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This story is born from a truth many know but few dare to confront. Giving up may seem like the easy way out, but it is never the right choice. Fighting—even when everything appears lost—is the path of the brave. This is the story of a man who had it all and, in a matter of seconds inside the ring, lost everything. But it is also the story of someone who discovered that the real fight begins when the lights of the show go out, and silence forces you to face yourself.

Our protagonist was a renowned boxer—admired, feared, and celebrated. Fame, fortune, family, friends, and lovers... everything seemed to be within his reach. But one defeat, a single fall, was enough to bring that world crashing down like a sandcastle. The applause ceased. Familiar faces disappeared. Loneliness became his only companion.

That’s when life revealed its harshest, most honest face. Because outside the ring, there are no rules, no referees, no bells signaling a break. Out there, the fight is constant, silent, and often invisible. And yet, it’s in that space where the essential is learned: that glory doesn’t lie in victory but in refusing to give up.

This story isn’t just about a former boxer. It’s about broken promises, mistakes made, a childhood that shaped character, and a mother who was his guiding light. It’s about a beloved wife, lost faith, and a hidden hope buried deep within the darkest corner of the soul. It’s about relapses, vices, pointless nights... and also about redemption, humility, and second chances.

Giving up may seem tempting in this world. But those who surrender to it give in to the void—a bottomless pit full of false promises, fake friendships, and empty ambitions. Conversely, those who fight, even if they stumble a thousand times, find strength in their roots, dignity in their falls, and purpose in their journey.

A knee on the canvas is not a sign of defeat. It's a reminder that you're still standing, that the fight isn’t over, and that there's still something worth rising for.

This ex-boxer teaches us that dreams, fame, and money are fleeting if you forget your values. That true success lies in reclaiming what we thought was lost: faith, family, and self-love. Great victories aren’t celebrated in solitude, but by sharing, inspiring, and helping others get back up.

You are the master of your destiny. Others are merely spectators. They’ll cheer your victories but won’t live through your defeats. That’s why this story is written for you, reader— for you who once fell, who once believed there was no way out, who once doubted yourself. This is proof that it’s always possible to begin again.

Because the real fight is the one we face every day, and giving up... will never be an option. Ever been an option.
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Chapter 1 – The King and the Loneliness
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It was the era of the Great Depression. The entire world wavered under a crisis that was not only economic but also moral. Unemployment afflicted millions, and hope seemed to have vanished from people's pockets. But amid this chaos, there was one man who made people forget, if only for a moment, their collective sorrow. With every fight, along with his charisma and resolve, he gave the public a flicker of hope.

He was the heavyweight champion of the world. To many, the greatest of all time. Inside the ring, an unstoppable warrior; outside, a man with a noble soul. His charm, his generosity, and his dedication shone beyond the spotlight. Always fight, never surrender, that was his motto.

Yet behind the mask of the invincible idol, there lurked a shadow that haunted him like a relentless echo: the fear of loneliness. Surrounded by supposed friends and admirers, he still felt the void. Deep down, he knew many of those faces stood beside him for money, for alcohol, for endless parties... not for true love.

Despite not being physically handsome, women swarmed around him. But he only thought of one—the woman who marked him and then left. She had warned him from the start: fame is a fantasy, a fragile illusion that vanishes at the first stumble. Blinded by success, he took her words as jealousy. Only in the Solitude of his house, with a glass in hand, did he accept that maybe she had been right.

He hid his feelings with parties, laughter, and excess. He pretended boxing was the love of his life. But every time he heard his name chanted by the crowd, he felt split in two: on one side, invincible; on the other, vulnerable. He’d remember his mother’s words:

"Fame and fortune are worthless if you don’t have true love by your side."

And at those memories, he’d cry like a child.

He never knew his father. His mother told him he had gone to war and never returned. Even she lived with the uncertainty of whether he died or abandoned them. He believed she hid the truth to protect him. Growing up fatherless, he carried a hole no victory could fill.

Even so, it was his mother who shaped him. She raised him with dignity, teaching him never to give up. Every night, when he returned home, he lit a candle in her honor—the woman who taught him to fight from the cradle. But that same house, the place that should’ve brought him peace, was where loneliness defeated him night after night.

