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      In honour of all the daughters who have struggled to find their voice, their identity, and their worth in the shadow of a toxic mother. 
    

    
      May this story be a testament to your resilience and a reminder that you are not alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


    
      
    

    
      Prologue: A Strange Little Town
    

    
      
    

    
      Greystone is a strange little town with a long, strange history.
    

    
      The Prescotts have always lived here, as rooted in the town as the old peach trees that line the property's edge. Their home, an old Cape Dutch house with arched gables and whitewashed walls, looms at the heart of their land, both timeless and decaying. Virginia Creepers wove dark, tangled patterns along the walls, their vines reaching toward the thatched roof as if trying to drag the house back into the soil. The roof itself sags at the edges, heavy with years and storms, its blackened thatch fraying like the hem of an unravelling garment.
    

    
      Inside, the house is still and shadowed. The air is thick with the scent of beeswax and damp earth, and the long hallways seem to stretch farther than they should, fading into darkness. The rooms are cold, even in the heat of summer, and the stained-glass windows cast fractured light onto the walls, their faded colours muted and mournful. Every creak of the floorboards feels deliberate, like the house is waiting to speak.
    

    
      Behind the house lies the Prescott Garden Centre, its vibrant rows of plants stretching into the surrounding fields. The glasshouses stand at the property's centre, their frames painted white but streaked with rust, their panes clouded with grime and age. In their prime, they must have gleamed like jewels, but now they glint dully in the sun, their beauty faded but stubborn.
    

    
      Inside the glasshouses, the plants grow faster, brighter, and too vivid to be natural. Roses bloom in shades so deep they seem almost unreal; lilies stretch impossibly tall, their petals glowing faintly in the humid air. Native fynbos plants grow alongside exotics, creating a lush chaos of life that feels both enchanting and oppressive. The air is heavy with the mingling scents of lavender, overripe blossoms, and damp soil, so thick it clings to the lungs.
    

    
      To the townsfolk, the Prescott Garden Centre is a marvel. They come to buy seedlings, admire the flowers, and ask Donna for advice on how to make their own gardens grow. But no one stays for long. There's something unsettling about the place—something in the way the plants seem to press against the glass, their tendrils curling as though they're reaching for the light, or for something beyond it.
    

    
      When Isabella Prescott fell ill, it was her daughter, Donna, who nursed her through the slow, agonising decline. Donna watched the house grow quieter, and heavier, as her mother's presence lingered even after her death. Marco returned briefly for the funeral, charming the townsfolk with his easy smile before disappearing again, leaving Donna with the house, the business, and the burden of a legacy she never asked for.
    

    
      Now, the garden centre belongs to her, though it often feels the other way around. Donna walks its paths alone, her hands dirt-stained and raw, her shoulders hunched as though carrying a weight she cannot see. The glasshouses loom over her like sentinels, their shadows stretching long in the late afternoon light.
    

    
      The locals speak of her in hushed tones, their voices tinged with pity and unease. "She's just like her mother," they say, shaking their heads. And though they still visit the garden centre, they keep their distance from the house, from its gabled shadows and the faint hum of something they can't quite name.
    

    
      The Prescotts grew beauty for others but lived among shadows themselves. And now, with Isabella gone, those shadows are Donna's alone to bear.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


      Chapter One: Under the Vines
    

    
      
    

    
      The morning sunlight filtered through the stained-glass of the Prescott house, scattering fragments of pale gold and green across the kitchen floor. Donna sat at the small yellow wood table, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of tea. Outside, the garden stretched toward the misty horizon, rows of flowers swaying gently in the breeze.
    

    
      It should have been peaceful, but Donna felt a strange heaviness in the air.
    

    
      She had woken early, as always, her body attuned to the rhythm of the nursery. There was comfort in routine: waking before the first light, brewing tea, and surveying the garden before the customers arrived. The quiet hours of the morning were hers alone, a reprieve from the weight of the house and the shadows that lingered within it.
    

    
      Her gaze drifted to the counter. The vase of flowers stood there, a stark intrusion into the room's carefully maintained order. She frowned.
    

    
      The Chrysanthemums
       
      were wilted, their edges browned and curling, petals hanging limply as though drained of life. Donna set her mug down and stood from the table. She didn't remember placing them there.
    

    
      The thought unsettled her, small as it was. She approached the vase, her fingers brushing the cool ceramic surface. The flowers' scent lingered, faintly sweet but tinged with decay. It was the smell of something beautiful gone too far.
    

    
      She carried the vase outside, stepping into the morning air.
    

    
      The garden greeted her with its familiar hum of life. The breeze carried the mingled scents of lavender and damp earth, the trellises were thick with climbing roses, and the glasshouses glinted faintly in the distance. Yet, there was something different today, something she couldn't name.
    

    
      The compost heap stood at the edge of the property, hidden behind the nursery's rows of potted plants. Donna tipped the wilted Chrysanthemums
       
      onto the dark mound and watched as they disappeared among the layers of decomposing leaves and stems. For a moment, she lingered, staring at the heap as though it might stir.
    

    
      The walled garden loomed to her right, its iron gate shut tight. The old stone walls were mottled with moss and shadows, and vines crept along their surface in sinuous patterns. The gate had been locked since her mother's death, the key tucked away in a drawer Donna rarely opened.
    

    
      Her eyes flicked to the gate, and unease prickled at the back of her neck.
    

    
      "Not now," she muttered under her breath, turning away from the garden and its silent weight.
    

    
      *
    

    
      By mid-morning, the nursery hummed with life. Customers wandered the rows of potted plants, admiring the bright blooms of daisies and geraniums or inspecting the delicate fynbos that thrived in Greystone's peculiar soil. Donna moved among them with practised efficiency, answering questions and offering advice.
    

    
      But her mind was elsewhere.
    

    
      The wisteria vine had caught her attention. It was growing along the edge of the walled garden, its pale lavender blossoms trembling faintly in the sunlight. She had first noticed it weeks ago, a thin, harmless tendril stretching from the base of the wall. Now it was different.
    

    
      Its vines twisted upward, weaving into the stone's crevices as though searching for a foothold. The blossoms hung heavy, their colour vivid and unnatural. Donna felt a strange pull as she approached, her feet moving of their own accord.
    

    
      She knelt by the base of the vine and ran her fingers over its smooth, sinuous surface. The petals were soft, but cold, as though untouched by the sun's warmth. Her breath caught in her throat.
    

    
      "Donna?"
    

    
      The voice startled her. She turned to see Mrs. Roos, one of the town's older residents, standing nearby with a basket of seedlings. A plump woman with short, curled brown hair, Mrs. Roos was dressed in a dark T-shirt and a pair of faded mum jeans that clung tightly around her middle. She tilted her head, her brow furrowed in concern, her pale hands clutching the basket as though it anchored her to the spot.
    

    
      "Are you all right, skat?"
    

    
      Donna forced a smile and rose quickly, brushing the dirt from her hands. "Ja, just…checking something."
    

