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​For those who exist, 

​yet through no fault of their own, 

​remain unseen.
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​Author’s Notes

​The following short story is going to sound very familiar. It is no secret that is based and inspired on another book, with another very similar story that feels it got forgotten in time, but that’s not what I want you to think before getting into it. 
I want this story to act like VR goggles, I want you to get inside the character and understand that childhood, innocence, love, fear, are all things that are universal, they are not just part of one kind, one race, one people. 
I want you to feel.
We are getting very comfortable talking about “the new normal” when referring to many things that less than a decade ago they would’ve been unspeakable, impossible to happen in the 21st century society we thought we built or were building. I hope this little story can feel as a reminder that we have a very long way to go, that we still have time to halt, to stop and say: “we took the wrong turn somewhere back there”.

​I wrote this while I was writing my first book, which is a collection of fun and weird stories for kids and teens. I took a pause because my target demographic is not having a good time, at least not all of them.

​This is not political, which after reading that I’m sure you’ll think it is, but remember that this has happened before, this is not fiction. This is just a little adaptation of the direction we might be heading to, the direction that is still in our hands to change.

​I hope you can take a step back to see the big picture, to think of your values as a fellow human being and to take back the word EMPATHY, which is the corner stone of what we call morals and ethics. Share this with your family, talk about it. After all, whatever way you decide to go after that, or whatever way we decide to go as a collective of beautiful human minds, it will take us only to the place we deserve.

​If that’s going to be the good place or the bad place, that’s something we will have to deal with when we get there.

​I made this with love, I made this thinking of how I can deliver a message for my own kids that is relatable and that can drill a little bit and find a permanent spot from where love and empathy can always radiate.

​I would love to say “Enjoy”.


​But that’s not the purpose of this little book.
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​Chapter 1

​The Ladder

[image: ]




The day the ladder arrived, the house felt like it had been turned on its side.

It leaned against the hallway wall when we came back from the tienda, a silver line pointing at the faint square in the ceiling. We always called it the ojo, the eye. You could sit under it and feel watched, not in a mean way, like someone checking to see if you remembered to feed the cat. Now the ladder made the ojo look like a door someone forgot to close.

“Pa’entro,” Ms. Rivera said, the way she always says things that are not invitations. Her keys jangled in the same dish with the painted cactus. The bag with the milk and the bread bump against my wrist. The little box of crayons made a papery rattle that sounded too loud in the quiet.

Matías ran ahead and then stomped because his shoes light up when he jumps, and he thought it was the best joke in the world. Ms. Rivera touched his shoulder and he froze halfway across the hallway, like there was an invisible wall in front of him.

She set the locks the way my mamá used to when she came home late. Like a checklist of something. Bottom one, chain, the little deadbolt that makes the same sound like all the doors in the world. No lights. She didn’t switch on anything. The sun pushed through the blinds and made lines long as rulers across the floor. That was my favorite time of the day.

“Shoes off,” she said. “Backpacks down.”

It felt like school. It felt like mass. It felt like the waiting room at the dentist where you know somebody in the waiting room will get bad news and there will be pulling and crying.

“Why the ladder?” I asked. 

She looked at the ojo, like it had a story she didn’t want to tell. “A friend brought it. We’re going to sleep up there for a little. Like camping you know”. Her voice was small, like when she tells me why spinach is good for me.

“For a little?” I repeated, trying to get more information from Ms Rivera. sometimes it works.

The ladder creaked when she opened it, like it had a cough. Dust fell in a slow skinny line. I liked the pattern it made with the sun rays, but I hated myself for liking anything in a place that smelled like tio Juan and Pine-Sol. I climbed, palms cold on the metal. My fingers left rectangles of clean where they touched. At the top the board opened with a sound like someone opening a door in a horror movie.

The attic was a low triangle, like a tent for spiders. It smelled like hot wood and the kind of summer that sticks to your shirt. There were two folded blankets, a blue plastic box with a cracked lid, and an old lamp without a shade. The roof beams crossed above our heads like ribs. I thought of birds. I thought of being inside something alive. Like Jonas and the whale!

Ms. Rivera handed us backpacks. One was my mamá’s. There was a sun patch sewn on the side, faded at the edges. I pressed my thumb into the stitches until my fingertip had the same pattern. Inside were crackers, peanut butter, water bottles, pull-tab cans, a bar of soap wrapped in paper, and a small first-aid pack that had everything you can think of, but that only a mother knows what are they for.

She looked at us and made us sit on the warm wood. Her hands moved like someone putting an invisible coat on us.

“You know there are men looking for families like ours,” she whispered. “They have new names for what they do. The FHA says it’s for ‘harmony.’ The director in the city...what do they call him?, Ah!, the Safe Community Director, he gives the orders. Anyway, from now, we all are going to be quiet, ok?” 

I had heard the FHA letters on the TV downstairs once. A man with a suit and a smile said “under the Federal Harmony Act, we must ensure safety.” Ms Rivera cut off the TV while he was still talking. Silence sat on top of the living room like a lid.

“Now?” Matías asked. He twisted a crayon in his hand until the paper tore. He doesn’t understand what quiet is.

“Now,” Ms. Rivera said. She showed us where to put our blankets and where not to touch the pink insulation. “If I say Ahora, you come up fast. No sounds. No lights. No crying. Do you understand?”

We nodded because we knew the nod is the first language of grown-ups who try to keep boys alive.

She told us the practice words. Things to say if someone stops you. “I want to call my guardian,” for the nurse at school. “Am I free to go?” for the door stops. “I will not sign anything without a lawyer.” Is really funny to say those things. I feel like a grown up, or like in a movie.

She put a small brown notebook in the plastic bin and slid it to me. The first page had a neat hand that was not mine.

Para Ana Luz, para que no te olvides de ti.

For you, so you don’t forget yourself.

My throat did the thing it does when I’m about to cry and I told myself not to, because tears are loud and a ladder hole is not. I pressed my thumb on the cardboard until I felt the groove.

“Write,” she said. “Draw. When the TV goes blank, remember things. Memory is a home.” She said Mamá told her that on the phone earlier. The phone had stopped ringing after that. I tried to remember the last voice I heard, the smell of the coffee Mamá made the morning she left. I could not put them together like pieces of a puzzle, they kept sliding.

Below, the house breathed like it always does; the neighbor’s TV laughing, the clock ticking, someone humming to themselves. Outside a car door slammed. In the street a voice said something I couldn’t make into language. 

The radio downstairs murmured a newscaster’s lines until the sound went thin: “under the FHA, coordination between city forces and federal agents–” and then the little screen went to a swirl of blue.
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