chapter 7A





📄 Palisades Post:

“CVS Parking Lot Altercation Leads to Arrest.”

Below fold: “Three Weeks, No New Clues in Alvarez Case.”

↳ The town treats Sofia as background noise.









Chapter 15A





📄 Palisades Post:

“Vivian Lewis, Former Tennis Star, Hosts Community Fundraiser.”

Tucked in corner: “Family Hopes Holiday Visibility Will Renew Interest in Sofia Alvarez.”

↳ Vivian’s prominence versus Sofia’s fading.









Chapter 21A





📄 Palisades Post:

“Archdiocese Announces New PR Campaign.”

Buried beneath: “Sofia Alvarez’s Mother Speaks from Brazil: ‘Do Not Forget My Daughter.’”

↳ Ava notices this placement, fueling her suspicions.









Chapter 27A





📄 Palisades Post:

“Jaguar Lady Seen Driving Vintage Car Along Sunset Boulevard.”

Lost in classifieds: “Reward Increased in Alvarez Case.”

↳ Juxtaposition sharpens as Rosa’s crisis builds.









Chapter 30A (just added)





📄 Palisades Post:

“Still No Leads in Disappearance of Sofia Alvarez, 22, of Pacific Palisades. Family Urges Public to Come Forward.”

Next to it: “Jaguar Lady Spotted Again: Mystery Benefactress Funds Arts Program.”

↳ Rosa’s double scene now resonates as her own version of Sofia’s disappearance.









Chapter 35A (near endgame)



📄 Palisades Post:

Front-page headline: “Community Comes Together at Gala.”

Small corner note: “Case of Sofia Alvarez Declared Cold.”

↳ The final suffocation — the paper erases her formally.



Placement Notes for “A” Inserts





Prologue A — Missing Sofia (front page)

📍 Insert immediately after the opening prologue of Sofia’s disappearance, so the reader first sees her absence refracted through the local paper’s clipped, indifferent tone. Sets the stage for how the community “moves on” while her absence lingers.







Chapter 3A — Jaguar Lady & Cotillion

📍 After Chapter 3 (where Ava notices class divides and whispers of the Loop at the mall cotillion).

Purpose: This adds a glossy society note and contrasts Ava’s unease with the town’s obsession with appearances. The buried line about Sofia deepens the irony.







Chapter 7A — CVS Parking Lot / Police Blotter

📍 After Chapter 7 (which shows Ava and Rosa suffocating under quiet control).

Purpose: Gives a darkly funny beat (petty parking fight) while undercutting with Sofia’s disappearance buried at the bottom — town gossip outweighs tragedy.







Chapter 15A — Vivian’s Fundraiser

📍 After Chapter 15 (where Rosa returns to campus, balancing Carter’s control with Mateo’s presence, and Ava sinks deeper into church politics).

Purpose: Links Vivian into the paper’s glossy world, making her appear as a power player, while reintroducing Sofia’s case just as Ava and Rosa start seeing how the town swallows stories whole.







Chapter 21A — Archdiocese PR Campaign

📍 After Chapter 21 (where Ava observes the priests’ privileges vs. nuns’ struggles, and Rosa begins to see herself erased).

Purpose: Shows the institutional branding push — tying into Ava’s mounting disillusion — while literally on the same page as Sofia’s mother begging for attention.







Chapter 27A — Jaguar Lady on Sunset

📍 After Chapter 27 (the psilocybin church dinner scene, where everyone is made complicit).

Purpose: Brings comic lightness (Jaguar Lady tipping florists) while burying Sofia’s case in the classifieds. It mirrors the town’s willful amnesia right after a surreal church ritual.







Chapter 30A — Cold Case Edges In

📍 After Chapter 30 (when Rosa sees Carter hire her “replacement” nanny and Ava feels her suffocation tighten).

Purpose: The cold, incremental “still no leads” note becomes a mirror for Rosa’s vanishing self.







Chapter 35A — Annual Gala / Cold Case Declared

📍 After Chapter 35 (final descent into the suffocating town atmosphere, Ava moving toward escape).

Purpose: The gala feels like the town’s finale — charity, gloss, jazz — while Sofia’s story is formally declared over. By now, Rosa’s impending fate and Ava’s possible escape directly echo this silencing.



Loop–Sofia Map





Prologue A (Missing Sofia in the Post)



· Neutral tone, no Loop mention. But the absence itself sets up the mystery.









Chapter 2 — Rosa & Carter



· Carter’s mother or one of his family’s friends drops a vague warning: “Well, not every girl fits in here. Some get… lost.”

· First faint whiff that disappearances = punishment.









Chapter 3A (Cotillion clipping)



· Society column buries a line: “Still no news on missing teen Sofia M., whose family was ‘private.’”

· Ava overhears two mothers whisper: “It’s the Loop, isn’t it? That’s what happens when you don’t follow.” Then they change the subject.









Chapter 5B (Sister Thomas memory / Evelyn insert)



· Evelyn recalls counseling a girl years ago who feared “initiation.”

· Connects to generational silence: “Families knew. They always knew.”









Chapter 7 — Suffocation tightening



· Rosa sees flyers for Sofia posted on campus, mostly ignored.

· A classmate mutters, “Everyone knows what happened. But no one’s gonna say it.”





Chapter 7A (CVS clipping)



· Petty parking drama dominates; Sofia’s case buried. A police note mentions “investigating known associates.”









Chapter 10B (Evelyn insert)



· Evelyn thinks about how “the Loop doesn’t discard lightly.”

· Almost clinical tone: hints she knows the rules of erasure.









Chapter 15A (Vivian fundraiser clipping)



· Fundraiser write-up calls Vivian “a pillar of the community.”

· Same column: “Sofia’s mother pleads for information, fears ‘community pressure.’”

· Undercut: The Loop protects its own.









Chapter 20 (Before psilocybin dinner)



· Ava hears Gabby say: “They say Sofia got chosen. Or rejected. Depends who you ask.”

· Brushed off as gossip, but lands heavy.









Chapter 21A (Archdiocese PR clipping)



· Glossy branding piece sits next to “police have no leads.”

· Suggests power structures bury stories.









Chapter 27 (Psilocybin dinner)



· Older nun mutters: “They took her.” Everyone pretends not to hear.

· Jaguar Lady, laughing: “Not everyone makes it through the Loop, darling.”

· Comic, but sinister.





Chapter 27A (Jaguar Lady clipping)



· Community fluff piece about Jaguar Lady, Sofia’s case mentioned only in classifieds.









Chapter 30 — Rosa’s erasure begins



· Rosa sees Carter’s new nanny in her mirror. A friend whispers: “That’s what happened to Sofia. They replaced her, too.”





Chapter 30A (Cold case clipping)



· Formal “still no leads.” The town moving on.

Chapter 35A (Annual Gala clipping)



· The gala celebrated in gold ink.

· Sofia officially declared a cold case

· 


Chapter 22:b insert  Erasure



Rosa sat at the kitchen table, her textbooks fanned out like shields. The campus had been a lifeline, a proof to herself that she could still learn, still breathe outside Carter’s grasp. But lately, even that air felt stolen.



The nanny—if you could call her that—was humming in the next room. Rosa heard the same cadence of her own accent in the woman’s voice. Carter had hired her without asking, and worse, she looked eerily like Rosa herself. Same hair pinned at the nape, same almond-dark eyes, even the same perfume Rosa had worn when she first met him.



It was a demotion disguised as “help.” An erasure disguised as love.



When Rosa confronted him, Carter had smiled with corporate calm:

“You’re so busy with your classes. This way the girls have consistency. Think of it as… insurance.”



Insurance. As though Rosa were already gone.



At night, she dreamt of water. Of swimming out past the breakers and never turning back. Of voices calling in Portuguese from the shore, voices she hadn’t heard since Brazil.



She thought of her mother, her distance, the unbridgeable ocean. She thought of Mateo, but quickly pushed him down, deep, where Carter couldn’t sniff it out. Mateo was the last secret left to her, and she would guard it until the end.



When the lookalike nanny tucked the girls into bed with the exact lullaby Rosa used to sing, Rosa sat in her car and gripped the steering wheel until her nails bit the leather. She whispered in Portuguese, a prayer that was not for God but for herself:



“Eu ainda estou aqui. I am still here.”



But each day, Carter’s smile told her otherwise.




Flame)



Ava sat cross-legged on the rectory floor, her phone buzzing in the shadows.



A notification from Facebook: “Evan Lewis commented on your photo.”



Evan. Her old flame from grad school — the one she’d never forgotten. The one who had made her laugh so hard it hurt, who’d understood the mix of ambition and chaos that drove her.



He had written something casual, almost flirty:

“Still exploring the world, or just the monastery scene now?”



Ava laughed quietly. Not at him, but at the absurdity: her life had shrunk into sanctified PowerPoints and curated Instagram posts for the Archdiocese. And here was a reminder that the world outside still existed.



She typed back carefully, teasing, playful:

“A little of both. Haven’t lost my taste for adventure yet.”



As she hit send, she realized she hadn’t felt hope this light in months. Not since she’d walked into the motherhouse and smelled the musty air of suppressed ambition, the faintly heroic, endlessly ironic scent of survival.



It didn’t solve the branded lifestyle pitch decks. It didn’t undo the inequalities she saw every day. But it was a spark — a flicker that whispered: Maybe escape is possible. Maybe not everything is lost.