    
      Mrs. Roos's gaze lingered on the wisteria vine, and for a moment, something flickered in her expression—something like recognition. But she said nothing, simply nodded and shuffled toward the checkout counter.
    

    
      When the last customer left for the day, Donna found herself drawn back to the vine. The gate creaked faintly in the breeze, its iron latch trembling as though on the verge of giving way.
    

    
      The wisteria seemed to lean toward her, its tendrils stretching just a fraction too far, its blossoms trembling as if alive.
    

    
      She turned and walked quickly back to the house, shutting the door firmly behind her.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


      Chapter Two: Whispers in the Walls
    

    
      
    

    
      The house creaked in the stillness of the evening, a sound too deliberate to be dismissed. Donna sat in the lounge, the fire in the hearth sputtering weakly against the encroaching chill. The shadows cast by the flames twisted along the walls, elongating and shifting, their movements just a fraction slower than the flickering light.
    

    
      The book in her hands lay unread. Her eyes traced the jagged patterns the firelight made across the far wall, her mind half caught in thought. There was a heaviness to the air tonight, a sensation she couldn't quite shake, like the house itself was waiting for something.
    

    
      The sound came again, faint but distinct—a soft rustling, like fabric dragged across a wooden floor.
    

    
      Donna froze, the hair on the back of her neck prickling. The sound wasn't new. She'd been hearing it for weeks now, always faint, always just out of reach. At first, she'd chalked it up to the house settling, the wind against the eaves, or the stray movements of some small nocturnal creature. But tonight, it felt different.
    

    
      She stood slowly, her bare feet brushing the worn rug as she crossed the room. The fire sputtered again, its light dimming as though in protest.
    

    
      The hall beyond the lounge was shrouded in darkness, the faint moonlight spilling through the stained-glass windows casting fractured shadows across the floor. Donna hesitated at the threshold, her hand gripping the door frame as she peered into the gloom.
    

    
      "Is someone there?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
    

    
      The only response was the soft creak of the floorboards beneath her feet.
    

    
      She shook her head and rubbed her eyes, chastising herself for letting her nerves get the better of her. The house was old; old houses made noise. But as she turned to return to the fire, a faint scent caught her attention.
    

    
      It was floral, faintly sweet, but with an undertone of sharpness that made her stomach tighten. The scent unfolded in layers. Each note was unsettlingly distinct yet clashing with the others. At first, there was the powdery softness of violets, delicate and nostalgic. Still, it was quickly overwhelmed by the intoxicating richness of jasmines in full bloom—a sweetness so heavy it bordered on decay. Beneath it all lurked a faint, acrid edge, like crushed marigold stems mingling with the bitter sap of oleander.
    

    
      Donna inhaled again, her brow furrowing. There was something synthetic woven through the natural notes, a sharpness that clung to the air like perfume sprayed too close to the skin. It reminded her of cheap floral sprays sold at the pharmacy—cloying, artificial, and clashing with the earthy honesty of true flowers. The combination was wrong, discordant, as though the scent had been forced into existence, unnatural and impossible to pin down.
    

    
      Her stomach churned. It was the kind of fragrance that lingered too long, sinking into the fabric of the air and refusing to dissipate. She had spent her life surrounded by flowers, by the clean, green tang of sap and the soft breath of petals, but this was different. This scent didn't bloom; it invaded.
    

    
      Donna's breath hitched. She clenched her hands into fists, her nails biting into her palms.
    

    
      "Not real," she whispered to herself. "It's not real."
    

    
      But the scent lingered, growing stronger with every passing second. It seemed to cling to her skin, to the very air around her, as though the house itself had been holding its breath and was now exhaling memories she wanted to be buried.
    

    
      *
    

    
      Later that night, Donna sat at the kitchen table, her tea untouched and cold. The house had grown quiet again, but the silence was far from comforting. It pressed in on her, filling the spaces between her thoughts, amplifying the echoes of things she would rather not remember.
    

    
      Her gaze drifted to the vase on the counter. It was empty now, its dark ceramic surface gleaming faintly in the dim light. She reached for it without thinking, her fingers brushing its rim. The contact sent a shiver up her spine.
    

    
      She pulled her hand back sharply, her heartbeat quickening. The vase sat still on the counter, ordinary, but her skin burned where it had touched.
    

    
      Donna stood abruptly, pushing the chair back with a scrape that echoed through the room. She grabbed the kettle and made herself another cup of tea, the act mechanical, grounding.
    

    
      As the steam curled upward, she felt a presence behind her—something just at the edge of her awareness. She turned sharply, her breath catching in her throat.
    

    
      The room was empty.
    

    
      
    

    
       *
    

    
      
        

                The days passed in a haze of routine and unease. Donna threw herself into her work at the nursery, tending to the plants with a meticulousness that bordered on obsessive. The garden was her refuge, a place where life was predictable, where things grew because she made them grow.
      
    

    
      
    

    
      But it wasn't just the nursery. Beyond the rows of potted herbs and flowers, tucked away behind a high stone wall, lay Donna's private garden—a sanctuary she had carved out for herself in defiance of her mother's memory.
    

    
      Unlike the rest of the nursery, with its carefully planned symmetry and Isabella's lingering touch in every corner, Donna's garden was a riot of untamed life. She had planted it herself, years ago, in the quiet hours between her mother's demands. There were no rows, no structure. She had allowed the plants to choose their own way, their roots curling through the soil as freely as her hands had placed the seeds.
    

    
      Rosemary thrived near the wall, its woody stems brushing against the rough stone as though seeking the warmth of the sun. It was the first thing she had planted here, and she had barely touched it since. She remembered the small, fragile sprig, struggling under the grow lights in her mother's glasshouse, and how it had surged to life when she finally moved it outside. Donna had watched it thrive, untouched by pruning shears or Isabella's critical eye, and she had realised something then: not everything needed controlling to flourish.
    

    
      Around the rosemary grew a wild mix of marigolds and cosmos, their colours clashing brilliantly in the morning light. Nasturtiums sprawled over the edges of the path, their round leaves catching beads of dew like tiny jewels. A patch of wild mint had taken over a corner, its sharp, clean scent rising whenever she brushed against it. The garden wasn't neat, but it was alive—alive in a way Isabella's gardens had never been.
    

    
      Her mother had preferred control. Every bed in the nursery had been planned with military precision, every flower pruned and staked until it stood at perfect attention. Isabella had walked the rows daily, her sharp gaze catching the slightest imperfection, her hands quick to correct what she deemed "wayward." It wasn't just the plants she'd controlled—Donna had felt it too, the unrelenting force of her mother's will shaping her every step.
    

    
      Here, though, in this hidden refuge, Donna had claimed something for herself. She tended the plants lightly, weeding when absolutely necessary, watering only when the earth begged for it. She didn't demand their obedience, and they rewarded her with a wild, unrestrained beauty that she couldn't find anywhere else.
    