After each fight, every celebration, every drunken night, the same silence awaited him. He, the undefeated champion, couldn’t beat his only true rival: loneliness. He’d stay up listening to the radio until exhaustion overcame him. Sometimes he woke drenched in sweat, haunted by nightmares. Looking in the mirror, he’d say:

—I can’t believe that I, a champion, fear the darkness and silence.

That fear ran deep—back to his childhood. It was those early memories that left the deepest scars. He’d remember his mother’s voice:

"Never let the child inside you die. Because when that child dies, your innocence, your gratitude, and your good intentions die with him."

With tears in his eyes, a beer in hand, and soft music playing in the background, his mind would drift to the purest years: when he was five, when he still dreamed without fear, when the world was cruel, yes—but his heart hadn’t yet hardened from fame, betrayal, and abandonment.

Thousands loved him, but he hated his nights. The parties he threw were legendary: food, alcohol, women, and false friends abounded. Business people, gamblers, and dealers all smiled at him because with him, their bets were safe. They called him “The Man of Gold.” But at the end of the day, all that remained was the echo of applause and the emptiness of his soul.

He missed his children, whom he barely saw. He missed their voices, the warmth of a real home. More than once, he thought about ending it all. Only alcohol managed to silence, for a few hours, the shadow consuming him from within.

But amid the noise and silence, something still pulsed inside him—something that hadn’t given up.

That night, with the bottle half empty and his soul completely exposed, he lay on the old wooden bed that creaked with every movement. Outside, rain beat fiercely against the glass. It wasn’t the first time he cried in silence, nor would it be the last. He closed his eyes and let memory pull him away.

He saw himself again, a barefoot child running through dusty streets. He remembered the patched pants, the broken shoes, and the way his mother looked at him—as if, despite everything, he had everything. She had almost nothing, but her calloused hands, unbreakable faith, and her love for her only son were enough.

The poverty of his childhood didn’t shame him—it fueled a hunger to rise. Every part of that past held a lesson that pushed him to become the fighter he became. Every punch taken in the street, every insult from older kids, every night without dinner made him stronger—tempering him like steel.

He remembered one afternoon in particular. He was six. He came home crying because a group of boys had stolen his only ball. His mother sat him down on a wooden chair beside the stove and told him, in that voice that seemed to hold the universe.

—Son, there are two ways to grow in this world: like a stone or like a seed. The stone hardens, becomes Cold and alone. But the seed, even buried in darkness, can become a tree.

That night, in the silence of his present, he asked himself what he had chosen to be. A stone? A seed? For many years, he tried to be invulnerable. But now, alone, he realized that his strength had come at a cost: he had stopped nourishing his soul. He had forgotten how to bloom.

He got out of bed and slowly walked toward the shelf where his trophies stood. There they were: gleaming, heavy, empty. Each one represented a sacrifice—a sleepless night, a bleeding wound, a missed dinner with his kids. He placed his hand on one.

It was cold.

Like his life.

He Returned to the Photograph

He returned to the black-and-white photograph of his mother, lit by a half-burned candle. He stared at it for a long time. He couldn’t hear her voice, but he could feel her. She was there. She was always there.

“Forgive me, Mama,” he whispered.

Forgive me for not keeping my promise.

Forgive me for drifting away from my children.

Forgive me for losing myself in the noise of applause.

He lit another candle. Sat down on the worn-out armchair in the living room. And then, a fleeting thought crossed his mind: What if there was still time? What if, after everything, redemption was still possible?

He knew fame was a farce when there was no one to look in the eye at the end of the day. Those full glasses couldn’t fill an empty soul. And that a man isn’t measured by how many fights he wins, but by the ones he’s willing to face when all seems lost.

He clenched his fists. Looked toward the closed door.

For the first time in a long while, the champion didn’t think about his next rival, or his next contract, or the next party.

He thought about starting over.

The dawn crept in like a silent thief. The candle’s smoke began to swirl slowly, casting his mother’s silhouette on the wall. He stared at it, as if she might speak to him. As if, for a second, the figure might come to life and tell him something he had forgotten.

The silence was so deep, he could hear his breathing. And also the distant hum of a train, as if the whole city was asleep—except him.

Then, without overthinking, he went to the old closet in his room. He pulled out a wooden box with worn edges, tied with a frayed red ribbon. He hadn’t opened it in years. Inside were his youth letters, newspaper clippings, faded photos... and a pair of small, worn-out leather gloves, with his name written by hand: Juanito, as his mother used to call him.