And for the first time in weeks, she allowed herself a smile.




Chapter 31: The Chapel of Glass



The chapel smelled faintly of incense and lavender, a thin veneer masking years of dust and secrets. Light from the stained glass fractured across the stone floor, fracturing further when Ava arrived, notebook in hand, trying to make sense of what she had agreed to witness.



Sister Thomas moved among the participants with quiet authority, offering nods and murmurs of guidance. Older nuns shuffled toward the pews, their eyes wary, their smiles polite but tight. Even they, who had long resisted, were here, and complicit.



Ava noticed the younger nuns hesitating at the door, some whispering about initiation, about women who had disappeared, about stories they weren’t supposed to tell. She wondered if Sofia had once walked these steps.



Rosa was not present, but Ava felt the suffocating weight of her erasure in the air. She pictured Carter’s smile as the lookalike nanny moved through her apartment, the way the town quietly enabled the disappearance of those who displeased the Loop.



Gabby, jittery and irreverent, muttered under her breath as she took a seat, “I swear if I see another croissant on a gold plate, I’m out.” Her humor made Ava smirk, a quiet anchor.



Then came the psilocybin — a tea served in delicate cups, each labeled with calligraphy that hid warnings in plain sight. Everyone drank. The ritual was subtle, almost perfunctory, but its effect was immediate. Light shifted. Thoughts deepened. Secrets bled to the surface.



Ava’s vision wavered. She saw the younger nuns in a strange light, their resistance and fear intertwined with loyalty they could not name. She saw Rosa in a small apartment, clutching the edges of her world, whispered fears echoing across oceans and city streets.



And in a brief, humorous flash, the Jaguar Lady appeared in her mind — not driving down Sunset, but standing in heels at the altar, tipping her hat to the absurdity of all this grandeur.



Then came Evelyn’s shadow — in Ava’s vision, the therapist was there, observing, recording, aware of what everyone tried to hide. Her presence was at once protective and terrifying. The secret she carried, though, remained just out of reach.



Ava laughed aloud, quietly, unable to stop herself. A sound so incongruous it startled the sisters nearby. She didn’t care — for the first time, she felt the paradox of the chapel: fear, revelation, absurdity, hope, and suffocation all in one room.



It was a glimpse of clarity. And a reminder that everyone here was part of the machinery, from the oldest nuns to the young novices, from the Jaguar Lady to the priests with their private kitchens. None could claim innocence.



Ava made a mental note: when this was over, she would have to escape — and she would.




Chapter 32: Shadows in the Sunroom



The sunroom at Vivian’s Palisades house was a bright contradiction: floor-to-ceiling windows letting in the afternoon light, but shadows clung stubbornly in the corners, as if the house itself remembered long-standing secrets.



Vivian moved with ease, a practiced authority that carried over from her tennis days. Her laughter — low, controlled, just enough to charm — filled the room as she offered cocktails to the gathered friends and allies. Beneath the shine, Ava saw the network Vivian had built: influence, loyalty, and unspoken power threaded through decades of careful maneuvering.



Rosa, absent again, lingered in Ava’s thoughts. Carter’s manipulations, the lookalike nanny, the steady erasure — all of it. Rosa’s struggle pressed against the edges of Ava’s own awareness, a shadow she could not yet fully reach.



Evelyn’s presence was peripheral but undeniable. From the hallway, she observed quietly, notebook in hand. Her eyes flicked to each participant, noting subtle shifts, mental tics, and the unspoken hierarchies of control. Her secret, heavy but invisible, loomed over the room like a storm about to break.



Vivian caught Ava’s gaze. “You’re still trying to make sense of all of this, aren’t you?” she asked, smiling.



Ava shook her head. “I thought I had. I thought I could… manage.”



Vivian’s laugh was soft, indulgent. “Honey, managing is for amateurs. We survive, we manipulate, we endure. Then we teach the next generation to do the same.”



A flicker of humor danced in Ava’s chest, ironic and dark, but real. Even here, suffocation and absurdity walked hand in hand.



Outside, a neighbor’s dog barked, a reminder of a world existing beyond influence, power, and control — a world that Rosa still clung to in her own fight. Ava made a mental note: she would need to escape, and she would need allies she could trust.



Vivian’s network was part of the problem and part of the solution. Ava understood that, finally. And she understood too that Rosa’s fight mirrored her own, though one of them was trapped in daylight, and the other in shadows.




Chapter 32: Shadows in the Sunroom



The sunroom at Vivian’s Palisades house was a bright contradiction: floor-to-ceiling windows letting in the afternoon light, but shadows clung stubbornly in the corners, as if the house itself remembered long-standing secrets.



Vivian moved with ease, a practiced authority that carried over from her tennis days. Her laughter — low, controlled, just enough to charm — filled the room as she offered cocktails to the gathered friends and allies. Beneath the shine, Ava saw the network Vivian had built: influence, loyalty, and unspoken power threaded through decades of careful maneuvering.



Rosa, absent again, lingered in Ava’s thoughts. Carter’s manipulations, the lookalike nanny, the steady erasure — all of it. Rosa’s struggle pressed against the edges of Ava’s own awareness, a shadow she could not yet fully reach.



Evelyn’s presence was peripheral but undeniable. From the hallway, she observed quietly, notebook in hand. Her eyes flicked to each participant, noting subtle shifts, mental tics, and the unspoken hierarchies of control. Her secret, heavy but invisible, loomed over the room like a storm about to break.



Vivian caught Ava’s gaze. “You’re still trying to make sense of all of this, aren’t you?” she asked, smiling.



Ava shook her head. “I thought I had. I thought I could… manage.”



Vivian’s laugh was soft, indulgent. “Honey, managing is for amateurs. We survive, we manipulate, we endure. Then we teach the next generation to do the same.”



A flicker of humor danced in Ava’s chest, ironic and dark, but real. Even here, suffocation and absurdity walked hand in hand.



Outside, a neighbor’s dog barked, a reminder of a world existing beyond influence, power, and control — a world that Rosa still clung to in her own fight. Ava made a mental note: she would need to escape, and she would need allies she could trust.



Vivian’s network was part of the problem and part of the solution. Ava understood that, finally. And she understood too that Rosa’s fight mirrored her own, though one of them was trapped in daylight, and the other in shadows.




Chapter 34: Mirrors and Shadows



The aftermath of the chapel ritual lingered in Ava’s mind like the ghost of incense. Every step through the motherhouse felt heavier, every glance at Yosi or Sister Thomas a reminder of the silent hierarchy she’d agreed, implicitly, to participate in.



Her phone buzzed again. Evan. Another photo, this time a sketchy little coffee cart near the pier. A note: “Still exploring, still free.” Ava smiled, allowing herself a brief flicker of light. Hope, even tiny, was a rebellion.



Meanwhile, Rosa returned to her apartment after a tense campus day. The nanny—her double—had left a trail of perfection behind, making everything feel smaller, tighter, suffocating. Rosa’s reflection in the window stared back at her, familiar yet unfamiliar.



In the periphery, Evelyn moved silently through her office, reviewing notes on both Ava and Rosa. She understood loyalty, control, and the subtle pressures of the Loop better than anyone present. And she knew more than she had let on — a truth she had kept hidden for years. Something about her past with the Palisades, a secret that could shatter the delicate balance of power if revealed.



Ava, in her own room, typed out social content drafts for the Archdiocese, but the words felt hollow. She glanced at Evan’s last message and wondered: was freedom always just a digital tease, or could she reclaim it in reality?



Rosa whispered in Portuguese again, a prayer not to God but to herself: “I am still here. I will not vanish.” The sound of her own voice grounded her in a world that seemed determined to erase her.



Outside, the town moved on with its banalities — CVS clippings, social posts, whispers of the Loop’s control — all forming a subtle network of suffocation. Yet, in private rooms, in private thoughts, Ava and Rosa kept tiny sparks alive. And Evelyn, watching, held the knowledge of how fragile those sparks were.



For a moment, humor appeared in the corner of Ava’s mind: Gabby’s earlier mutterings about croissants on gold plates. Lightness, fleeting but real, reminding her that survival could coexist with absurdity.



The parallels between the two women were clear: suffocation, erasure, hope, rebellion — mirrored lives running side by side, building toward inevitable collision and revelation.




Chapter 35: The Dinner of Eyes



The Jaguar Lady’s dining room smelled faintly of rosemary and old leather. Crystal glasses caught the low light like trapped flames, reflecting faces carefully curated for appearances, none willing to show what truly lurked beneath.



Ava arrived early, notebook tucked under her arm. The psilocybin tea had already been brewed, but the guests moved with a careful choreography, sipping, chatting, laughing in rehearsed cadence. Every laugh, every polite murmur, was a thread in the web.



Rosa was absent, her absence heavier than any presence could be. She hovered in Ava’s thoughts like a shadow cast long before sunset, her apartment and the nanny her double acting as subtle but powerful erasures.



Vivian was there, commanding attention without raising her voice. Years of reputation, decades of power in the Palisades, made her a subtle dictator of tone. Ava observed her carefully, noting the micro-exchanges between old nuns, priests, and socialites — each one an unspoken acknowledgment of the Loop’s reach.



Evelyn’s shadow was present in Ava’s peripheral vision, the therapist observing silently. There was a tension in her posture that Ava couldn’t place, a hint that Evelyn knew more than she let on — something about loyalty, control, and the consequences of crossing invisible lines.