    
      It was the only place where she felt a sliver of peace, a small freedom from the voice that still lingered in her head, telling her she wasn't enough. In this garden, life existed on its own terms.
    

    
      And yet, as Donna knelt by the rosemary, running her fingers over its fragrant leaves, she couldn't shake the feeling that even here, something was shifting. A tension hummed beneath the surface, as though the garden itself was waiting, holding its breath.
    

    
      Even here, she felt the encroachment.
    

    
      The wisteria plant had stretched further up the wall, its vines thickening, its blossoms more vivid than ever. The scent of it was overpowering, clinging to her clothes, her hair, even her skin.
    

    
      One afternoon, she stood before the vine, a pair of shears in her hand. The metal gleamed in the sunlight, sharp and ready. She reached for the nearest tendril, her fingers brushing its smooth surface.
    

    
      The vine recoiled.
    

    
      It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but Donna saw it. The tendril shifted, curling away from the blades, as though aware of her intent. She froze, her breath caught in her throat.
    

    
      A laugh rang out, sharp and cruel, echoing faintly across the garden.
    

    
      Donna dropped the shears, the metal clattering against the stone path. She spun around, her eyes scanning the garden for the source of the sound.
    

    
      "Who's there?" she demanded, her voice trembling.
    

    
      The garden was empty. The wisteria hung still, its blossoms swaying faintly in the breeze.
    

    
      Donna backed away, her hands trembling as she clutched her arms to her chest. She didn't stop until she was back in the house, the door shut firmly behind her.
    

    
      Somewhere in the house, a door creaked open.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


      Chapter Three: A Brother’s Shadow
    

    
      
    

    
      The clatter of pots and pans jolted Donna from sleep.
    

    
      She sat up abruptly, the room around her shrouded in darkness. For a moment, she thought she had imagined it. But then the faint sound of humming drifted up from the kitchen, followed by the scrape of metal against ceramic.
    

    
      Donna rushed out of bed, her heart pounding. The house was never this noisy, especially not in the middle of the night. She pulled on her robe and padded toward the stairs, her bare feet soundless on the wooden floor.
    

    
      The scent of garlic and butter hit her as she descended, mingling strangely with the faint floral aroma that always seemed to linger in the air.
    

    
      When she reached the doorway to the kitchen, she stopped.
    

    
      Marco stood at the stove, shirtless and barefoot, his dark curls damp and tousled. He swayed slightly as he worked, humming a song Donna couldn't place. A pan sizzled on the burner, its contents a colourful mix of vegetables and noodles.
    

    
      "Marco," she said sharply, her voice cutting through the chaos.
    

    
      He turned with a start, the wooden spoon in his hand clattering to the floor.
    

    
      "Donna!" he exclaimed, his face breaking into a wide grin. Before she could say another word, he crossed the room and pulled her into a hug.
    

    
      Donna stiffened, caught off guard by the sudden embrace. Marco smelled of aftershave and the faint saltiness of a long day's travel. His arms wrapped around her tightly, as though nothing had changed between them.
    

    
      "It's so good to see you," he said, his voice warm.
    

    
      She didn't return the hug. "What are you doing here?" she asked, her tone flat.
    

    
      Marco stepped back, holding her at arm's length. "That's the welcome I get? Come on, Don. It's been, what—four years?"
    

    
      "You didn't tell me you were coming," Donna said, ignoring his attempt at levity.
    

    
      Marco shrugged, his grin undeterred. "Spur of the moment. I figured it was time to check in on my favourite sister."
    

    
      "I'm your only sister."
    

    
      "Exactly," Marco said, flashing her a cheeky smile. He turned back to the stove, picking up the wooden spoon and stirring the contents of the pan with exaggerated flair. "I've been on the road for hours. Thought I'd surprise you and whip up something special. I've been perfecting this dish since Bangkok."
    

    
      Donna crossed her arms, watching him with a mixture of irritation and disbelief. "You broke into the house to cook stir-fry?"
    

    
      "Didn't break in," Marco said, holding up a familiar brass key. "Still have my old key. Guess you never changed the locks after Mum."
    

    
      The mention of their mother made Donna's stomach tighten. "So, why are you really here, Marco?"
    

    
      He stirred the pan, avoiding her eyes. "Work dried up. No gigs, no plans. Thought maybe... it was time I came back."
    

    
      Donna raised an eyebrow. "Back? You make it sound like this place still counts as home."
    

    
      He hesitated. "It was. Once."
    

    
      "Yeah," she said, folding her arms. "Before you disappeared without a word like it meant nothing."
    

    
      He didn't argue. Just stared into the pan as if the sizzle could drown out the years between them.
    

    
      "She asked for you, you know," Donna said, her voice low.
    

    
      Marco looked up, and all pretence fell away. "I know."
    

    
      "She waited."
    

    
      "I couldn't see her like that," he said quietly. "And I didn't know how to be here. I still don't."
    

    
      Donna exhaled slowly, the edges of her stance softening. The anger hadn't gone—it just didn't have anywhere left to burn.
    

    
      "You can sleep on the couch," she muttered. "Few days."
    

    
      Marco straightened, cautious. "Thanks, Don."
    

    
      "Don't read into it."
    

    
      "I won't."
    

    
      The silence stretched taut between them, broken only by the faint creak of the house settling above them. Donna's head snapped toward the ceiling, her breath catching in her throat.
    

    
      "House settling?" Marco offered, tone too casual.
    

    
      "Maybe," Donna murmured, eyes lingering on the shadows above before shifting back to him.
    

    
      Marco raised his hands in mock surrender, a faint smile flickering across his face. "Hey, I'm not judging. Old houses make noise. But you've got to admit, this place feels different now. Like it's… heavier."
    

    
      Donna didn't respond. The weight of his words lingered in the air, settling over her like the damp humidity of the garden on an overcast day.
    

    
      "I made enough for two," Marco said suddenly, sliding a steaming plate onto the table with practised ease. "Come on, Don. You've got to try this. I've perfected it since Bangkok. Garlic, ginger, a splash of wine—chef's kiss." He punctuated it with a dramatic flourish and a boyish grin.
    

    
      Donna lingered in the doorway, arms tight around her ribs. The smell was too rich, too full of memory. Her stomach turned.
    

    
      "I'm not hungry," she said, her tone flat. "I'm going to bed."
    

    
      Marco's grin faded, but he nodded. "Are you sure? It's decent."
    

    
      "I'm sure."
    

    
      She turned, heading for the stairs.
    

    
      "Don," he said, more gently this time. "You've got to eat something. You're looking thin and pale. More than usual."
    

    
      "I said I'm not hungry," Donna snapped, sharper than she intended. Then, softer: "I'll eat in the morning."
    

    
      Marco studied her for a moment. Then he forced a smile and saluted with his fork. "Suit yourself. More for me. And I'll clean up. Scout's honour."
    

    
      Donna didn't respond. She didn't believe him, and they both knew it.
    