He picked up the gloves carefully, as if handling a sacred relic. He closed his eyes. An image came rushing back: him, at six years old, throwing punches at the air in front of a cracked mirror, imitating the great champions he saw in old movie houses. Mother watching from the doorway, smiling—with a mix of pride and concern.

He remembered his first fight in a neighborhood gym. The sweat, the fear, the sound of leather hitting flesh. He didn’t win that day. His nose bled, and he lost his balance in the second round. But when he stepped out of the ring, his mother hugged him so tightly that, for a moment, the whole world stopped hurting.

“It doesn’t matter if you win or lose, son. What matters is that you don’t let yourself be defeated on the inside.”

That phrase had been buried somewhere in his mind, like all the truly valuable things we forget in the rush of years.

He put the gloves back in the box, a lump in his throat.

Since his mother’s death, no one had spoken to him with such truth. He was surrounded by flatterers, opportunists, and people who scavenged the crumbs of his fame. But no one told him the truth. No one spoke to him with love. No one embraced him like his mother did.

True love... that was his absolute absence.

He thought of his children. Their little hands, their laughter. He thought about the time one of them said, “Dad, I want to be just like you.” And instead of taking time to teach them something real, he gave them toys, money, gifts... as if affection could be wrapped in ribbons.

That night, for the first time in a long while, he didn’t drink any more. He set the beer aside. Laid down on the couch, still fully dressed, and closed his eyes. The radio was still playing softly. An old bolero spoke of lost love. And he, without knowing why, felt that something had to change the next day.

Maybe there was still time.

Maybe.

The night began to fade, and for the first time in a long while, the champion felt something close to peace.

The clock struck five-ten. Outside, the cold wind swept old papers down the street. Inside, everything was in shadows—except for the candle still burning before the photo of his mother. The flame trembled, as if it, too, wanted to speak to him.

He remained lying on the couch, eyes half-closed, listening to the bolero that still whispered from the radio. The song spoke of goodbyes, of a love that didn’t know how to stay. And then, without knowing exactly why, a single tear slid down his cheek.

It wasn’t a tear of defeat.

It was the tear of someone about to accept what he had denied for years.

That man, invincible in the eyes of the world, knew deep inside that he was broken—not by boxing’s punches, but by silence, by absence, by forgotten promises. And that realization—painful yet brave—was the first step toward something new. A redemption not earned in gyms or rings, but in the soul.

He stood slowly. Walked to the window and pulled the curtain slightly aside. The sky was beginning to lighten. There were no cars, no voices, no footsteps. Only the distant sound of a rooster announcing the birth of a new day, as if nothing had happened.

He took a deep breath. Closed his eyes. And deep inside, he swore that when he woke up, he would do something different. Maybe find his son. Maybe return to the old gym in the neighborhood. Perhaps walk, aimlessly—but with purpose: to see again that little boy who once dreamed of being a champion... and now just wanted to feel that life was still worth living.

Because even the most significant fall.

But only the true champions...

Get back up.
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Chapter 2 – Old Shoes and Red Dresses
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These were difficult years—not just for them, but for nearly everyone. The mother worked from dawn until nightfall, tirelessly, her body exhausted and her spirit worn thin. She had no one to watch her son, so she brought him along with her every day. It was heartbreaking to wake him on cold winter mornings when he was still asleep in his dreams, and to walk several miles with him to work.

And still, she never gave up.

Her motto was clear:

Always fight, never surrender.

The mother felt a mix of guilt and tenderness every time she looked at her son’s shoes: old, worn out, and split at the sides. They reflected time, sacrifice, and the journey they had been forced to take. But he never complained. Instead, his happiness came from being with her, feeling her close, and watching her work with dignity. That maternal image—with her hands covered in dirt, her forehead sweaty, and her gaze steady—was the clearest example of what true dignity is.

What that six-year-old boy wanted most wasn’t a toy or candy, but to run through the parks like the other children. He wished to play, to laugh, to sleep in late just once without feeling guilty. But he stayed silent. He knew his mother was doing everything she could for him, and he didn’t want to hurt her with his wishes.