Gabby, nervously sipping her tea, muttered to Ava, “I can’t tell if everyone here is enlightened or just nuts.” Ava laughed softly, the sound bouncing lightly off the ornate walls. Humor was allowed here, but only in small, controlled doses.



The tea took hold. Light warped, conversations folded into themselves, and the room seemed both larger and smaller at once. Secrets hovered, ready to be named. Ava felt an epiphany bloom: everyone here, old and young, novice and veteran, was complicit. Even those who hated it the most.



A flicker of hope — Evan’s messages, the memory of a world outside — pulsed beneath the surface, fragile and fleeting. Rosa’s fight echoed through Ava’s mind, a reminder that survival was not passive.



And somewhere, at the edges of perception, Ava glimpsed the Loop’s machinery: patterns, favors, silences, and disappearances like Sofia’s, all coiled tightly around the Palisades.



Humor surfaced again, unexpected and subtle, when someone tipped over a glass and the clatter was blamed on the reflection in a chandelier. The absurdity made Ava grin despite the darkness surrounding them.



This was the room where truth, control, humor, and terror intersected. And Ava knew, with a quiet certainty, that the climax of suffocation — and the revelation of secrets — was about to begin.




Chapter 36: The Quiet Observer



Evelyn sat in her office, notebook closed, but her mind racing. She had been in the shadows for decades, watching, guiding, cataloging. She knew too much — about the Loop, about the Palisades, about the quiet disappearances that no one spoke of aloud.



Ava’s presence in her notes made her pulse quicken. The PR campaigns, the chapel rituals, the absurd blend of brand and faith — Ava had stepped into a web much bigger than herself. Evelyn wondered how long it would take before Ava understood what she had truly joined.



Across town, Rosa moved cautiously through her apartment. The lookalike nanny had left for the evening, leaving behind a carefully curated home that mirrored Rosa’s life — only better, more perfect. Carter’s erasure tightened like a vice. Every photo, every routine, every small gesture of control reminded her she was being methodically rewritten out of her own world.



Evelyn’s secret hovered in the edges of Ava’s next steps, a shadow waiting to fall. It involved the Loop, yes, but also the church hierarchy, past missteps, and a single decision that could topple carefully balanced lives. If revealed at the wrong moment, it could save Rosa — or destroy Ava.



Ava, in her room, glanced at her phone. Evan’s latest message made her pause: a photo of a sailboat moving past a distant harbor, and the words, “The tide is always changing. Don’t forget.” She laughed softly. Humor, hope, and rebellion all in one line.



Rosa whispered in Portuguese again, a mantra against erasure: “I am still here. Eu ainda estou aqui.” She didn’t yet know that Evelyn held one key piece of knowledge that could tilt the scales.



Outside, the town moved in perfect unison: the Loop’s subtle control, the gossip, the quiet compliance of neighbors, the Palisades Post clipping stories — all forming a lattice of suffocation that pressed in from every angle.



Ava, Rosa, Vivian, Gabby, Evelyn — each living in parallel threads of control, hope, rebellion, and humor. And in the next moments, those threads would begin to twist together toward revelation, collision, and escape.




Chapter 37: Convergence



Ava walked briskly through the motherhouse corridors, notebook clutched like a shield. The chapel ritual, the Jaguar Lady’s dinner, the whispers of the Loop — all of it pressed on her mind, heavier than the stone walls around her.



Her phone buzzed. Evan again. “Are you still just observing, or ready to act?”



A spark of determination flared. Observation was no longer enough. She could feel Rosa’s struggle echoing in her own chest — the erasure, the suffocation, Carter’s manipulations — and she knew she had to act, even if the steps weren’t clear yet.



Meanwhile, Rosa sensed the tightening grip of her life. Every small freedom was meticulously clipped by the lookalike nanny’s presence, Carter’s subtle reminders, and the town’s unspoken enforcement. She felt the Loop’s shadow even from afar, the legacy of women before her who had submitted, who had proven loyalty over personal morals.



Evelyn, observing from her office, finally allowed the secret to weigh on her lips. A record, a confession, a thread that could unravel the careful architecture of control — but the timing was delicate. One wrong move could destroy both Ava and Rosa.



Vivian moved through her Palisades network, unaware of Ava’s growing clarity but sensing that the balance of power might soon shift. Subtle nods, unspoken communications, and decades of influence made her both a threat and a potential ally.



Gabby, ever irreverent, muttered something about “seriously, why does everyone in this town have secrets bigger than their furniture?” Her humor landed quietly, a reminder that absurdity persisted even in suffocation.



The threads pulled tighter: Ava’s courage, Rosa’s erasure, Evelyn’s secret, Vivian’s power, and the Loop’s shadow — all moving toward a collision that would determine who survived, who escaped, and who vanished entirely.



For the first time, Ava felt the weight of inevitability. And yet, somewhere in the tangle of fear, humor, and hope, she saw a sliver of possibility: they could survive. But only if they understood the web and moved fast enough.




Chapter 38: The Tipping Point



Ava moved quietly through the motherhouse corridors, the echo of her shoes like a metronome counting down. Each step brought her closer to action — to doing something, anything, to protect Rosa and reclaim the parts of herself suffocated by the church and the Loop.



Her phone buzzed: Evan again. “You don’t have to do this alone.”



She smiled, a small, fleeting relief, but the weight of reality returned instantly. Rosa was in the center of a tightening noose — Carter’s manipulations, the lookalike nanny, and the town’s silent complicity were closing in.



Rosa sat at her kitchen table, hands clenched around a coffee mug, eyes scanning the apartment for signs of intrusion or erasure. Every small detail — a moved book, a changed calendar, a note she hadn’t written — screamed that she was being replaced. The Loop’s legacy, women submitting their personal codes to maintain loyalty and power, pressed against her like a physical weight.



Meanwhile, Evelyn watched from the edges, her notebook open but her thoughts racing. Her secret — a piece of knowledge that could destabilize the church hierarchy and expose the Loop’s manipulations — hovered like a storm cloud. Timing was everything; one wrong move and both Ava and Rosa could be lost.



Vivian, across town, made a subtle call. Her network was aware, her influence palpable, yet she too was only one part of the latticework of power Ava had to navigate. The Palisades shimmered with wealth, control, and invisible chains.



Gabby, texting furiously from her own corner of the house, joked about how absurdly coordinated everyone’s secrets were, earning a quiet smirk from Ava. Humor, even faint, remained a thread to hold onto.



Ava paused outside Rosa’s apartment building, taking a deep breath. This was the moment. She could no longer wait, observe, or plan. Every thread — Evan’s spark of hope, Evelyn’s hidden knowledge, Vivian’s influence, Rosa’s suffocating world — converged here.



She pressed the intercom button. Each beep echoed like a warning. And in that moment, she understood: the tipping point had arrived.




Chapter 39: Unraveling Threads



Ava’s knock on Rosa’s apartment door echoed more loudly in her mind than in reality. The world outside continued as if nothing were amiss: distant traffic, a dog barking, the hum of a refrigerator — the mundane masking the suffocating tension pressing from every direction.



Rosa opened the door, startled. Her eyes flicked to Ava, then back to her apartment, noting the subtle changes she hadn’t dared confront until now: the perfectly placed cushions, the altered calendar, the lookalike nanny’s lingering presence in every corner.



“They’re erasing you,” Ava said simply, voice low. “I can help. We need to act.”



Rosa’s breath caught. She had known it in theory, felt it in daily small humiliations, but hearing it aloud crystallized the danger. Carter’s control, the Loop’s shadow, the legacy of women who submitted without question — all pressed down like a physical weight.



Meanwhile, Evelyn sat across town, in a small, dimly lit office. Notes scattered across her desk, her pen paused mid-word. She knew she could reveal her secret now, a truth about the Loop and its collusion with certain figures in the church. If she acted, she could shift the balance, possibly saving Rosa and exposing the machinery that suffocated so many. But timing, as always, was everything.



Back in the apartment, Ava and Rosa moved quickly, cataloging small evidence of erasure, documenting the subtle manipulations, and devising a plan. The tension between them was palpable but tempered by quiet humor: Rosa laughed softly at Ava’s muttered observation about how absurdly neat the lookalike had been. Even suffocation could not entirely extinguish humanity.



Vivian’s network hummed in the background, invisible threads of power that could either aid or complicate their plan. Ava felt the weight of the Palisades on her shoulders: wealth, influence, secrecy, and the silent complicity of a town that pretended not to see.



And through it all, the Loop’s legacy — the generations of women who had surrendered personal morals for loyalty — pressed down like gravity, a constant reminder that rebellion carried consequences.



Ava’s gaze met Rosa’s. “We move now,” she said. “Every second counts.”



The threads had begun to unravel, and nothing would ever be the same.




Chapter 40: Cracks in the Facade



The Palisades shimmered under a late afternoon sun, polished streets and manicured lawns hiding currents few dared to acknowledge. Inside a small apartment, Rosa and Ava worked quickly, tracing every subtle mark of erasure, every manipulation, every indicator that Carter and the Loop’s shadow had reached further than anyone wanted to admit.



Rosa paused at a photo frame. Something about it — the angle, the placement — had shifted slightly. She realized the meticulousness wasn’t just about order; it was about control, a psychological strategy to make her question her own memory.



Ava noticed her hesitation. “They want you to doubt yourself,” she said. “That’s the point. But we can document it. We can fight it.”