    
      As she climbed the stairs, the faint clinking of silverware and Marco's humming followed her. It grated—too light, too easy, like it belonged to a different house. A different life.
    

    
      At the top of the stairs, she paused. The kitchen light spilled into the hallway—an island of warmth in a house that felt colder by the second. She could still hear the same tuneless melody he used to hum as a child, back when their mother wasn't listening.
    

    
      It didn't belong here.
    

    
      Her fists clenched at her sides as she turned into the dark.
    

    

      Chapter Four: Blooming Fears
    

    
      
    

    
      The scent was the first thing Donna noticed when she woke the next morning.
    

    
      It wasn't the faint, earthy aroma of the nursery or the damp wood of the house—it was floral, cloyingly sweet, and unnervingly pervasive. It pressed against her senses as she sat up, clinging to her skin like an unwanted touch.
    

    
      She dressed quickly, her movements sharp, and stepped into the hallway. The scent was stronger here, a concentrated wave that seemed to emanate from nowhere and everywhere at once. She hesitated, her fingers brushing the wall as she tried to steady herself.
    

    
      "Marco?" she called.
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      The kitchen was empty when she entered, though Marco's presence lingered in every corner like an afterthought.
    

    
      Unwashed dishes were piled haphazardly in the sink, their edges smeared with grease, while a pan streaked with clinging, congealed oil rested precariously on top. A splatter of sauce had crusted over on the stove, and the cutting board sat askew on the counter, littered with bits of onion peel and a few smears of garlic. The bottle of wine he'd opened was still uncorked, its deep red contents left to sour in the open air.
    

    
      Donna's gaze swept across the scene, her jaw tightening. She could almost hear Marco's cheerful voice, his easy excuses: 
      "I'll clean it up later, Don, I promise. Just got distracted!"
       But there was no later. There never was.
    

    
      Her hands itched to start tidying, to restore some semblance of order to the chaos he had left behind. But she didn't move. Instead, she stood in the doorway, the cool morning air brushing against her skin as she stared at the mess.
    

    
      It was always like this with Marco—his charm, his energy, his whirlwind of half-finished efforts that left a trail of disruption in their wake. He breezed in and out of the house, of her life, like a summer storm, leaving her to deal with the aftermath.
    

    
      She reached for the uncorked bottle, her fingers brushing against the cold glass. The sight of it—a single unfinished detail in a sea of disorder—stung more than she cared to admit.
    

    
      The smell of flowers was stronger here.
    

    
      Donna crossed the room to the back door and pulled it open, hoping the fresh air would drive out the suffocating scent. The garden greeted her with its usual hum of life, but something felt…off. The air was too still, the plants too quiet, as if holding their breath.
    

    
      Her gaze drifted to the walled garden.
    

    
      The wisteria had spread overnight.
    

    
      Its tendrils curled over the stone wall like grasping fingers, thick and sinuous, their lavender blossoms swaying faintly despite the stillness of the air. Donna stepped toward it, her breath catching in her throat.
    

    
      The vine's growth was unnatural, too rapid, too deliberate. She reached out to touch one of the blossoms, but the moment her fingers brushed the petals, a shiver ran through her, sharp and cold.
    

    
      "Donna?"
    

    
      She jumped, spinning around to see Marco standing in the doorway. He held a mug of coffee in one hand and his phone in the other, his expression bemused.
    

    
      "You okay?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.
    

    
      Donna's heart pounded as she struggled to compose herself. "It's the wisteria," she said, gesturing toward the vine. "It's growing too fast."
    

    
      Marco stepped onto the path, squinting at the wall. "Looks fine to me. A little wild, maybe, but isn't that the point? This is a garden, right?"
    

    
      Donna turned back to the vine, her hands trembling. "It wasn't like this yesterday."
    

    
      Marco shrugged, taking a sip of his coffee. "Plants grow, Donna. That's kind of their whole thing."
    

    
      She stared at him, frustration bubbling beneath her skin. "This isn't normal, Marco."
    

    
      "You're working too hard," he said lightly, scrolling through his phone. "You've been cooped up in this place too long. Maybe it's time you took a break."
    

    
      Donna clenched her fists, her nails biting into her palms. "I don't need a break. I need you to listen to me."
    

    
      Marco finally looked up, his expression softening. "Hey, I didn't mean to upset you. It's just…you're worrying about nothing. You've got to let yourself breathe a little."
    

    
      The tension between them lingered as Marco retreated into the house. Donna turned to the wisteria again, her jaw tightening.
    

    
      *
    

    
      By evening, the house felt suffocating. The floral scent had seeped into every corner, thick and invasive, and no amount of open windows seemed to dispel it.
    

    
      Donna paced in the kitchen, her nerves fraying. Marco had disappeared hours ago to run some errand, leaving her alone with her thoughts.
    

    
      A soft creak echoed through the house, faint but deliberate. Donna froze, her eyes darting to the ceiling.
    

    
      "Marco?" she called, her voice trembling.
    

    
      The silence that followed was deafening.
    

    
      She moved cautiously toward the hallway, her breath shallow. The floorboards groaned beneath her feet as she approached the staircase.
    

    
      A shadow moved at the top of the stairs.
    

    
      Donna's heart seized. For a moment, she thought she saw a figure standing there—a faint silhouette, its edges blurred like smoke. But when she blinked, it was gone.
    

    
      Her pulse thundered in her ears as she turned and fled back into the kitchen.
    

    
      *
    

    
      The wisteria was inside the house.
    

    
      Donna found it the next morning, creeping along the baseboards near the back door. The tendrils were thin but unmistakable, their pale blossoms hanging low like heavy secrets. The scent was cloying here, stronger than it should have been, filling the air with an almost sickly sweetness.
    

    
      She knelt, her fingers trembling as she touched the vine. It was cold, unnaturally so, and seemed to pulse faintly beneath her fingertips.
    

    
      "What the hell is that?"
    

    
      Marco's voice startled her, and she jerked upright, her hand snapping away from the vine as if it had burned her. Donna wasn't sure when he got back home. He stood in the doorway, his hair tousled from sleep, a faint smirk playing on his lips.
    

    
      "It's the wisteria," Donna said, her voice hollow.
    

    
      Marco stepped closer, his brow furrowing as he crouched to get a better look. "How did it get in here?"
    

    
      "I don't know," Donna snapped, her frustration bubbling to the surface. "I told you it's growing too fast. It's not normal."
    

    
      Marco raised an eyebrow, his expression shifting from curiosity to bemusement. "It's a plant, Donna. Plants grow. That's what they do."
    

    
      "It's not just a plant!" Donna shot back, her voice rising. "Don't you see what's happening? It's her!"
    

    
      Marco froze, his frown deepening. "Who?"
    

    
      "Mum," Donna whispered. She pressed her hands to her temples, her thoughts swirling. "It's Mum. She's making it grow. She planted this, and now she—" Donna gestured at the vine, her chest heaving. "She's still here, Marco. I can feel her."
    

