
		
			[image: Cover of “Waiting on a Miracle: A Twisted Tale” by Anika Fajardo, showing a stylized illustration of three silhouetted girls standing back to back in a lush, enchanted jungle, the central girl wearing round green glasses, with a faint pink village and church in the distance, purple butterflies and yellow and purple flowers among dark green leaves, and a glowing, bright yellow butterfly hovering at the bottom; the text reads “The New York Times Bestselling Series,” “Disney,” and “What if Mirabel and her sisters had to leave the Encanto?”.]
		

	
		
			For more Twisted adventures, check out:

			A Whole New World by Liz Braswell

			Once Upon a Dream by Liz Braswell

			As Old as Time by Liz Braswell

			Reflection by Elizabeth Lim

			Part of Your World by Liz Braswell

			Mirror, Mirror by Jen Calonita

			Conceal, Don’t Feel by Jen Calonita

			Straight On Till Morning by Liz Braswell

			So This Is Love by Elizabeth Lim

			Unbirthday by Liz Braswell

			Go the Distance by Jen Calonita

			What Once Was Mine by Liz Braswell

			Almost There by Farrah Rochon

			When You Wish Upon a Star by Liz Braswell

			Fate Be Changed by Farrah Rochon

			Sally’s Lament by Mari Mancusi

			How Far I’ll Go by Keala Kendall

			Adventure Is Out There! by Liz Braswell

		

	
		
			
			[image: Title page for “Waiting on a Miracle: A Twisted Tale” by Anika Fajardo, showing the title centered in tall decorative serif letters, the author name in smaller capitals below, and the Random House logo above the words “Random House  New York” on a lightly speckled white background.]
		

	
		
			
				Random House Books for Young Readers

				An imprint of Random House Children’s Books

				A division of Penguin Random House LLC

				1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

				penguinrandomhouse.com

				rhcbooks.com/disney

				Copyright © 2026 Disney Enterprises, Inc. All rights reserved.

				Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

				RANDOM HOUSE and the colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

				Cover illustration by Jim Tierney

				Cover design by Scott Piehl

				Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

				Hardcover ISBN 9780736447614

				Ebook ISBN 9780736447621

				The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

				Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

				a_prh_7.5a_157548138_c0_r0

			

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

				Prologue

			

			
				Chapter One: Mirabel

				Chapter Two: Luisa

				Chapter Three: Isabela

				Chapter Four: Mirabel

				Chapter Five: Luisa

				A Whirlwind Romance

				Chapter Six: Isabela

				Chapter Seven: Mirabel

				Chapter Eight: Luisa

				Chapter Nine: Isabela

				Chapter Ten: Mirabel

				Chapter Eleven: Luisa

				Chapter Twelve: Isabela

				Chapter Thirteen: Mirabel

				Chapter Fourteen: Luisa

				Soon Enough

				Chapter Fifteen: Isabela

				Chapter Sixteen: Mirabel

				Chapter Seventeen: Luisa

				Chapter Eighteen: Isabela

				Beyond Our Wildest Imaginations

				Chapter Nineteen: Mirabel

				Chapter Twenty: Luisa

				Chapter Twenty-One: Isabela

				How to Be Brave

				Chapter Twenty-Two: Mirabel

				Chapter Twenty-Three: Luisa

				Chapter Twenty-Four: Isabela

				Chapter Twenty-Five: Mirabel

				Chapter Twenty-Six: Luisa

				Chapter Twenty-Seven: Isabela

				Chapter Twenty-Eight: Luisa

				Through the Jungle and Up and Down Mountains

				Chapter Twenty-Nine: Isabela

				Chapter Thirty: Mirabel

			

			
				About the Author

			

		

	
		
			
			
				To my father and my entire Colombian family

				—A.F.

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“What do you see?” Alma felt a tug on her skirt. Her best friend looked up at her. “Well?”

			Clinging to the lamppost she had climbed, Alma tried to get a better look above the crowd. All around her was a sea of light, the candles flickering and flaming in the rosy dusk. The cobblestones of the main road were obscured by the parade of her neighbors headed toward the main plaza, and each one—from the youngest child to the oldest viejito—held a candle.

			The Night of the Candles was her favorite holiday. There were no gifts, no big meals, no new clothes—none of the trappings that made other holidays fun but also stressful. This night always felt like a new beginning, a time when everything difficult seemed to fade away and all that mattered was family and friends and filling the city with goodwill. In a few weeks, after the nativity scenes had been built and the desserts had been made, there would be fireworks celebrating Nochebuena, and then it would be New Year’s Eve, when her mother handed out lentils for good fortune and her older sisters wore yellow underwear for good luck and her tío marched around the block with an empty suitcase because he hoped to travel more. But all these wonderful and silly traditions began with tonight: la Noche de las Velitas.

			“Alma!” Estela pinched her leg this time. “Tell me what you see.”

			Alma tried to focus. She scanned the spectacle. “Isa Moreno and Mateo Cruz are holding hands.”