Meanwhile, Evelyn sat at her office desk, fingers hovering over a keyboard. She had spent years gathering records, testimonies, and proof of the Loop’s influence — the subtle coercion, the generational patterns of submission, the erased voices. One click could reveal the truth, but timing and precision mattered. The wrong moment could destroy the women she aimed to protect.



Across town, Vivian moved through her network. Her eyes caught shifts in the undercurrents — whispers about Sofia, the unspoken suspicions about the Loop’s involvement, the quiet rumblings of rebellion. She had long mastered influence, but even she felt the tremor of change in the air.



Back in Rosa’s apartment, a brief laugh broke the tension. Ava had pointed out how the lookalike nanny had arranged a snack tray in an almost absurdly symmetrical pattern, as if mocking Rosa’s daily routines. Humor flickered, fleeting but grounding them in reality, a reminder that even suffocation could not fully silence life.



Outside, the Palisades hummed with a fragile normalcy. But the cracks were visible now — subtle missteps, overlooked patterns, gossip threads, the occasional whistle of dissent. The Loop was not invincible.



Rosa whispered in Portuguese, her mantra steadying her: “I am still here. Eu ainda estou aqui.” And for the first time in weeks, she believed it.



Ava nodded, matching her quiet determination. The threads of control, the suffocating network of secrecy and power, were not unbreakable. They just needed the right leverage — and courage.



The tipping point was near.




Chapter 41: Fractured Mirrors



Ava’s heels clicked down the polished hallways of the motherhouse, every echo a pulse of determination. She carried her notes, the evidence of subtle manipulations, and a growing awareness that the Loop’s influence extended far beyond the walls of the church.



Across town, Rosa sifted through her apartment for overlooked signs — receipts, altered calendars, small gestures of replacement. Every discovery was a revelation of control, yet also a spark of resistance. She began cataloging everything, preparing for the moment she could confront the system suffocating her life.



Suddenly, a news clipping from the Palisades Post caught Ava’s eye. “Local Teen Sofia Vanishes: Community Seeks Answers.” Her stomach twisted. Sofia’s disappearance had always been a whisper, a shadow over the town. Now it was tangible, public — and possibly connected to the Loop’s unseen hand.



Evelyn, watching from her office, realized the stakes had escalated. The evidence she held could illuminate the Loop’s generational influence and possibly explain Sofia’s disappearance. The choice to reveal it would come with risk, but inaction could allow more harm.



Vivian, in the midst of coordinating her network, sensed shifts in the Palisades undercurrents. Whispers of rebellion, faint cracks in the carefully curated order, began to reach her ears. She understood power like few others, but even she could not predict the speed at which the threads were unraveling.



Ava paused outside Rosa’s door. She could hear faint movement inside, a rhythm of life resisting erasure. Taking a deep breath, she pressed the intercom. Rosa’s face appeared, wary but resolute.



“They’re not going to erase you,” Ava said softly. “Not while we’re awake.”



Rosa’s laugh was brief, tinged with disbelief, but it carried a fragile hope. They were small, tentative steps, but the Loop — for all its power — had never faced determined parallel resistance.



In the shadows, the town continued its rhythm, unaware that the first cracks had begun. Even the oldest nuns, the most entrenched in tradition, felt tremors they couldn’t name. Humor flickered in small gestures, brief moments of absurdity breaking the suffocating tension, but the gravity of the confrontation could not be denied.



The mirrors of their worlds — Ava’s church, Rosa’s apartment, the Palisades streets — reflected a single truth: the Loop’s grip was strong, but it was not unbreakable.




Truth



Evelyn leaned back in her chair, eyes scanning the documents she had long kept hidden. The names, the patterns, the generations of submission — everything pointed to the Loop’s entrenched control. Sofia’s disappearance, Rosa’s erasure, the carefully curated lives of the Palisades — all connected.



Her hand hovered over the phone. A call could change everything. One disclosure might dismantle part of the network or save Rosa. But the wrong moment could ignite consequences none of them could contain.



Meanwhile, Rosa paced through her house, each room a reminder of subtle control: the lookalike nanny’s carefully placed items, the shifted photographs, the silent reminders of Carter’s influence. She felt suffocation pressing from all sides but clung to the quiet rebellion in her mind, whispering “Eu ainda estou aqui.”



Ava arrived, carrying notes, evidence, and determination. The two women worked together, tracing the web of manipulation, preparing for confrontation. Humor flickered through their interaction — a small comment about the nanny’s absurdly perfect snack arrangement — grounding them amid the pressure.



Across town, Vivian sensed subtle shifts. Her decades of influence had kept the Palisades in delicate balance, but she noticed the tremors: whispers, anomalies, first cracks in the carefully maintained order. Even the oldest nuns, entrenched in tradition, began to act in small, quiet ways that supported change.



As evening fell, the house and the town seemed to hold its breath. The first moves had been made, the threads of resistance were weaving together, and the Loop’s grip — long considered invincible — faced challenges it hadn’t encountered before.



Rosa met Ava’s gaze. No words were needed. They both understood: the confrontation was imminent, and their courage would be tested in ways neither could predict.




Chapter 44: Collisions



The Palisades shimmered under an uneasy dusk. Every house, every streetlamp, seemed to hum with tension, a reflection of the subtle chaos Ava and Rosa had begun to provoke.



Rosa moved through her house with quiet precision, cataloging signs of manipulation. The lookalike nanny’s perfectly arranged items, the displaced photos, the silent reminders of Carter’s control — each a small, suffocating mark. She whispered her mantra in Portuguese: “Eu ainda estou aqui.”



Ava, armed with evidence and resolve, guided her. They worked in tandem, scanning patterns, documenting erasures, and preparing to challenge the network that sought to control them. Humor flickered in small ways — a brief comment about the nanny’s obsessive symmetry — grounding them in the absurdity of human obsession amid oppression.



Evelyn, watching from her office, knew the moment had arrived. Her secret, detailing the Loop’s control and its implications for Sofia’s disappearance, could be revealed. She hesitated — one wrong move might endanger Rosa, Ava, or the broader resistance — but inaction risked allowing the Loop’s grip to tighten further.



Meanwhile, Sofia’s story began threading through local news clips and whispers around town. The town’s complicity, long silent, was now a visible pressure point. The mystery of her disappearance intersected with the network of control the Loop maintained, signaling that the events in Ava and Rosa’s lives were part of a broader, dangerous web.



Vivian monitored her network, sensing the shifts and tremors. Even her decades of influence could not fully contain the emerging cracks. Some of the oldest nuns, the most resistant to change, were quietly taking small actions that aided the unfolding resistance.



The night deepened, the tension palpable. Ava and Rosa exchanged a look — unspoken but clear. They were no longer merely surviving the suffocation. They were challenging it.



And somewhere in the shadows, the Loop felt its first true tremors.




Chapter 45: Unseen Reckonings



The Palisades wore its perfection like armor, but cracks had begun to show. Inside Rosa’s house, the air felt heavier. Every object — the misplaced book, the shifted photograph, the subtle reminders of Carter’s manipulations — pressed against her sense of self.



Ava moved through the rooms alongside her, cataloging evidence, mapping manipulations, and preparing to challenge the invisible network that sought to control them. The humor they shared was faint, almost imperceptible, but it grounded them: a muttered quip about the nanny’s overly symmetrical arrangements, a laugh breaking through the suffocating tension.



Evelyn finally made her move, sending discreet alerts and coded messages to trusted allies. Her secret, the evidence tying the Loop to generational control and the town’s complicity in Sofia’s disappearance, began to circulate in small, controlled doses. It was enough to shift patterns and unsettle the powers maintaining control.



Vivian, sensing tremors in her network, adjusted. The oldest nuns, once resistant to change, began to act subtly, creating small openings for Ava and Rosa to maneuver. Even the town’s invisible hierarchies felt the pressure, whispers of rebellion threading through the Palisades.



Rosa paused at the front window, watching the streets glow in the fading light. She whispered, “Eu ainda estou aqui,” and for the first time, it wasn’t just a mantra — it was a promise to herself.



Ava placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “We’re in this together,” she said. And in that moment, the suffocating weight began to lift, just enough to glimpse the possibilities beyond.



The Loop had not fallen, not yet. But its control was no longer absolute.



Chapter 46: The First Shocks





The Palisades felt different now, as though the streets themselves were holding their breath. Ava and Rosa, armed with documentation and evidence, began sharing selective truths with trusted allies, forcing small cracks to widen in the Loop’s invisible armor.



Carter’s manipulations faltered under scrutiny, and the lookalike nanny’s careful arrangements became more obvious than subtle. Rosa’s defiance radiated through her house, each step a quiet rebellion.



Evelyn sent more coded communications, revealing additional threads connecting the Loop to Sofia’s disappearance. The nuns, who had once silently endured, began whispering support, small gestures that carried enormous weight.



Vivian’s network spread the tremors further, balancing subtle exposure with protection of the women most vulnerable. The first shocks of resistance rippled outward, unseen by many, felt by all.









Chapter 47: Threads Tangle





The Loop scrambled. Privileged members, sensing exposure, began plotting countermeasures. Ava and Rosa navigated overlapping pressures — Carter’s interference, town gossip, and the Palisades’ social machinery.



Sofia’s disappearance became a rallying point, subtle but undeniable. Each character — Vivian, Evelyn, Gabby, even the older nuns — played a role, complicating and reinforcing the network of resistance.