    
      Marco's face shifted into something cautious, almost pitying. "Donna…" he said carefully, his voice softer now. "You've been under a lot of stress. You're letting your imagination get the better of you."
    

    
      "I'm not imagining it," Donna insisted, the words tumbling out like a dam breaking. "She's in the house. In the garden. The wisteria is part of her—don't you get it? She won't leave me alone!"
    

    
      Marco stood, holding up his hands in a gesture of surrender. "Okay, okay. Let's calm down. It's just a vine. I'll cut it back later. No big deal."
    

    
      "No!" Donna shouted, her voice cracking. "You can't just cut it. That's not how it works!"
    

    
      Marco's smirk returned, tinged with exasperation. "It's a plant, Donna. You're acting like it's possessed or something."
    

    
      Donna glared at him, her hands curling into fists at her sides. She wanted to scream, to shake him until he understood, but the words stuck in her throat. Marco's laughter, faint and disbelieving, only made the rage in her chest burn hotter.
    

    
      As he turned to leave, the vine curled slightly, its movement so subtle that Donna almost thought she had imagined it. But she hadn't. She knew what she'd seen.
    

    
      "Marco," she said quietly, her voice trembling.
    

    
      He stopped in the doorway, looking back at her with an impatient frown.
    

    
      "The wisteria… it moved."
    

    
      Marco rolled his eyes. "Plants don't move, Donna. Not unless the wind's blowing. And we're inside."
    

    
      Donna's gaze fell to the vine, now still and unthreatening as it lay draped against the baseboards. But she knew. It wasn't just a plant.
    

    
      It was her mother.
    

    
      And she wasn't going anywhere.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


      Chapter Five: The Garden’s Secrets
    

    
      
    

    
      The Prescott library was a place of long silences and forgotten things.
    

    
      Donna hadn't come here in years, but the heavy, dust-laden air seemed to welcome her back, as though the room had been waiting. Shelves lined with old books towered over her, their leather spines cracked with age, their contents almost completely unknown. She had spent hours here as a child, searching for something to fill the space between her mother's coldness and Marco's absence.
    

    
      Now, Donna moved between the shelves with a sense of purpose, though she didn't know what she was truly looking for.
    

    
      Her fingers brushed across the spines until they landed on the first of Isabella's journals. She hesitated, her heart racing as she pulled it from the shelf. The pages within were delicate, fragile, but the weight of the book in her hands felt familiar, comforting even, despite the distance between her and the woman who had filled it.
    

    
      The journals felt heavier in Donna's hands than she expected.
    

    
      She sat cross-legged on the floor of the Prescott library, the faint scent of old paper and wood polish surrounding her. The room had always been her mother's space—a fortress of silence and authority. Donna could still feel Isabella's presence here, looming in the shadows like a figure just out of sight.
    

    
      She opened the first journal cautiously, the brittle pages creaking as they turned. Isabella's handwriting stared back at her, sharp and deliberate, every line exuding control.
    

    
      
        January 8
        

                
      
      Marco is thriving. He reminds me so much of myself when I was young. Sharp. Charismatic. Donna, on the other hand… She has a quiet strength, but it's misdirected. She's like a stubborn weed in a garden—always growing in the wrong places, always needing to be cut back.
    

    
      It's for her own good, of course. If I didn't push her, who would?
    

    
      Donna's chest tightened. The words hit harder than they should have, their truth amplified by the years she had spent under her mother's shadow. Isabella had always seen her as a project, a flawed creation in need of correction.
    

    
      But Marco? He was different. Marco was everything Isabella wanted—vibrant, ambitious, easy to love. 
      Sharp. Charismatic.
       The words echoed in Donna's mind, and her fingers trembled as she flipped to the next entry.
    

    
      
        February 14
        

                
      
      The wisteria is taking root beautifully in the private garden. Its growth is… extraordinary. Resilient, vibrant—so much more than I expected. There's a wildness to it, an energy that feels almost alive, as though it resists me and thrives in defiance of my hand. I find it exhilarating.
    

    
      It reminds me of Marco. He understands the beauty of things that grow freely, without constraint, flourishing on their own terms. Donna, on the other hand… she's different. She needs guidance, trimming, pruning. Left unchecked, she would grow wild and unshaped. She's always hated that about me—about us. But it's my duty to care for her, to keep her from becoming something aimless and untamed.
    

    
      Perhaps it's in the blood. My grandmother always spoke of our roots in Sicily—how the women in our family had a way with plants, an instinct to tame and shape them. "A gift from the soil," she used to say, though I often thought it felt more like a burden. Marco has inherited it, no doubt about that. He feels the pull of it, even if he doesn't believe it. But Donna… Donna resists. She fights it at every turn, as though she could sever herself from the soil entirely.
    

    
      She doesn't understand yet. She never has. The inheritance isn't just in the earth; it's in us. And the wisteria—its roots, its blooms—it will teach her, one way or another.
    

    
      Donna froze, her breath catching in her throat. 
      Sicily.
       Isabella had rarely spoken of her Italian roots, except in fleeting, dismissive remarks. She never told them much about her life before marrying their father, but there had been moments—strange and unsettling—when Isabella's accent grew sharper, her words taking on a cadence that felt foreign and familiar all at once.
    

    
      An inheritance.
    

    
      Her gaze flicked to the phrase, her thoughts churning. Isabella didn't mean money or property—she had nothing like that to pass on. The inheritance she spoke of was something else. Something older.
    

    
      And then there was the wisteria.
    

    
      Her mother's reverence for the garden was nothing new, but the way she wrote about this plant—its almost sentient presence—felt different. There was a weight to her words that made Donna's skin crawl.
    

    
      She set the journal aside and reached for another, older volume. The pages of this one were rougher, the ink darker and more deliberate, as though Isabella had written these entries in a hurry.
    

    
      
        March 3
        

                
      
      I think it's in our blood. My mother used to say our family was touched by something greater, something older. She told me stories when I was a girl—half fairy tale, half warning—about women who understood the language of roots and flowers, who knew how to take life as well as they gave it. I thought she was spinning nonsense to scare me. But now I wonder.
    

    
      It's why the garden thrives the way it does. Why Marco understands things instinctively. And why Donna struggles. She doesn't see what the soil remembers, what it holds.
    

    
      The soil holds everything—the good, the bad, the secrets we bury. That's why I planted the wisteria. It's not just for the garden. It's for us. A root that binds us all together.
    

    
      Donna's hands tightened around the edges of the journal. The soil. The secrets we bury.
    

    
      Her mother's stories drifted through her memory—fragments of superstition shared in rare moments of vulnerability. Isabella had spoken once, in a low voice, about a distant ancestor, a woman whose name she had barely whispered: 
      Giulia.
       The story was unsettling, strange—about potions and poisons and a life lived in shadows. Isabella had laughed it off afterward, brushing the story aside as though it were nothing.
    

    
      But Donna had never forgotten.
    

    
      She stared down at the words on the page, her stomach churning. 
      A root that binds us all together.
    