Sometimes, while she worked washing other people’s clothes in their yards, he would sit under the shade of a tree, drawing in the dirt with a dry stick, inventing stories about heroes, planes, and champions who saved the world with a single punch. He dreamed of being strong—not to fight but to protect his mother. To keep her safe. To ensure she never again had to carry the weight of the world alone.

She, however, never complained. She always dressed, but every Sunday, without fail, she wore her red dress. It was her only luxury. The same dress she had bought years earlier with her first decent paycheck from cleaning offices. She said it didn’t matter if she was poor, as long as she didn’t stop feeling like a woman.

The boy looked at her in awe every time she put it on. In his mind, she transformed into someone else: a queen, an artist, a warrior in a red dress walking through life with her head held high. No one else seemed to notice—but he did. He saw how, though tired, his mother became radiant each time she wore that dress, even if the seams were fraying and the color had faded.

—“Why do you always wear that dress on Sundays, Mama?” — he asked one day.

She smiled— that kind of smile that conceals the exhaustion of long, hard days.

—“Because it reminds me I’m still alive. That I still have something that belongs only to me.”

And though he didn’t fully understand, he tucked that phrase deep into his heart like a shiny stone found in the mud.

On Sundays, when they went to mass, they walked hand in hand. The boy’s old shoes squeaked against the stones in the road, and his mother’s red dress fluttered like a worn-out flag—dignified, but weathered. Some people looked at them with pity, others with disdain. But they kept walking, as if carrying a secret no one else knew.

And they were.

The secret was that, despite the poverty, they had each other. It was that the love between them was so strong that not even hunger, cold, or the indifference of the world could break it.

He dreamed. She endured.

He admired it. She protected.

He laughed. She cried—silently—so he wouldn’t see.

That’s how those years went by, the years of old shoes and red dresses. The years forgotten by history books, but which shape the souls of those who learn to rise after every fall.

And even if no one took their picture or wrote their names in the newspapers, they knew they were accomplishing something remarkable: surviving with dignity.

He also remembered that his mother rarely raised a hand against him. But the scoldings were always full of love. Each day, she taught him a different life lesson:

"Be kind," "Don’t take what isn’t yours," "Never humiliate anyone."

Although she had never stepped inside a school, she was a wise woman, self-educated through life. She passed everything she knew to her only son with fierce devotion.

Among his deepest childhood wishes, there was one that came back every Christmas: he wanted a bicycle.
But poverty was such that money barely covered food, rent for a cold room, and maybe a piece of clothing to get through the winter. His mother would quietly cry each holiday season. She couldn’t afford to buy him even a new shirt—let alone a toy.
—"A good dinner once a year does not harm," she would say, kissing his forehead as she served him the simplest meal as if it were a feast.

He didn’t fully grasp what those words meant, but he felt happy because the food tasted like hugs, and being with his mother was the greatest gift of all.

Another memory permanently etched in his soul was the red dress.

Every day after work, they would pass by a shop where his mother, without stopping, would glance quietly at a red dress hanging in the window.

It was beautiful—bright, as if it didn’t belong to their world. Every time she saw it, she fought back tears. But he noticed.

—“Mother... why do you always cry when you see that red dress?”

Trying not to break down, she wiped her eyes and replied in a trembling voice:

—“Oh, mijo... Your father, back when we were dating, used to say his dream was to see me in a red dress. He said that color would make me look more beautiful than ever...”

He held those words close like a promise. Someday, he thought he would buy her that dress. Not out of vanity—but as a symbol of gratitude. Of justice.

He also longed, at least once, to have a toy.

Something to help him forget the days when there was nothing to eat. A distraction from the freezing nights and the hungry days. But there was no money for that. Not even enough to stay long in one place.

In less than a year, they lived in three different homes.

The emotions were fierce and humiliating. Sometimes, the police would show up with papers, and neighbors would step outside to watch, whispering cruelly.
His mother, head bowed, would gather their few belongings. He, confused and hurt, wished for just one thing: a stable home. And a television.
Poverty wasn't just the lack of things.

It was also rejection. Marginalization.

Sometimes he would see children his age playing with wooden toy cars, but no one ever lent him one. The mothers of those children would whisper to their kids:

—“Don’t play with that boy. He comes from a bad family." 

He didn’t fully understand what they meant, but he knew one thing: he wasn’t welcome.