Rosa’s whispered mantra, “Eu ainda estou aqui,” became a shared refrain between her and Ava. Humor persisted in small observations: the absurdity of the Loop’s ceremonial rituals, the ridiculousness of the nanny’s perfect symmetry — human moments in the suffocating tension.



The first fractures in the Loop’s influence became visible. Members who had relied on unquestioned obedience now hesitated.









Chapter 48: Confrontations





Direct confrontations emerged. Ava faced key figures in the Loop, challenging their authority and exposing inconsistencies. Rosa confronted Carter, calling out his manipulations and asserting her autonomy.



Evelyn’s secret reached critical mass — the evidence connecting the Loop to Sofia’s disappearance became undeniable. The power that had suffocated the town for generations began to shift.



Vivian orchestrated subtle interventions, ensuring the women most at risk were protected while amplifying the cracks in the hierarchy. Humor flickered through moments of tension, grounding the narrative in reality: Ava’s sarcastic observation of the overdecorated priest’s office, or Rosa’s dry commentary on Carter’s failed intimidation tactics.









Chapter 49: Collapse and Revelation





The Loop’s structure began to crumble. Public whispers, private exposures, and small acts of rebellion converged. Sofia’s story emerged, not fully resolved but illuminated enough to inspire action and reflection.



Rosa’s life, once meticulously controlled, opened with possibilities. Ava’s courage and agency became a rallying force for those who had endured silence.



Evelyn revealed her secret fully, destabilizing the Loop’s influence and empowering the women around her. Vivian’s network ensured the aftermath was controlled, protecting those vulnerable while allowing change to take hold.



Even the older nuns, long silent, had their moments of subtle defiance, contributing to the collapse of the suffocating system.









Chapter 50: Emergence





In the aftermath, the Palisades remained, glittering and privileged, but the invisible chains of the Loop had weakened. Rosa stood in her house, sunlight spilling across familiar walls that had once felt suffocating. Ava beside her, strength and solidarity reflected in their shared gaze.



Sofia’s disappearance remained a shadow, but knowledge and exposure had shifted the balance. The town could no longer ignore the threads of control, coercion, and complicity.



Humor lingered, quiet and natural — a shared glance, a witty observation, a small absurdity that reminded them life continued beyond suffocation.



The women — Rosa, Ava, Evelyn, Vivian, even the reluctant nuns — had survived, resisted, and reclaimed agency. The Loop had not vanished entirely, but its absolute power had ended.



And for the first time in years, the Palisades felt a little less suffocating.









Chapter 48: Breaking Points





· Ava and Rosa intensify their resistance, tracing the Loop’s manipulations and Carter’s interference.

· Evelyn begins to release key secrets, destabilizing the Loop.

· Tension rises as the town, the nuns, and the network start to feel cracks.

· Humor remains subtle — small observations, dry commentary — to break the suffocating tension.











Chapter 49: The Fall





· Rosa confronts Carter, but he reacts violently, showing his true power and the danger she faces.

· Ava realizes staying will endanger her further; she begins planning her escape.

· Loop members scramble as cracks widen, but none anticipate the personal tragedy about to occur.

· Subtle clues are left behind hinting at Ava’s future plans.











Chapter 50: Disappearance and Loss





· Rosa is killed by Carter — her death is sudden, shocking, and underscores the brutality of the system.

· Ava executes her escape during the chaos, disappearing without a trace.

· Evelyn’s revelations ripple outward, exposing parts of the Loop but not preventing Rosa’s death.

· Vivian and the older nuns observe the fallout, powerless to fully stop the collapse.











Chapter 51: Aftermath / Twist





· Ava is gone, presumed lost, but subtle hints suggest she has left evidence or orchestrated a plan from afar — a ghostly presence in the town’s undercurrents.

· The Palisades is shaken; the Loop is destabilized, but its legacy lingers.

· The twist: Ava’s disappearance isn’t just survival — it’s a strategic move that may allow justice or exposure in the future.

· The tone is dark yet cunning, leaving readers unsettled but intrigued about what comes next.



Chapter 48: Breaking Points





The Palisades seemed smaller somehow, suffocating in its own wealth and secrecy. Ava moved quickly through the streets, notes and evidence clutched in her hands. Every intersection, every hedge, felt like a potential witness or threat.



Rosa stayed in her house, cataloging the final threads of Carter’s manipulations: the lookalike nanny, the shifted photos, the misplaced calendars. She whispered her mantra in Portuguese: “Eu ainda estou aqui.” The words were fierce, fragile, defiant.



Evelyn’s secret — the documented history of the Loop, its generational control, and its possible connection to Sofia’s disappearance — began to circulate quietly among trusted allies. The tension escalated; the town, usually silent, felt tremors of exposure.



Vivian’s network adjusted in real-time, sensing subtle cracks in the social hierarchy. Even the oldest nuns, who had long been complicit, acted in small, silent ways that aided the women challenging the status quo.



Ava caught Rosa’s gaze through the window. “We’re not out yet,” she said, half-smiling at the absurdity of the nanny’s obsessively color-coded spice rack. Humor, fleeting and dry, punctuated the suffocating tension.



The Loop had not yet fallen, but the first fractures were visible.









Chapter 49: The Fall





Carter’s rage had been simmering, and Rosa’s quiet defiance finally ignited it. He confronted her in the house, all charm and menace. The confrontation escalated faster than she could anticipate.



“Do you think you can erase me?” he spat. His presence filled every corner, suffocating and relentless.



Rosa stood tall, whispering her mantra like armor: “Eu ainda estou aqui.”



But her bravery wasn’t enough. Carter struck, quick, deliberate, and lethal. Rosa’s final glance at Ava, outside in the garden, was a mixture of fear and fierce defiance.



Ava, sensing the danger too late, fled into the shadows, adrenaline carrying her past the perimeter, past the watchful eyes of the Loop’s enforcers. She disappeared into the night, leaving the Palisades — and Rosa — behind.



Humor surfaced briefly in Ava’s mind as she sprinted past a security camera and nearly tripped over a conspicuously misplaced garden gnome. Even in horror, the absurdity of life persisted.



The Loop scrambled, members panicked, but none could anticipate the strategic disappearance of Ava, nor the loss they had inflicted on Rosa.









Chapter 50: Disappearance and Loss





Morning broke over the Palisades. The streets glimmered with sunlight, but the town’s undercurrent of power had shifted. Whispers of Rosa’s death spread, quick and quiet, carried by those who had seen cracks but not the full picture.



Ava was gone. The evidence she carried, carefully scattered, hinted at the potential for exposure of the Loop, but she left no direct trail. She was a ghost, untouchable, strategic, and unseen.



Evelyn’s revelations rippled outward, destabilizing parts of the network. Sofia’s disappearance remained unsolved, a dark echo, but the suffocating grip of the Loop weakened.



Vivian watched, calculating and precise, noting the fallout. Even the oldest nuns felt tremors of their own conscience, quietly aiding in whatever small ways they could.



The Palisades would never feel the same. The Loop’s control had been challenged, but at a tragic cost.









Chapter 51: Epilogue / Twist





Weeks later, the town hummed on, glittering and privileged, but subtly different. Shadows of the Loop lingered, but cracks remained.



Ava existed somewhere beyond the Palisades, unseen. Messages left behind hinted at a plan unfolding in secret — a strategy for future exposure, justice, and perhaps revenge. Her disappearance was not surrender; it was a calculated move.



The streets, the churches, the streets of wealth and secrecy — all bore the invisible scars of her actions. Rosa’s death remained a haunting truth, a reminder of the cost of resistance.



Sofia’s fate lingered as a shadowy question, unresolved but illuminated enough to provoke reflection and fear.



Humor persisted in subtle ways: a forgotten label, an ironic misstep, a tiny absurdity that reminded the remaining characters that life, no matter how suffocating, continued.



The Palisades had been challenged, shaken, and subtly rebalanced. The Loop remained, but it was no longer omnipotent. Ava’s ghostly presence promised that change was ongoing, that the suffocating order would never fully reclaim the town.



And somewhere, hidden from view, she smiled.

i 💡 Final Notes / Threads Integrated:



· Rosa and Ava’s parallel struggles — Rosa dies tragically; Ava escapes.

· Carter’s control fully realized in Rosa’s demise.

· The Loop — influence destabilized but not fully destroyed.

· Sofia — disappearance remains an unresolved thread.

· Evelyn — secret released, influencing the outcome.

· Vivian — orchestrates subtleties in the network.

· Humor — subtle, natural, embedded throughout.

· Twist — Ava’s disappearance is strategic; she leaves evidence and promise of future action.



CORPUS VERITAS — Full Manuscript











Prologue: The Smell of Must





Sister Thomas lived in the smell of must.



Not the pleasant kind evoking libraries or velvet hope chests, but clinging, human humidity that seeped into her cotton wimple, her memory, her prayers. Her room, or cell, as the motherhouse still called it, was a monastic leftover with just enough veneer of care to suggest hospitality. But she knew better. Nuns who aged out were warehoused here — out of sight, out of mind — while men were ushered into sunlit rectories with catered luncheons and bourbon.



She kept a box fan in the window, though the screen was torn. That morning, it carried laughter: young priests tossing a football on the seminary lawn, their cassocks bunched at their waists.



She watched them and felt a dull throb in her chest. Something like betrayal. They were his sons — but what did that make her?



A daughter left to mildew.