			“Of course they are!” Estela chuckled. Ever since their friends in the barrio were ten-year-olds running up and down the church steps, Isa and Mateo had been sweethearts. It was odd to think of the shy little girl and scrawny boy they had once been becoming young adults in love.

			Despite the laugh, Alma heard the longing in her friend’s voice. Alma and Estela often watched their friends wistfully, wondering if they would ever find someone the way Isa and Mateo had found each other. Alma watched as the couple walked slowly through the crowds, oblivious to any other person, their candles so close the flames looked like one instead of two. So far, neither Alma nor Estela knew what it was like to hold hands and never want to let go. Although Estela had her eye on a boy from the countryside who she said made her insides feel gooey whenever he passed her in the street, she barely knew him. And Alma hadn’t seen anyone that made her go gooey. She was always solid, dependable Alma, the responsible middle sister obeying her parents and doing as she was told.

			“Now tell me something that’s actually interesting,” Estela complained. “If you don’t have any better chisme, climb down and give me a turn.”

			“Okay, I’m looking,” Alma said with a laugh. Across the road, she spotted the owner of the dress shop standing at her open window. “Señora Vasquez has more candles than any other balcony,” she reported.

			“I can see that from down here, Alma,” complained her friend. “What else?”

			“Máximo Cerra and my little brother are blowing out people’s candles.” Alma’s brother, only twelve, the youngest, was sweet but a troublemaker, spoiled by his older sisters. “Those two are going to be in so much trouble—as usual.”

			“It’s not news that your brother is misbehaving,” Estela said. “Who else do you see?”

			“Um…” Alma began, knowing Estela was hoping for a sighting of the boy from the countryside. But then a shout and a laugh erupted down the block and she turned a bit too quickly, wobbling on her perch.

			“Careful up there!” cried Estela. “You better come down.”

			“I’ve got it,” Alma assured her friend. “One more minute.” She stood on tiptoe and stretched herself as tall as she could, scanning the view, opening her eyes wide as the sky darkened and the candles burned.

			And then she saw him. Across the street, clinging to a different lamppost, there was a boy. Not the boy from the countryside and not really a boy—a young man, as her mother might have said. She didn’t know him, but he looked familiar, maybe someone who lived on the other side of town? His white guayabera was crisp in the candlelight, and his black hair flopped over one eye. Alma shivered even though the buildings still radiated heat from the afternoon sun. She could hear Estela asking questions, feel her friend tugging on her skirt, but she wasn’t paying attention. The boy—the young man—shook the hair out of his face and turned. He looked her way, his eyes widening.

			He smiled.

			He waved.

			At her.

			“Watch out!” Estela cried as Alma’s feet slipped from their perch and she gripped the lamppost tighter. “Do you want to trade with me? Can I get up there?”

			Alma didn’t answer. She was too busy grinning at the young man perched on the other side of the street. He pretended to bow to her and wobbled, making her laugh. He pointed at her, then at himself, then toward the plaza. He raised his eyebrows in question. Alma nodded; yes, she would meet him at the plaza.

			Estela tugged on her skirt again. “What do you see?”

			“My future.”

			

			—

			“Of course you should meet him!” Estela was insisting.

			After climbing down from the lamppost, the bravado Alma had experienced when she first saw the young man evaporated.

			“He must have been really something to attract your attention!” Estela’s eye was caught by any good-looking young man, but Alma was different. She always seemed dissatisfied, like she was waiting for someone perfect.

			“He…he was,” Alma said, seeing in her mind the way his eyes had met hers and remembering how it had felt like home. “But…”

			What was she thinking? She wasn’t the kind of girl who met strange boys across crowds of people. And she wasn’t the kind of girl boys usually noticed. She was more plain than her sisters, and she didn’t spend hours in front of a mirror like Estela. Alma was jostled just then by a woman carrying a crying child, as if the universe was proving a point.

			“Sorry,” said the woman. “I didn’t see you there.”

			Estela caught Alma’s arm as she stumbled and then lit a new candle for each of them. “You’ll sit by the fountain, say a few words, no pressure.”

			Her friend was right, of course, but Alma felt weak with nerves. Why was she so unsure now, returned to the safety of solid ground? Because in that moment when their eyes met, she had been certain. Now the confusion of the crowds, the tangy smoke of the candles, and the chill of night made her doubt herself.

			“I know you’re always so worried about doing the right thing,” said Estela, smoothing Alma’s braids and pinching her cheeks to bring out the blush, “but it’s perfectly respectable to meet a boy at the plaza on la Noche de las Velitas.”

			And that was what decided it. Because, as Alma had always felt, the Night of the Candles was a time of new beginnings.

			

			—

			
				Shielding the flame of her candle, Alma walked with the crowd toward the plaza. Once she arrived, the crowd thinned and spread out. Some headed up the church steps, others gathered by the café, and others mingled in glowing groups. Her footsteps seemed to clomp loudly as she crossed the cobblestones toward the fountain at the center of the plaza and the one person sitting on its edge.

			There he was. The young man stood, held out his candle, shook his hair out of his face. He was shorter than he had looked on his perch on the lamppost but still much taller than Alma. He bowed to her.