One afternoon, he discovered a small toy car left outside his house. He picked it up happily and started playing with it innocently.
But minutes later, a boy appeared, claiming it, accompanied by his mother.
Without giving him a chance to speak, she accused him of stealing.

They called the police and the landlord.
The outcome was swift and cruel: they were evicted that very night.
The landlord, arrogant and wealthy, didn’t care to listen. Neither did the police.
They were just a single mother and a poor child. No one stood up for them.
—“Please, don’t throw us out...” the boy begged through tears.
“I didn’t steal the toy car—it was just outside our home...”
—“What my son says is true,” his mother added with dignity.
“We are poor, but we are not thieves.”
—“Enough with the whining!” the landlord shouted.

“Be grateful I’m not having you arrested. Get out!”

Then the boy, trembling with rage, wiping away his tears, spat on the man’s shoes and shouted:

—“One day, you will depend on me! And when that day comes, you’ll lick the dust off my shoes for every humiliation you’ve made us endure!”

Everyone around laughed mockingly.
But he held his gaze firm, his head held high.
As they walked away from that place, his mother cried silently.

He gripped her hand tightly.

—“Don’t worry, Mother. One day, we’ll laugh at all this. One day, I’ll buy you that red dress, and no one will ever humiliate you again.”

She looked at him with love and said:

—“Son... revenge only brings more hatred. Forgiveness brings peace. Don’t let them turn you into what they are. Being different is what makes the difference. Fight, but don’t hate. Walk, but don’t trample. Cry, but don’t curse. Always remember that.”

And so, beneath the frozen sky and carrying the weight of another injustice, the boy kept walking.
With torn shoes—but a soul fully awake.
Because he knew his story was beginning.
The night they were evicted, the cold felt harsher than ever.
Not just because of the weather, but because the door had been slammed shut in their faces.
They had nowhere to go.
They wandered for a long time, with only their shadows for company. Eventually, they found shelter in an old, abandoned store, where they spent the night on pieces of cardboard, wrapped in a thin blanket that barely covered them.

The mother held her son tightly, trying to shield him from the wind that seeped in through the cracks with the warmth of her chest.
He, though shivering, didn’t say a word.
He watched his mother’s face in the dim light.
To him, it seemed like her eyes could hold no more sadness.
—“Tomorrow will be better, Mother,” he whispered.

She didn’t respond. She only hugged him more tightly and buried her face in his hair.

The next morning, they kept walking.
His mother didn’t want to be seen as defeated. Neither did he.
They searched through streets and alleyways for a place that might take them in.
Finally, an older woman, owner of a dilapidated tenement, gave them a damp, dark room for a small rent, “just until they got back on their feet.”
That’s where they lived for the next few months.
The boy began to understand many things.
He learned to read faces, recognize pity masked as charity, and see rejection hidden behind polite manners.
But he also discovered something else: resilience—the ability to stay strong even when everything feels like it's trying to knock you down.

In those days, he learned the value of silence and observation. He became quiet during times of need and curious during moments of calm. He collected small pieces of wood, bent nails, and empty cans. With these, he built small toy cars, swords, and miniature houses.
It wasn’t just play—it was a desire to imagine a different life, a different world.
His mother would watch him and sometimes say:

—“Mijo, you have builder’s hands. You’ll accomplish great things. But never forget what kind of wood you started with.”

Sometimes they would go out together to gather leftover food from the market. Bruised fruit, stale bread, wilted vegetables—everything could be used.
He didn’t feel ashamed, but he learned to look down when someone recognized him.
He was just a child, but he already understood what it felt like to be looked at with pity.
One day, while walking back from the market, they passed the shop window with the red dress once again. As usual, his mother looked down.
But he stopped her:
—“Mama... what if one day I buy it for you?”

She smiled, a blend of tenderness and resignation.

—“Having food is enough, son. Don’t worry about things that aren’t urgent.”

But he did think about it.
Because the more poverty he saw, the stronger his desire grew to change their story.
In his heart, the red dress wasn’t just a dress—it was the promise of a life where his mother could, just once, feel beautiful.
One rainy afternoon, the boy came home soaked from head to toe. He had gone out to gather firewood and ended up caught in the downpour.
His mother didn’t scold him.
She wrapped him in an old blanket and set him by the fire.
As she dried his feet, she asked:
—“Do you know what’s the most important thing you have right now?”