Chapter 1: Ava Enters





Ava was not supposed to be here. Champagne brunch, divorce, humility — she stumbled into the motherhouse for a PR interview with the Archdiocese.



Sister Thomas opened the door, habit pressed but faded, face thin, elegant. Ava wore Céline sunglasses and a resale blazer, hair back in a tortoiseshell claw.



“You’re early,” Sister Thomas said. “Come.”



No name, no handshake, just the smell of must.









Chapter 2: What We Do With the Women





Ava followed, heels clicking on tiles. The hallway was lined with bishops’ photos. Sister Thomas’s tone was abrupt:



“They call these rooms ‘cells.’ Men retire to villas. We’re given monastic poetry.”



They stopped at a small door. Sister Thomas gestured Ava inside: a single bed, crucifix, and a borrowed chair.



“They move us here when we’re no longer useful. When the body stops doing what the Church demands.”



“And what does it demand?”



“Everything,” she said.









Chapter 3: Silk and Smoke





A knock. Not Sister Thomas, but Gabby — young, lip gloss sticky, irreverent.



“You’re the journalist?”



“I’m not a journalist,” Ava replied automatically.



Gabby stepped in anyway. Ava noticed the crucifix with a gold INRI plate, the lavender masking the mildew, the subtle brand of girlhood surviving in a place built by men.









Chapter 4: The Jaguar Lady





The old Jaguar purred down the Palisades streets. Ava saw it and remembered the nuns who needed donated meals while priests had private chefs. The inequity hit her with bitter clarity.









Chapter 5: Sister Thomas Remembers





Corridors. Endless doors. Sisters asleep, praying, crying quietly. One by one, they looked up, none spoke.



An old photo: four sisters at a protest, “Bread Not Bombs.” The peak of belief — now, she couldn’t remember the last time someone asked her what she believed.









Chapter 6: Branded Lifestyle, Liturgical Edition





Ava scrolled the pitch deck: “Sainthood. But make it chic.” Rosary beads styled on marble, a priest giving confession beside a perfectly framed bowl of figs. Repulsed, intrigued. Somewhere above, Sister Thomas was praying, weeping, or just surviving.









Chapters 7–21: Interwoven Threads





· The Loop introduced: an alternative, under-the-radar lifestyle in the Palisades, generational submission proving loyalty over morality.

· Rosa’s story begins: life in her house on campus, coercive control by Carter, quiet rebellion.

· Vivian, former Black tennis star, exerts long-standing influence in the Lewis and the community.

· Evelyn, therapist, begins observing Ava, Rosa, and Vivian, noting patterns and secrets.

· Subplots: Jaguar Lady drives through town, cotillion, CVS, mall, Palisades Post articles, old flame of Ava resurfacing on Facebook, supporting Ava’s hope.

· Humor subtly weaves throughout: absurd nanny arrangements, dry observations, ironic commentary.

· Sofia missing: local papers report scattered clues, possibly connected to the Loop.





Chapter Inserts (labeled A/B/C) appear as Palisades Post clips, private letters, or internal monologues of characters, reinforcing town complicity and power structures.









Chapters 22–47: Rising Tension





· Rosa and Ava work in parallel, suffocation tightening: Rosa in her house, Ava in the shadows of the church and town.

· Loop’s control grows apparent, generational submission and town complicity explored.

· Evelyn’s secret begins influencing events, revealing links to Sofia’s disappearance.

· Carter escalates control over Rosa; Ava begins planning her escape.

· Humor remains subtle and natural: observations of absurdity in ritual, society, or human behavior.

· Vivian and older nuns subtly aid resistance.

· Palisades Post inserts, Facebook old flame story, and minor characters interwoven.











Chapter 48: Breaking Points





Ava moves quickly through the Palisades, evidence clutched. Rosa whispers: “Eu ainda estou aqui.”



Evelyn releases coded secrets. Vivian observes cracks. Older nuns act quietly to aid the resistance. First fractures of the Loop are visible.









Chapter 49: The Fall





Rosa confronts Carter; he kills her. Ava flees into the night, leaving the Palisades behind. The Loop scrambles, shocked, but cannot anticipate Ava’s disappearance.









Chapter 50: Disappearance and Loss





Morning brings sunlight and whispers of Rosa’s death. Ava remains unseen, strategic in her disappearance. Evelyn’s revelations ripple outward, partially destabilizing the Loop. The Palisades is shaken, its suffocating order weakened.









Chapter 51: Epilogue / Twist





Weeks later, the town glitters, subtly changed. Ava exists beyond the Palisades, leaving evidence and strategic clues. Sofia’s disappearance lingers as a shadow.



Humor remains subtle: small absurdities, ironic observations.



The Loop is no longer omnipotent. Ava’s presence, unseen but potent, promises that resistance and exposure continue.



She smiles somewhere in the shadows, knowing the suffocating order can never fully reclaim the town.
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Chapter Twelve: Convergence and Tensions

Rosa walked across campus, the spring sunlight catching the satin folds of
her blouse. Her steps were deliberate, small acts of rebellion threaded through
each movement. The Loop’s invisible currents followed her, whispered
through alumni gossip, faculty alliances, and the subtle glances of other
students. She felt Carter’s shadow stretching across the distance, even though
he wasn’t here.

Mateo met her at the quad, carrying a stack of fashion sketches from Hirohito
Baldi. He had learned to read people like patterns in fabric: the slight
hesitation, the tilt of a head, the flicker of doubt. His own history, shaped by
domestic violence in his family, had taught him to navigate power carefully.
Together, he and Rosa shared small defiant acts — choosing classes,
lingering in quiet spots, curating music playlists in dorm rooms — creating
parallel lives beneath the gaze of Palisades society.

Nearby, the faint strains of bossa nova mingled with jazz, drifting from a
student musician tuning his guitar. The music layered over Rosa’s thoughts,
reminding her of Vivian’s mentorship — how subtle rhythms could shape
moods, influence decisions, and convey unspoken hierarchies. Vivian had
once told her, “Power isn’t always visible. Sometimes it’s the tempo of a
room, the sequence of notes, the look you give and the one you withhold.”

Ava stood in the rectory, staring at a digital campaign mock-up. Saints
framed in Saint Laurent, priests in Johnny O blazers, candles glowing with
curated perfection. The Archdiocese expected obedience, creativity, and the
illusion of modern relevance. Each decision she made carried moral weight,
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Chapter Twelve: Convergence and Tensions





Rosa walked across campus, the spring sunlight catching the satin folds of her blouse. Her steps were deliberate, small acts of rebellion threaded through each movement. The Loop’s invisible currents followed her, whispered through alumni gossip, faculty alliances, and the subtle glances of other students. She felt Carter’s shadow stretching across the distance, even though he wasn’t here.



Mateo met her at the quad, carrying a stack of fashion sketches from Hirohito Baldi. He had learned to read people like patterns in fabric: the slight hesitation, the tilt of a head, the flicker of doubt. His own history, shaped by domestic violence in his family, had taught him to navigate power carefully. Together, he and Rosa shared small defiant acts — choosing classes, lingering in quiet spots, curating music playlists in dorm rooms — creating parallel lives beneath the gaze of Palisades society.







Nearby, the faint strains of bossa nova mingled with jazz, drifting from a student musician tuning his guitar. The music layered over Rosa’s thoughts, reminding her of Vivian’s mentorship — how subtle rhythms could shape moods, influence decisions, and convey unspoken hierarchies. Vivian had once told her, “Power isn’t always visible. Sometimes it’s the tempo of a room, the sequence of notes, the look you give and the one you withhold.”







Ava stood in the rectory, staring at a digital campaign mock-up. Saints framed in Saint Laurent, priests in Johnny O blazers, candles glowing with curated perfection. The Archdiocese expected obedience, creativity, and the illusion of modern relevance. Each decision she made carried moral weight, subtly reinforcing the hierarchy she loathed. She thought of Rosa, thousands of miles away, quietly navigating her own invisible currents. Two worlds, separated by distance but united in the struggle against suffocating structures.







At the boutique, the Jaguar Lady’s black car glinted under the sun as she parked briefly to observe. Even here, Rosa’s rebellion rippled outward, touching Palisades society in ways both subtle and profound. The Loop’s whispers followed, but so did the possibilities of small victories: a choice to smile, a refusal, a moment of autonomy.







Vivian oversaw the afternoon tennis session, vinyl jazz and Brazilian rhythms spilling across the courts. Her presence was magnetic but unobtrusive, teaching girls to navigate power, influence, and subtle social currents. She had long-standing ties to the community and quietly enforced standards of loyalty and taste, mentoring those like Rosa while holding the larger cultural currents steady.







Back at the convent, Sister Thomas moved silently down the corridors, the box fan rattling softly. Gabby perched nearby, watching Ava wrestle with the Archdiocese’s expectations. The luxury, the hierarchy, the curated moral image — all of it mirrored Rosa’s struggles. Survival required observation, patience, and sometimes, quiet defiance.







Rosa found herself in the campus library again, Mateo beside her. He traced the folds of a Hirohito Baldi sketch, noting subtle details, while she studied her own path through class selections, social events, and small rebellions. Every note of jazz, every fold of fabric, every glance in a mirror reflected the invisible currents of the Loop and the Palisades’ hierarchy.



Ava exhaled in her convent cell, Gregorian chants drifting through the corridors. Rosa’s distant rebellion resonated in her mind, parallel to her own choices: each small act of integrity, resistance, or observation added up to survival.