    
      The wisteria wasn't just a plant. It wasn't just another obsession of her mother's. It was something more—something tied to Isabella's lineage, to the family's secrets, to the creeping unease that had haunted Donna for as long as she could remember.
    

    
      She set the journal down, her breath shallow. The air in the library felt heavier now, the faint scent of wisteria threading through the room like a taunt.
    

    
      The soil remembers.
    

    
      The phrase whispered through her mind, curling around her thoughts like the vines pressing against the garden walls.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


      Chapter Six: Cracks in the Glass
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound of laughter drew Donna from her sleep.
    

    
      At first, she thought it was a dream—the lilting notes of a voice she hadn't heard in years, mingling with the faint rustle of leaves outside her window. But as her eyes opened to the dim glow of moonlight filtering through the stained-glass, the laughter came again, sharper this time.
    

    
      Donna sat up, her chest tightening.
    

    
      "Marco?" she called, though she knew the answer before the word left her lips.
    

    
      The house answered with its usual creaks and groans, but beneath the familiar noises was something else. A faint rustling, like fabric dragging over the floor, and the unmistakable sound of footsteps.
    

    
      Her pulse quickened as she reached for her robe. The air felt heavy, oppressive, carrying with it the now-familiar scent of wisteria. It clung to her skin, her hair, her lungs, as though the house itself had been soaked in its sweetness.
    

    
      She stepped into the hallway, the shadows stretching and shifting around her. The sound was louder now, coming from outside. Her gaze drifted to the window at the end of the hall, where the faint outline of the glasshouse stood against the night sky.
    

    
      The laughter came again, louder and clearer.
    

    
      Donna's stomach churned as she descended the stairs, her bare feet brushing against the cool wood. By the time she reached the garden, the laughter had stopped, leaving only the faint rustle of vines swaying in the wind.
    

    
      The glasshouse loomed ahead, its once-pristine structure marred by streaks of dirt and jagged cracks in the panes. The wisteria had overtaken it, its tendrils curling around the beams like a predator wrapping itself around its prey.
    

    
      Donna hesitated at the doorway, her breath catching in her throat.
    

    
      Inside, the air was thick and humid, saturated with the overpowering scent of blossoms. The vines had spread across the floor, their tendrils creeping over the pots and shelves, twisting upward toward the ceiling. The blossoms seemed to glow faintly in the moonlight, their lavender hues almost unnatural in their vibrancy.
    

    
      And in the centre of it all stood Isabella.
    

    
      Her figure was faint, flickering like a flame caught in the wind, but there was no mistaking the sharp angles of her face or the piercing intensity of her gaze. She stood motionless, her hands clasped in front of her, a smile playing on her lips.
    

    
      "Still so small," Isabella said, her voice smooth and cutting. "I thought you'd have grown stronger by now."
    

    
      Donna froze, her heart pounding in her chest. She wanted to run, to retreat into the safety of the house, but her feet wouldn't move.
    

    
      "You're not real," she whispered, her voice trembling.
    

    
      Isabella's smile widened. "Not real? Oh, Donna. You're smarter than that. You've always known I'd never leave."
    

    
      The glasshouse seemed to grow warmer, the air thickening with each word. Donna struggled to breathe, the scent of wisteria suffocating her as it filled her lungs.
    

    
      "You planted this," Donna said, her voice cracking. "You did this to me."
    

    
      "I gave you everything," Isabella replied, her tone sharp. "This house. This garden. Everything you needed to grow, to thrive—and look at you. You've let it all rot."
    

    
      Donna's fists clenched at her sides, her nails digging into her palms. "You didn't give me anything. You controlled everything. You controlled me."
    

    
      "Controlled you?" Isabella laughed, the sound sharp and cold. "You needed me, Donna. You still need me. Look at you—fumbling through this life, clinging to a garden you'll never understand. Did you think you're free of me? You'll never be free."
    

    
      The vines shifted, their tendrils curling closer around Isabella's figure, as though feeding off her presence. The blossoms trembled faintly, their colours deepening into a bruised purple.
    

    
      "Why?" Donna demanded, her voice rising. "Why couldn't you just let me be?"
    

    
      Isabella's gaze darkened, her smile fading. "Because you would have withered without me. You think you're strong, but you're not. You're weak. Just like I always knew you'd be."
    

    
      The words struck Donna like a physical blow, the air rushing from her lungs. She stumbled back, her vision blurring as the glasshouse seemed to close in around her.
    

    
      The vines pulsed, their movements deliberate, predatory. Donna could feel them pressing against her skin, wrapping around her mind, their weight suffocating.
    

    
      "You're not me," Donna whispered, tears streaming down her face. "I'm not you."
    

    
      Isabella's form flickered, her eyes narrowing. "Oh, but you are," she said, her voice a whisper now, soft and cruel. "You've always been mine, Donna. Everything you are is because of me. You'll see that soon enough."
    

    
      The glasshouse erupted into chaos. The vines twisted and writhed, shattering the remaining panes of glass as Donna turned and fled. The sound of Isabella's laughter followed her into the night, echoing in her mind long after she slammed the door behind her.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


      Chapter Seven: Beneath the Bloom
    

    
      
    

    
      The morning sun spilled across the nursery, dappling the rows of flowers with soft light. Customers moved among the displays, their conversations a low hum that should have been comforting. But to Donna, the scene felt like a fragile illusion, ready to shatter at any moment.
    

    
      The wisteria's scent clung to her skin, more potent than ever, and her hands trembled as she tried to arrange a display of potted lavender. The blossoms blurred before her eyes, their purple hues bleeding into one another like ink spreading through water.
    

    
      "Excuse me?"
    

    
      The voice startled her. Donna turned sharply to see Mrs. Roos standing nearby, a small pot of daisies cradled in her hands.
    

    
      "These—are they good for partial shade?" the woman asked, her tone cautious.
    

    
      Donna opened her mouth to answer, but the words stuck in her throat. Her gaze drifted to the daisies, and then to the trellises beyond, where the wisteria loomed like a dark shadow over the nursery.
    

    
      "They'll be fine," she said quickly, her voice tight. "Just don't… don't plant them too close to anything else."
    

    
      Mrs. Roos frowned. "Why not?"
    

    
      Donna's eyes flicked back to the wisteria. The tendrils had stretched further overnight, their blossoms trembling faintly as though alive.
    

    
      "They take over," Donna muttered, the words spilling out before she could stop them. "They suffocate everything. You won't be able to stop them."
    

    
      Mrs. Roos blinked, her confusion deepening. "I'm sorry, skat. Are you all right?"
    

    
      Donna felt the weight of the woman's gaze, the curious stares of the other customers drifting toward her. Her chest tightened, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps.
    

    
      "I—I need to—" She stumbled back, her hands clenching at her sides.
    

    
      The nursery seemed to shift around her, the shadows growing longer, the air thick with the scent of wisteria. The flowers on the trellises swayed gently, though there was no breeze, their lavender hues darkening to a bruised purple.
    