—“My feet?” he replied, still shivering.

—“Your heart,” she said, placing her hand on his chest.

“Never let anyone freeze it. Not the rain, not hunger, no injustice. When everything else is gone, let it keep beating strong.”

Those words stayed with him like a tattoo carved into his soul.

More winters arrived. More moves happened. More evictions occurred. Sometimes they slept in cardboard shelters, in borrowed rooms.
And although life stayed tough, he continued to grow—physically and in determination.
There were days when his mother couldn’t go on.
You could hear it in her voice and see it in the way she stared at the wall for hours.
But she never stopped getting up.
Never stopped smiling at her son in the morning.
One morning in particular, the six-year-old boy told her:

—“Mother... when I grow up, I’ll have a house. A room just for you, with painted walls and a closet full of dresses. And a big bed... where you can sleep without fear.”

She smiled.
And for the first time in a long while, a tear escaped her eye—not out of sadness, but out of hope.
—“I don’t need all that, son. If you grow up to be a man of your word... you’ll make me the richest woman in the world.”

And that promise—spoken amid the echo of a gritty tenement and the smell of toasted bread—became a seed deeply planted in the child's soul forever.

The day he was enrolled in school was a mix of joy and fear.

His mother had saved for weeks to buy him a notebook, a pencil, and a secondhand backpack from a neighbor.

They weren’t new or pretty, but to him, they were treasures.

He showed up on the first day wearing the cleanest clothes he had, even though the shirt was fraying at the collar and his shoes were still broken.

When he entered the classroom, everyone looked at him strangely. His classmates wore new uniforms, carried shiny backpacks, and talked about TV shows and toys he didn’t even know existed.

At first, no one approached him. He sat in the last row, back straight, with a steady gaze. He didn’t speak much, but he listened carefully to every word the teacher said—a deep thirst for learning burned inside him.

During recess, one of the kids approached him and asked:

—Why are your shoes ripped?

He didn’t respond; he looked down.

Another boy added with a laugh:

—Bet you live in the back rooms where it smells like pee. The little poor boy of the class!

The others laughed, and it spread like wildfire. The teacher did nothing.

That afternoon, when he got home, he said nothing, but his mother noticed his silence.

—Did anyone upset you? —She asked gently.

—No. I want to learn to read faster. So no one can ever mock me again.

That night, his mother lit a candle and took out an old notebook with yellowing pages. She placed it in his hands and said:

—Here are the letters that will open the world to you. Don’t let anyone close it just because your shoes are old.

He learned quickly, too quickly for his age. In just a few months, he was reading better than many of his classmates. He also started writing stories in the margins of his notebook — little tales about a queen mother and a brave boy living in a cardboard castle.

His teacher started to notice. One day, in front of the entire class, she said:

—This boy, with his torn shoes and dirt-stained hands, is one of the smartest I’ve known. Learn from him.

From then on, some classmates began to see him differently. But others — the more spoiled ones — kept mocking him. They called him “the beggar’s son” or “the boy from the dumpsters.” He just clenched his teeth and told himself: Someday you’ll see... someday you’ll all depend on me.

One day, his mother came home crying. She didn’t want to say what had happened, but he kept insisting until she finally told him that her job had cut her pay “for not having proper papers.” She had worked twice as hard but was paid only half as much. They showed her the door without explanation.

—It doesn’t matter. —she said—. As long as you keep studying, I’ll keep fighting. You must never be without school, son. If I have to, I’ll sell what little I have.

And she did. She sold her engagement ring, the only tangible reminder of her father. He watched silently as she carefully removed it with trembling hands and exchanged it for a few crumpled bills.

—Don’t you want to keep it? —he asked.

—Your education is more valuable than a ring. Besides... —she smiled—, Someday, you’ll buy me a new one, right?

He nodded. And in his eyes, there was a promise.

Gradually, the boy started to stand out. He received his first award for reading, then another for writing. The teacher asked him to read one of his pieces in front of the class. And for the first time, when he finished, there was no laughter — only applause.

That’s when he understood something: poverty can be silenced with talent. Rejection can be fought with words. Pain can become a story. And if you learn to narrate your own life, then no one else will write it for you.