Outside, Jaguars prowled streets. Cotillion girls practiced flawless smiles. CVS aisles hummed fluorescent light. The Loop whispered, omnipresent. Music, fashion, mentorship, and subtle rebellion converged across worlds. Rosa, Mateo, Ava, Sister Thomas, Gabby, Vivian — all danced in the currents, testing limits, claiming small victories, preparing for the broader storms to come.




Warm



Chapter Thirteen: Tipping Points





Rosa paused on the campus quad, the sun catching her navy blouse just so, the subtle shine of satin marking her quiet rebellion. Mateo trailed behind, carrying sketches from Hirohito Baldi, his eyes alert, scanning for subtle pressures Rosa might not see. Her return to school had begun as a modest act of autonomy, but each day layered new stakes. The Loop’s currents weren’t confined to Palisades; they reached through alumni connections, family gossip, and subtle whispers that made even the campus feel surveilled.



“Rosa,” Mateo said softly, “you’re holding yourself too tight. Let them see the small cracks. It’ll keep you human.”



She nodded, letting the bossa nova playing faintly from a nearby courtyard speaker settle in her chest. Music had become a signal, a rhythm she used to steady herself against coercion — Carter’s omnipresent shadow, the Loop’s silent expectations, and the Jaguar Lady’s lurking influence.







Meanwhile, Ava sat in the rectory, reviewing slides for the Archdiocese pitch. Saints in Saint Laurent, priests in Johnny O blazers, and staged candles dominated the presentation. The luxury and hierarchy were suffocating, but the stakes were real: compromise too much, and she became part of the system; challenge it outright, and her position — and the nuns’ welfare — could collapse. She glanced at Sister Thomas quietly arranging donated meals, a reminder that quiet endurance was often as powerful as overt action.



Gabby leaned in, whispering, “You know you can’t just watch it happen.”



Ava’s fingers hovered over the tablet. “I know. I just… need the right way to act.”







Back in Palisades, the Jaguar Lady’s vintage black car glinted under the afternoon sun, the soft scratch of jazz from the stereo threading through the streets. She circled slowly, observing, a silent monitor of the Loop’s reach. Every glance, every wave of her hand signaled influence — reminders of power that existed in subtlety, in wealth, and in social currency.







Rosa’s small acts of defiance grew bolder. She enrolled in a debate, challenged a professor’s subtle dig at her accent, and began writing essays that quietly critiqued social hierarchies. Mateo watched, protective but understanding — his own upbringing, shadowed by domestic violence, made him sensitive to coercion and loyalty. The campus became a stage where subtle rebellion intertwined with survival; music, fashion, and movement all became tools for asserting presence.



Vivian, attending to a charity tennis event nearby, noticed the same currents in play. She had long understood that influence wasn’t always visible; the tempo of a room, the music playing in the background, the way young women carried themselves — all signals of power. Watching Rosa navigate both Palisades and campus pressures, Vivian allowed herself a small smile: the girl was learning to swim.







Ava finally closed her laptop with a snap. She would make her move — carefully, deliberately. Each email, each approval, each suggestion to the Archdiocese was a negotiation, a test of conscience and survival. She thought of Rosa, of Carter, of the Jaguar Lady, of Gabby and Sister Thomas. Each life was a current, sometimes colliding, sometimes parallel, but always shaped by invisible forces demanding loyalty and compromise.







Outside, Jaguars prowled, cotillion girls practiced perfect smiles, CVS aisles hummed fluorescent light, and the Loop whispered through the undercurrents of Palisades society. Rosa’s rebellion, Mateo’s protective watch, Ava’s ethical tension, Sister Thomas’ endurance, Gabby’s observation, Vivian’s mentorship, and the musical currents — all combined into a layered, living rhythm. A tipping point was approaching.



The air itself felt charged, vibrating with jazz, bossa nova, Gregorian chant, and the invisible pulse of power, expectation, and rebellion.



Chapter Fifteen: Collisions





Rosa moved through campus like a quiet storm, every step measured yet defiant. Her debate performance had left whispers in faculty lounges, subtle eyes following her progress. The Loop’s reach seemed to stretch even here — the alumni newsletters hinting at compliance, Carter’s name lurking in side conversations, and the Jaguar Lady’s black vintage car seen parked near campus events, silent but omnipresent.



Mateo trailed her, Hirohito Baldi sketches tucked under his arm. His watchful gaze scanned the quad as if sensing invisible currents before they hit. His family history — the shadow of domestic violence — made him hyper-aware of coercion, power, and the quiet ways trust could be fractured.



“You’re pushing too hard,” he murmured. “But I see why you have to.”



Rosa exhaled, letting the soft bossa nova drifting from the music lounge settle around her. Small acts of rebellion — challenging professors, choosing her wardrobe deliberately, curating music in her dorm — had begun to feel like life rafts in an ocean of subtle control.







Meanwhile, Ava strode into the rectory conference room, tablet in hand. Bishops in Johnny O blazers and impeccably tailored suits reviewed campaign proposals. The images she had curated — saints in Saint Laurent, candles glowing like staged art — now carried moral weight. Approve the images, and she reinforced hierarchy; resist, and she risked dismissal.



Sister Thomas hovered quietly nearby, observing. Every donated meal arranged, every silent prayer whispered, was a counterpoint to Ava’s work — endurance in a space structured to reward the powerful. Gabby perched in a corner, taking in the dynamics, learning the tempo of moral negotiation.







Outside, the Jaguar Lady maneuvered her classic black car through Palisades streets, soft jazz notes drifting from her stereo. Her presence was a reminder: the Loop was invisible, pervasive, and generational. Every glance, every minor interaction, reinforced allegiance or tested it. Rosa had begun to understand this truth, even as her rebellion grew.







Vivian watched quietly at the tennis courts, overseeing her mentorship program. Jazz and Brazilian rhythms floated across the courts, layering the atmosphere with elegance and authority. She had seen women like Rosa before — caught between loyalty, legacy, and personal ambition. Every subtle movement, every choice of attire, every act of observation, became a tool for negotiating influence and survival.







Rosa sat with Mateo later in the dorm, her sketches and notebooks spread across the desk. The weight of expectation pressed, but she also felt the thrill of asserting autonomy. Mateo’s presence grounded her, his understanding of coercion, loyalty, and trauma helping her navigate choices that would have otherwise been suffocating.



At the convent, Ava received a late-night notification: an Archdiocese initiative had been moved forward with little room for dissent. She sat in the candlelit cell, Gregorian chants drifting through the corridor, and exhaled slowly. The currents of power were the same everywhere — whether Palisades, campus, or Church.







Jaguars prowled streets, cotillion girls rehearsed flawless smiles, CVS aisles hummed fluorescent life. The Loop whispered through the undercurrents, omnipresent. Rosa’s quiet rebellion, Mateo’s protective guidance, Ava’s moral negotiation, Sister Thomas’ endurance, Gabby’s observation, and Vivian’s mentorship — all intersected in an invisible choreography of influence, survival, and power.



Music, fashion, and personal agency layered over tension. The currents of Palisades, campus life, and Church hierarchy were colliding, testing loyalty, morality, and resilience.



Chapter Fifteen: Collisions

 

(Adjusted)





Rosa moved through campus like a quiet storm, every step measured yet defiant. Her debate performance had left whispers in faculty lounges, subtle eyes following her progress. The Loop’s reach seemed to stretch even here — the alumni newsletters hinting at compliance, Carter’s name lurking in side conversations, and the Jaguar Lady’s black vintage car seen parked near campus events, silent but omnipresent.



Mateo trailed her, Hirohito Baldi sketches tucked under his arm. His watchful gaze scanned the quad as if sensing invisible currents before they hit. His family history — the shadow of domestic violence — made him hyper-aware of coercion, power, and the quiet ways trust could be fractured.



“You’re pushing too hard,” he murmured. “But I see why you have to.”



Rosa exhaled, letting the soft bossa nova drifting from a nearby music lounge settle around her. Small acts of rebellion — challenging professors, choosing her wardrobe deliberately, curating music in her campus spaces — had begun to feel like life rafts in an ocean of subtle control.







Rosa later sat with Mateo in a quiet corner of the campus library, her sketches and notes spread across the table. The weight of expectation pressed, but she also felt the thrill of asserting autonomy. Mateo’s presence grounded her, his understanding of coercion, loyalty, and trauma helping her navigate choices that would have otherwise been suffocating.







Everything else in the chapter — Ava’s ethical tensions, Jaguar Lady, Vivian’s mentorship, Palisades and Church currents — remains unchanged.



Chapter Sixteen: Currents Collide





Rosa walked briskly across campus, her navy blouse catching the sunlight, satin shimmering like a quiet declaration of independence. The Loop’s influence lingered everywhere, even here: whispered alumni gossip, subtle nods from faculty, and the occasional shadow of Carter’s control stretching across distance. Mateo trailed slightly behind, sketches from Hirohito Baldi tucked under his arm, eyes scanning for subtle threats or unseen observers.



“You’re making waves,” he said quietly. “Just… be ready for the ripples.”



Rosa exhaled, letting the faint bossa nova drifting from the music lounge steady her pulse. Small acts of rebellion — enrolling in classes she wanted, challenging casual elitism in discussions, choosing her own campus style — had become rituals of self-possession. Each step felt like both risk and liberation.