    
      "Stop it," Donna whispered, her voice trembling. "Stop looking at me."
    

    
      She grabbed a clay pot from the nearest shelf and hurled it at the trellis. It shattered on impact, shards of terracotta scattering across the ground.
    

    
      The nursery fell silent.
    

    
      Donna's heart pounded as she grabbed another pot, the anger, and fear bubbling inside her like a storm. "This is my garden!" she screamed, her voice breaking. "You can't have it!"
    

    
      She hurled the pot at the ground, the crash echoing through the nursery. Customers gasped, their murmurs rising in a wave of shock and confusion.
    

    
      "Donna!"
    

    
      Marco's voice cut through the chaos, sharp and urgent. She turned to see him running toward her, his expression a mix of concern and frustration.
    

    
      "What are you doing?" he demanded, grabbing her arm.
    

    
      "They're everywhere," Donna sobbed, her voice raw. "I can't stop them, Marco. I can't—"
    

    
      Marco tightened his grip, his voice low and steady. "Okay. Stop. Look at me."
    

    
      Donna met his gaze, her chest heaving as tears streamed down her face.
    

    
      "There's nothing there," Marco said firmly. "It's just plants, Donna. You're scaring everyone."
    

    
      Donna shook her head, her hands trembling. "You don't see it. You never see it. She planted this, Marco. She planted all of it."
    

    
      Marco's expression hardened. "You're not making sense. Let's go inside."
    

    
      He tried to pull her toward the house, but Donna resisted, her voice rising in desperation. "She's still here! She's in the garden. She's in me."
    

    
      The words seemed to hang in the air, heavy, and suffocating. Marco froze, his grip loosening as he stared at her.
    

    
      "Donna," he said quietly, "you need help."
    

    
      The finality of his words struck Donna like a blow to her chest. She stopped struggling, her arms falling limply to her sides. Around her, the murmurs of the customers grew louder, their judgment pressing in on her like a physical weight.
    

    
      Marco guided her away from the crowd, his touch firm but gentle. Donna's legs felt weak beneath her, her mind spinning as the reality of the moment sank in.
    

    
      *
    

    
      By evening, the nursery was empty.
    

    
      The shattered remains of pots and soil had been cleared away, leaving only the faint traces of the day's events. Donna sat in the kitchen, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea that had long gone cold.
    

    
      Marco stood by the window, his phone pressed to his ear. "I don't know what to do," he said, his voice low. "She's not okay. She's seeing things—hearing things. I think she needs… I think she needs help."
    

    
      Donna stared at the table, her mind numb. The wisteria's scent was stronger now, filling the house with its oppressive sweetness. She could feel it seeping into her skin, her mind, her soul.
    

    
      The floor creaked softly, and Donna's gaze lifted to the doorway.
    

    
      For a moment, she thought she saw Isabella standing there, her form faint and flickering, her eyes cold and piercing.
    

    
      "See?" Donna whispered, her voice trembling. "She's still here."
    

    
      Marco turned, his expression softening as he crossed the room to place a hand on her shoulder. "It's just in your head, Don," he said gently. "You need rest. We'll figure this out tomorrow."
    

    
      But Donna knew there would be no rest.
    

    
      The wisteria's blossoms swayed faintly in the breeze outside, their vines curling closer to the house with every passing moment.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


      Chapter Eight: A Mother’s Roots
    

    
      
    

    
      The iron gate to the private garden hung open, its hinges rusted and groaning softly in the breeze.
    

    
      Donna stood at the threshold, her hands trembling as she clutched the key she had found in the library—her mother's key, long hidden at the back of a drawer. The scent of wisteria drifted out to meet her, heavy and cloying, wrapping around her like a veil.
    

    
      She stepped inside.
    

    
      The garden was unrecognisable.
    

    
      Once a place of order and precision, it was now a wild, tangled mass of vines and blossoms. The wisteria had taken over everything, climbing the trellises, wrapping around the stone walls, and curling along the paths. The air was thick with its overpowering fragrance, and the light seemed to dim as Donna moved deeper into the space.
    

    
      In the centre of the garden stood her mother.
    

    
      Isabella's figure was as sharp and imposing as Donna remembered, but there was something wrong—something too still, too cold, too deliberate about the way she stood. Her hair was pinned back tightly, her posture rigid, her hands clasped in front of her. Her eyes bore into Donna with a piercing intensity that made her breath catch.
    

    
      "You came," Isabella said, her voice calm and cutting.
    

    
      Donna's grip on the key tightened. "You're not real."
    

    
      Isabella's lips curved into a faint smile. "Is that what you tell yourself? That I'm not here? That I'm not in you?"
    

    
      Donna took a shaky step forward, her chest tightening. "You've been gone for years. You don't get to control me any more."
    

    
      "Control you?" Isabella's smile widened, sharp and cruel. "I don't need to control you. You've done a fine job of trapping yourself."
    

    
      Donna's hands curled into fists. "I didn't trap myself. You did. You planted this—you planted me here, in this house, in this garden. You never let me leave."
    

    
      "You never wanted to leave," Isabella said, her voice low and firm. "Everything you needed was here. The house, the garden—me. You just didn't know how to use it. That's always been your problem, Donna. You had the roots, but no will to grow."
    

    
      The words cut deep, but Donna refused to let them wound her the way they once had. She stepped closer, her voice rising. "You didn't plant roots. You planted chains. You made sure I could never leave because you needed me. You couldn't survive without someone to control."
    

    
      Isabella's expression hardened, her figure flickering faintly. "Don't flatter yourself," she said. "You were never enough for me. I needed someone strong. That's why I had Marco. You? You were just… a disappointment."
    

    
      Donna's breath hitched, her heart pounding in her chest. "You're lying."
    

    
      "Am I?" Isabella's smile returned, cold and cruel. "You've always known the truth, Donna. You weren't enough. You'll never be enough."
    

    
      The wisteria seemed to pulse around them, its vines tightening their grip on the garden walls. The air grew colder, heavier, as though the garden itself were responding to Isabella's words.
    

    
      Donna stepped closer, her hands trembling but determined. "You don't own me," she said, her voice steady despite the tears streaming down her face.
    

    
      Isabella's figure flickered again, her eyes narrowing. "Oh, but I do," she said, her voice a whisper now, soft and dangerous. "I'm in the roots, Donna. I'm in the soil. I'm in you. You can tear at the vines all you want, but you'll never be free. I'm part of you."
    

    
      Donna's gaze dropped to the vines at her feet, their tendrils curling along the ground like snakes. She knelt and grabbed one with both hands, its surface cold and pulsing beneath her grip.
    

    
      "I'm not part of you," Donna said through clenched teeth. "Not any more."
    

    
      She yanked the vine, pulling it free from the soil with a guttural scream. The ground trembled beneath her, the wisteria shuddering violently as if in pain.
    