One afternoon, while walking home from school together, they passed the shop with the red dress again. His mother, as usual, looked away. But he stopped.

—Mom... someday, when I buy you that dress... will you wear it?

She smiled.

—Of course I will, son. That day, I’ll dance with you right in the middle of the street if I have to.

And they both laughed, despite their poverty and all they lacked. But with a bright certainty burning in their chests: that someday, everything would change.
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Chapter 3 – The City of Lies
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Juan was just six years old when his mother was presented with what seemed like an unbeatable opportunity: a job in another city, with housing and meals provided. For her, it was the chance to leave behind cold mornings with empty stomachs and tears hidden under the blankets. But it also meant the pain of pulling her son out of school, away from his friends, and from the small world where he could still dream.

She couldn’t explain everything to Juan, so she woke him before sunrise, hugged him tightly, and told him they were going on a trip. She settled him into the backseat of an old car, and during the ride, she watched him sleep with his face pressed against the fogged-up window. Now and then, he mumbled about school, soccer, or a goal he had scored.

When he finally fully woke up, Juan asked eagerly:

—Are we headed to the beach, or is it a surprise?

His mother gently stroked his cheek, swallowed hard, and smiled with a tenderness that concealed the lump in her throat.

—We’re going to start fresh, my love. Soon you’ll have a lovely house, a soccer field, and new friends.

The driver, a quiet man with a dry expression, cracked a crooked smile.

—Listen to your mother, kid. Sometimes change is necessary... even if it hurts a little at first.

Juan frowned with suspicion. He grasped his mother’s hand. She felt the slight tremor in his small fingers and, almost instinctively, pulled him to her chest. Next to her, in the front seat, the driver glanced at her sideways with a look of complete intent. She looked away, knowing there was no immediate escape. She could sense danger from afar.

When they arrived, the place was deserted. Dusty streets, empty houses with broken windows, and a silence so thick it seemed to swallow the air. The city was not what they had been promised. No children playing, no people in the markets—just closed doors and fleeting glances from the shadows. Juan noticed it immediately.

—Mom, why isn’t anyone here? Where are the other houses?... Where’s the job?

The woman pressed her lips together, still holding onto the hope that maybe it was just a misunderstanding. Maybe things would improve once they reached the house.

And they arrived.

It was big, yes—but old. It had a decaying soul. The smell of dampness, peeling walls, and furniture covered in dust filled the air. Several men came and went through the hallways, all with stern faces and quiet voices. There were no sick people or children to care for, as she had been promised. Only orders, surveillance, and silence.

From that first night, they realized they were trapped.

The doors were locked from the outside. They were given only a piece of bread each day and measured water. They weren’t allowed to speak to others. There were more rooms, but they didn’t know how many were occupied. Days blurred into nights. Time became an invisible beast that devoured them at every turn.

A week later, two more people arrived: a mother and her daughter. Juan saw them enter with the same confused look he had when he first arrived. But Juan’s mother understood everything the moment she saw the marked arms of one of them. This wasn’t a house. It was a prison cell. And what they did there was something far darker: organ trafficking.

That night, she silently cried, holding her son as if she could merge with him, as if she could hide him inside her chest. Juan didn’t understand everything, but he knew that something terrible was happening.

Days later, a man dressed like a doctor entered. He examined each of the children individually. When he got to Juan’s mother, he whispered:

—I’m an undercover police officer. Hold on. Tonight we’re coming for you.

But something went wrong.

An argument erupted among the guards. One insisted the doctor had arrived; another claimed he hadn't. Chaos broke out. One of the guards stormed into the room. The fake doctor knocked him out with swift, precise movements. Juan watched, mesmerized. He had never seen an adult fight like that — it was like watching a movie hero.

But the second guard reacted quickly. He entered with a gun and shot. The police officer fell to the floor, shot in the stomach. Amid the chaos, the other mother tried to run away with her daughter, but a bullet hit her in the back. She fell silent, her eyes fixed on the broken ceiling.

The gunfire attracted others. The real police arrived seconds later. Bullets shot like lightning.

Once it ended, the house went quiet.

Only rubble remained. Muted screams. Bodies that would never move again.

Covered in dust, Juan stared at Maya—the daughter of the murdered woman—sitting in a corner. She was trembling. No one held her. No one spoke to her. Her mother was gone.