Across town, Ava entered the rectory’s high-ceilinged hall. Bishops in Johnny O blazers discussed upcoming campaigns, perfectly staged visuals of saints in Saint Laurent illuminating screens around them. The moral weight of her decisions pressed on her: approve, and the hierarchy is reinforced; resist, and she risks censure and the wellbeing of the nuns she’d come to protect.



Sister Thomas moved quietly behind a donation table, arranging meals for the sisters, her presence a steady counterpoint to Ava’s high-stakes negotiations. Gabby watched, absorbing the rhythms of power, learning which movements signaled compliance, which hinted at resistance.







At the Palisades streets, the Jaguar Lady’s black vintage car prowled silently, jazz spilling from the stereo. Her presence reminded Rosa — and anyone watching — that the Loop’s influence extended beyond parties and private events. It was generational, invisible, and omnipresent. Every glance, every small choice, carried weight.







Vivian oversaw a charity tennis session nearby, vinyl jazz and Brazilian rhythms filling the air. Her mentorship was subtle but absolute: teaching young women like Rosa to navigate influence, loyalty, and social hierarchies without losing themselves. The tempo of music, the cadence of instruction, the slightest nod — all conveyed lessons about survival in a world of invisible currents.







Later, Rosa and Mateo met under the campus elm trees, papers, and sketches spread across the bench. Mateo’s careful guidance, honed from a family shadowed by domestic violence, gave her confidence to test boundaries while remaining alert.



“I can’t do everything at once,” Rosa murmured. “But I can do something.”



“Exactly,” Mateo said. “And sometimes, something is enough.”







Meanwhile, Ava finalized her recommendations for the Archdiocese. Every pixel, every staged image, every caption weighed against ethics, survival, and power. Gregorian chants drifted faintly through the rectory corridors, a reminder that influence existed in subtle currents, in tone, in rhythm — much like Rosa’s campus world, or Mateo’s careful navigation of Palisades society.







Outside, Jaguars prowled streets, cotillion girls rehearsed smiles, CVS aisles hummed fluorescent light. The Loop whispered across Palisades, unseen but undeniable. Rosa’s quiet rebellion, Mateo’s protective presence, Ava’s ethical navigation, Sister Thomas’ endurance, Gabby’s observation, Vivian’s mentorship — all converged, layered over music, fashion, and power. Currents collided. Loyalties were tested. Small rebellions rippled outward, setting the stage for decisive choices to come.



Chapter Seventeen: Shadows and Thresholds





Rosa walked along the campus path, her satin blouse catching the late afternoon light. She carried a notebook filled with debate notes, sketches, and small acts of rebellion. Mateo stayed close, Hirohito Baldi sketches tucked under his arm, alert to every glance and movement.



Even here, away from Palisades’ glaring social hierarchy, the Loop’s influence lingered — in whispered rumors, alumni networks, and the faint echo of the Jaguar Lady’s black vintage car parked near the quad. Carter’s shadow, though distant, pressed down with invisible weight.



“You have to trust your instincts,” Mateo said softly, scanning the surroundings. “Some currents you can’t see, but you’ll feel.”



Rosa nodded, adjusting her bag. She knew those currents were shifting faster now, the invisible threads tightening. Every choice, every challenge, every quiet rebellion risked exposure — and danger.







Across town, Ava sat in the rectory’s candlelit hall, Gregorian chants drifting through the corridors. The Archdiocese campaign lay before her: saints in Saint Laurent, priests in Johnny O blazers, meticulously curated visuals. Approve the campaign, and she reinforced the hierarchy; resist, and she risked her position — but also gained clarity about the moral compromises demanded of her.



Sister Thomas arranged donated meals silently in the background, a reminder that survival sometimes required patience and endurance rather than overt action. Gabby observed, a student of nuance, watching Ava navigate her moral labyrinth.







In Palisades, the Jaguar Lady glided through streets, jazz spilling from her car stereo. Her presence was a reminder that the Loop’s reach was generational, invisible, and omnipresent. Whispers followed Rosa even on campus — whispers about loyalty, about compliance, about the cost of rebellion.



Vivian’s tennis courts buzzed softly with Brazilian rhythms and vinyl jazz. She observed Rosa’s subtle defiance and Mateo’s protective watch. Power, she knew, often moved quietly, with rhythm and tone shaping the outcomes of those unaware of the currents around them.







Rosa’s quiet rebellion had grown bolder: challenging authority in debate, refusing subtle coercion, asserting herself in campus social hierarchies. But the more she pushed, the more the Loop noticed. A whispered warning in a hallway, an unexpected meeting with alumni, a figure glimpsed at dusk — all signaled that the currents had shifted.



Mateo’s hand brushed hers as they walked back from the quad. “Rosa…they’re watching more closely now.”



“I know,” she replied, voice steady but eyes scanning the shadows. “And I won’t stop.”







At the convent, Ava received news of a late-night directive from the Archdiocese: some of her recommendations were approved without her consent. She felt the tight knot of moral compromise in her chest. Gregorian chants filled the empty corridors, echoing the tension and ethical burden she carried. Every choice now was a test of survival and conscience — much like Rosa navigating campus pressures under the shadow of Palisades and the Loop.







Outside, Jaguars prowled streets, cotillion girls rehearsed perfect smiles, CVS aisles hummed fluorescent light. The Loop whispered through Palisades, omnipresent. Rosa’s quiet rebellion, Mateo’s protective vigilance, Ava’s ethical navigation, Sister Thomas’ endurance, Gabby’s observation, Vivian’s mentorship — all converged in a web of influence, tension, and imminent danger.



The currents were tightening. Something irreversible was approaching. Rosa’s defiance, though righteous and brave, was placing her squarely in the path of forces she could not outrun. Ava’s path, meanwhile, required careful calculation: the endgame was near, and survival would demand choices that could sever ties, loyalties, and safety.



Chapter Eighteen: The Clamp





The town felt smaller that morning, every street, every boutique, every streetlamp a reminder that freedom was an illusion. Jaguars prowled silently, parked like sentinels at corners. Cotillion girls rehearsed flawless smiles in the sunlight, eyes cast just so. CVS aisles hummed fluorescent light, each shelf a tiny testament to a society that demanded perfection and compliance.



Rosa moved through campus, each step heavier than the last. The currents of the Loop had shifted — whispers, glances, and subtle interventions meant her rebellion was no longer invisible. Alumni warnings arrived disguised as casual advice. Professors who had seemed supportive now glanced at her with a thinly veiled scrutiny. Every freedom she claimed felt like a tightening noose.



Mateo stayed close, sketches in hand, eyes scanning for threats. His presence was grounding, but even he felt the weight of a system designed to enforce loyalty at the expense of individual will.



“They’re watching every move now,” he whispered.



“I know,” Rosa said, voice calm but tight. “I’ve felt it in the shadows.”







Ava walked the rectory halls, Gregorian chants echoing softly through the stone corridors. The Church hierarchy pressed down on her through emails, calls, and approvals made without her consent. Saints in Saint Laurent, priests in Johnny O blazers, perfectly staged images — all part of the system suffocating those beneath it. Each decision she made felt like a choice between complicity and survival.



Sister Thomas arranged meals for the nuns in silence. She understood suffocation intimately — years of invisible labor, constant observation, and moral compromise had honed her endurance. Gabby watched, learning the rhythms of oppression, how to survive while still keeping a moral core.







In Palisades, the Jaguar Lady cruised the streets with jazz spilling from her car, an invisible eye over the currents of power. Her presence reminded the town that compliance was mandatory, rebellion punished — subtly, invisibly, relentlessly.



Vivian oversaw tennis practice, vinyl jazz and Brazilian rhythms blending with the afternoon sun. She saw the tightening grip on Rosa and others — subtle pressures and quiet coercions, layering over generations of power and expectation. Music became a tool of rhythm and resistance, but even it carried the weight of expectation.







Rosa’s rebellion began producing consequences. Alumni subtly questioned her character, her advisors flagged her choices, and whispers of “unacceptable defiance” drifted through campus corridors. Mateo’s hand on hers was a rare comfort, grounding her against the invisible suffocation that pressed from every angle.



At the convent, Ava read yet another approval sent without her input. She felt the Church’s moral grip tightening around her, and with it, the weight of responsibility for the sisters’ survival. Gregorian chants seemed louder, walls closer.







The Loop’s presence became undeniable, the currents pressing not just on Rosa or Ava, but across Palisades itself. Every act, every gesture, every whisper enforced loyalty over personal morality. The suffocation of the town was palpable, like heat rising from pavement and brick, invisible yet felt in every breath.



Every character — Rosa, Mateo, Ava, Sister Thomas, Gabby, Vivian, the Jaguar Lady — felt the tightening grip. Resistance was possible, but it came at a cost. The currents were converging, the tension suffocating, and the stage was set for irrevocable consequences.








✨ End of Chapter Fifteen (Fully Integrate
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Client: Rob Hubel

September 10, 22025

Psychotherapy 90837

Wednesday 9 am pst-10am pst

telehealth/California

Gen anxiety Disorder F41.1

Client discussed that since his break up with Kristina he is going through all of
his old boxes of pictures and memorabilia. Client is having a hard time letting

go of pictures they make him feel he is letting go of parts of his past identity.

Clients gen anxiety F41.1 when he thinks about giving pictures away . Client
stated “ | go to what if someone passes away and | need that photo’.

Client status of risk n/a
Client needs maintenance

In session interventions to remember even without these tangible things he is
the holder of his memories
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