    
      Isabella's figure wavered, her voice rising in fury. "You think you can cut me out?" she hissed. "You think you can break free? You'll see, Donna. You'll see."
    

    
      Donna tore at another vine, her hands raw and bleeding as the tendrils writhed against her. The wisteria's blossoms darkened, their fragrance growing sharper, almost metallic.
    

    
      When Donna finally stopped, her breath coming in ragged gasps, the garden was silent. The vines remained, tangled and invasive, but the oppressive presence she had felt moments ago was gone.
    

    
      Isabella was gone.
    

    
      Donna collapsed to her knees, tears streaming down her face as she stared at the remnants of the wisteria. It hadn't withered, hadn't died—but it was quiet now, waiting.
    

    
      The garden didn't feel like a sanctuary. It felt like a graveyard.
    

    
      *
    

    
      From his place behind the peach trees, Marco watched his sister in the garden.
    

    
      The late afternoon light bathed the yard in soft gold, catching on the scattered remains of vines and blossoms that lay twisted on the ground. Donna knelt at the garden's centre, her shoulders slumped, her hands trembling as she gripped a tangle of wisteria. She was talking to someone—or at least, that's what it looked like.
    

    
      Marco leaned against the tree, his chest tightening as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing. Donna's voice carried faintly through the still air, but there was no one else there. Just her and the garden.
    

    
      Her movements were frantic, almost desperate, as she tore at the vines with her bare hands. He winced as he saw her palms smear with blood, dark smudges blooming where the thorns had scraped her skin. But she didn't seem to notice.
    

    
      For a moment, he thought about stepping into the garden, about calling out to her. But something about the scene stopped him. The way she gestured, the way her head tilted slightly as though listening to a response he couldn't hear—it was unnerving.
    

    
      She looked so much like their mother at that moment.
    

    
      The thought struck him like a blow to the chest. Their mother would have moments like this—muttering to herself, lost in her own world of half-formed thoughts and impossible expectations. Marco had told himself, over and over, that Donna wasn't like her. That she wouldn't end up trapped in the same obsessive spiral.
    

    
      But watching her now, he wasn't so sure.
    

    
      A faint breeze stirred the air, carrying the scent of wisteria toward him. It was sweet and cloying, making his stomach churn. Marco ran a hand through his hair, exhaling slowly as he tried to calm the knot of unease growing in his chest.
    

    
      This was worse than he'd thought. He had come back to Greystone intending to patch things up with Donna, to check on her, maybe even help out at the nursery for a while. But it was clear now that this was more than just grief or stress.
    

    
      She needed him. Really needed him.
    

    
      And for the first time in years, Marco didn't feel like running.
    

    
      His sister had spent years carrying their mother's legacy, bearing the weight of the garden, the house, and whatever strange shadow seemed to cling to the family. He had left her to it, had convinced himself that she was fine, that she didn't need him.
    

    
      But that had been a lie.
    

    
      Marco stepped back into the shadows of the trees, his jaw tightening as he made his decision.
    

    
      He would stay.
    

    
      Whatever it took, he would help her this time. 
      

    

      Chapter Nine: The Vine’s Reach
    

    
      
    

    
      The hospital room was quiet, save for the faint hum of the fluorescent lights overhead.
    

    
      Donna sat on the edge of the narrow bed, her bandaged hands resting limply in her lap. The sterile white walls pressed in around her, devoid of any warmth or life. It was a different kind of suffocation than the house or the garden—a vacuum of emptiness rather than an overwhelming presence. But somehow, it felt worse.
    

    
      The events of the past week were a blur in her mind. Marco's voice echoed faintly in her memory, tinged with worry and frustration.
    

    
      "You're not well," he'd said, his words cutting through the fog of her exhaustion. "This is for the best, Donna. You'll get the help you need."
    

    
      He had looked at her with pity then, his hand brushing against her arm, as though afraid she might shatter beneath his touch.
    

    
      And maybe he wasn't wrong.
    

    
      The door opened, and a nurse stepped inside, her rubber-soled shoes squeaking softly against the tile floor. She was young, with a round face and kind eyes that felt out of place here.
    

    
      "Donna?" the nurse said, her voice gentle. "It's time for your medication."
    

    
      Donna nodded, her movements sluggish. She accepted the small cup of pills without protest, tipping them into her mouth and swallowing them dry. The bitterness lingered on her tongue, sharp and metallic.
    

    
      "Is there anything you need?" the nurse asked, her tone thick with practised empathy.
    

    
      Donna shook her head.
    

    
      The nurse hesitated, as though waiting for something more, but when Donna remained silent, she gave a faint smile and left, closing the door softly behind her.
    

    
      Alone again, Donna exhaled shakily. She turned her gaze toward the window, where iron bars framed a narrow slice of the outside world. Beyond them, she could see the tops of distant trees swaying gently in the breeze. The light outside was soft and golden, a reminder of a world that felt impossibly far away.
    

    
      She closed her eyes, letting the memories wash over her. The wisteria. The garden. Isabella.
    

    
      Her mother's voice was still there, buried in the corners of her mind, sharp and unrelenting. "You'll never escape me," it whispered.
    

    
      Her hands trembled as she opened her eyes again, the motion pulling her focus to the small table beside the bed.
    

    
      Her breath caught in her throat.
    

    
      The plant was small, delicate, unassuming. Its tendrils curled gracefully over the edge of the ceramic pot, its blossoms a soft, pale lavender.
    

    
      Wisteria.
    

    
      Donna's chest tightened as she stared at it, her heartbeat quickening. She hadn't put it there. No one had mentioned it. Yet there it was, sitting in her room like it belonged, like it had been waiting for her.
    

    
      The scent was faint at first, but as she leaned closer, it grew stronger, filling her lungs with a sweetness that was both familiar and suffocating.
    

    
      Her fingers reached out, trembling as they brushed against one of the blossoms. It felt cool and smooth beneath her touch, its petals soft as silk.
    

    
      The plant seemed to shift slightly, its tendrils curling toward her hand, as though recognising her. Donna jerked back, her breath hitching.
    

    
      She stumbled to her feet, pressing herself against the wall. The room felt smaller now, the sterile white walls closing in around her. Her gaze remained fixed on the plant, its delicate form unmoving but undeniably alive.
    

    
      Her mother's voice returned, louder this time. "You'll never be free, Donna. You were always mine."
    

    
      Tears blurred her vision as Donna sank to the floor, her back sliding down the wall. Her bandaged hands rested in her lap, her fingers curling into fists. She had fought so hard—against the garden, against the house, against her mother's shadow. But it had all been for nothing.
    

    
      The wisteria remained.
    

    
      Its tendrils reached upward, toward the faint light filtering through the window. The blossoms swayed gently, delicate and insistent, as if beckoning her closer.
    

    
      Donna's breath slowed, her tears falling silently as she leaned forward. Her fingers brushed the edge of the table, inching toward the plant.
    

    
      The tendrils reached for the light, delicate and insistent. Donna reached for them too, whispering, "I can't escape you."
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