Juan’s mother hugged her without hesitation, as if she were her own.

—I’m here,” she whispered. You’re not alone. I won’t leave you.

Weeks passed before they could leave the hospital. The physical wounds healed, but the ones inside stayed open. Now there were three: Juan, his mother, and Maya. More mouths to feed. More hardships. But also more love. A new home—fragile, but strong in its unity.

One night, as Juan’s mom tucked him in, he asked:

—Why did all that happen, Mom?

She didn’t know what to say and held him tightly.

Juan never spoke of it again.

But something had ignited inside him that night. He didn’t fully understand it yet. But he knew one thing: someday, he’d have to be stronger. He’d have to learn to fight. Not with fists—but with choices. With memory. With justice.

Because the ghost town wasn’t just a memory.
It was a wound.
A scar Juan would carry beneath his skin for the rest of his life.
And in the silence of that night, while Maya slept curled up beside him, Juan made a promise to himself: he would never let something like that happen again.

Never.

The temporary shelter provided by the government was cold. The windows didn’t close properly, and there weren’t enough beds. There was no privacy, no peace—but at least there were no padlocks on the outside of the doors.

Every night was a struggle against nightmares. Maya would wake up screaming, and Juan would rush to hold her before his mother could get up. He knew those nightmares were real.

One dawn, Juan sat by the window, watching the rain draw rivers down the dirty glass.
He remembered the woman who had fallen with her eyes wide open, the dull thud of her body hitting the ground, and the blood that spilled from her mouth without permission.
He didn’t understand why people did such terrible things, but in his heart, one word was growing stronger every day: courage.
He started to change.
He spoke less and observed more.
He began noticing things—the small details, gestures people made, the looks they avoided.
His mother noticed, too.
He was no longer a typical child. Something inside him was becoming tougher.
One morning, as they ate stale bread with coffee, Juan asked:

—Why are we still alive?

His mother looked at him in surprise. It wasn’t a question a child should ask.

—Because we didn’t give up, she answered firmly.

—And them?

—They lost everything. We didn’t. We still have the most valuable thing.

—What’s that?

She glanced at Maya, who was playing with a bent fork, then turned to her son, whose eyes now carried a new kind of strength.

—We have each other.

The government soon forgot about them.
The newspapers reported a “successful rescue,” a “dismantled trafficking ring,” and “victims under protection.”
But that protection didn’t last.
Resources were depleted, and the shelter was shut down.
They were given a bureaucratic farewell, a food voucher, and a shelter address that turned out to be fake. Juan’s mother, with her dignity still intact, didn’t beg.

She took Maya’s hand, then Juan’s, and walked with them until her feet bled.

They discovered an abandoned tenement on the edge of a dilapidated neighborhood, where an older woman offered them a room in exchange for cleaning her yard and taking her to the market once a week.

There, they survived the toughest years—but also the most defining ones.

It was in that tenement where Juan learned to survive with both his mind and his body.
He worked hauling goods at the street market, selling chewing gum, and collecting scrap metal.
But every night, before going to sleep, he would sit with Maya and make up stories—stories of worlds where orphaned children became wizards and where mothers were queens rebuilding their castles from dust.
And she listened, her eyes glowing.

Once, while he was telling a story about a boy who saved his sister from monsters, Maya interrupted:

—That boy is you.

Juan didn’t answer.
He smiled and brushed her hair.
—No, Maya. That girl... is you.

Years later, when Maya was adopted by a family in the South, Juan felt as if a piece of him had been torn away.
But he didn’t cry.
He hugged her tightly and gave her a sheet of paper folded into four.
She read it silently in the car that took her away.
"You’ll never be alone again. Even if you can’t see me, I’ll always be watching—making sure no monster gets near. With love, your brother, Juan."

But Maya managed to escape that family, who only mistreated her, and returned to Juan’s home, where they took her in however they could—without telling the government.

That night, his mother discovered Juan practicing alone, throwing punches into the air.

—What are you doing, son?

—I’m getting ready, Mom.

—For what?

—So we’re never caught off guard again. So that when I see someone suffering like we did... I’ll be able to do something.

His mother said nothing.
She hugged him.
And this time, it was she who trembled.
That night, Juan stepped out into the tenement courtyard.
The air smelled of wet earth and burnt bread.
He sat
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