			“Sit,” he said, gesturing to the stone ledge that ran around the fountain, one she had run along many times as a child. “Please,” he added.

			Alma smiled shyly and sat. Suddenly she could barely remember being a child.

			“I’m Pedro,” the man said. He held out his hand timidly.

			“Alma.”

			“I saw you,” Pedro said, his gaze fixed on a broken cobblestone.

			“Me too.” Alma nodded, picturing him clinging to his lamppost, and began to study the cobblestone, too. She felt timid but also exhilarated. She wondered if this was the gooey thing Estela was always talking about.

			“I mean…not just tonight.”

			A shiver went down Alma’s spine. When and where had he seen her?

			“I’ve seen you headed toward el colegio.”

			“I just finished school,” Alma said.

			Pedro’s eyes met hers, and he said that was when he must have seen her.

			“I’ve never seen you before.” How had she missed him? She hoped it was a day she wasn’t wearing her sisters’ hand-me-down clothes. She was glad she had worn her new dress tonight.

			“I’ve also seen you in town, with”—he looked up—“your sisters?”

			“I have three,” she said. “And one annoying little brother.”

			Pedro laughed, and the sound made her want to make him laugh again. So she told him about her brother’s antics—the pranks and the silly performances and the stories he told—and when Pedro laughed even more, her heart flipped. Then he took her hand, and she definitely felt gooey.

			They sat like that for what felt like forever and no time at all, their fingers intertwined, watching their candles burn and flicker.

			“Give me that,” Pedro said, and he took Alma’s candle. He turned it sideways until the hot wax dripped onto the fountain’s edge, and then he righted it, pressing it into the wax, where it stuck. “Hands-free candles,” he said with a grin after repeating the process with his own candle.

			She watched the flame surge and thought of the story of la Noche de las Velitas that her parents had told her, the one meant to discourage naughty little brothers from blowing out sisters’ candles: Each candle on la Noche de las Velitas represented a wish.

			“This is my favorite night of the year,” Alma said.

			“Mine too,” Pedro agreed. “Especially now.”

			Alma smiled at the two flames dancing in the evening breeze. All around them, the plaza bustled with people talking and laughing, carrying candles and setting up paper faroles cut out to depict flowers and moons and butterflies. A band set up near the café, and some couples began dancing in the street. Meanwhile, Alma and Pedro talked about their childhoods and their dreams, their families and their secret hopes. The band packed up, and the café owner stacked the chairs and tables, but Alma and Pedro kept talking and holding hands. The stars came out, and the faroles burned down as the plaza began to empty.

			“Look,” Pedro said, interrupting his own story about his grandfather’s farm. “Our candles.”

			“They’re still standing,” Alma said.

			“No,” he said, “they’re not just still standing; they have hardly burned down.”

			Alma peered at them. It was true. While the other candles had melted to nothing around them, their own two still flickered.

			“My father says that the longer your candle burns,” she said, “the more likely your wish will come true.”

			Pedro looked from the candles to Alma’s face, staring into her eyes. “I think my wish is already coming true.”

			“Mine too,” she said.

		

	
		
			
				One

				Mirabel

			
			My tío’s eyes are dark, deep as soup bowls. We’re standing face to face in his hideaway inside the walls of our house, where, it seems to me, my uncle Bruno has been for a long time—too long, by the looks of his haggard face, tattered clothes, and frantic expression. I shift and bounce twice on my toes and then straighten my skirt and smooth my blouse, taking in everything he’s told me. We look at each other for what feels like an eternity. Somewhere water drips, dishes clatter in the kitchen on the other side of the wall, and rodent nails scratch across the floor.

			Bruno eases into his chair and pulls a rat onto his lap, stroking the creature behind its scrawny ears. I ask him about what he saw, and he tries to explain about the past, about what happened with his visions—about how he knew he needed to leave but wasn’t quite brave enough to abandon home. He says that’s why he hid away inside the walls of the house: to avoid making anything worse.

			“Abuela worried about the magic,” he says.

			I nod. I know about Abuela’s worries. She’s always trying to keep the magic and the Madrigals safe, always expecting the most of her family, and always protecting and caring for the entire Encanto. Everyone else works so hard to please her, especially the Madrigals with gifts. Pepa with her sun and rain, Dolores with her acute hearing, Camilo with his shape-shifting. My sisters. No one wants to disappoint Abuela. Especially not the little girl who was expecting to get a gift and make her family proud. So for all these years, I’ve tried. Believe me—I’ve tried. I wish that for once I could be noticed for doing something right.

			I watch my uncle petting his rata and think about how he’s been here the whole time, sitting in his gloomy lair. While the rest of the Madrigals were celebrating and working together and growing up, Bruno was here. He missed out on our childhoods, on the changes Casita has made and the way Abuela has slowed down. Has he even seen Isabela’s towering ceiba tree? Or heard Papá’s latest composition? Does he know how helpful Luisa is to the townspeople? How Camilo is finally learning to take his gift seriously (most of the time)? I can’t imagine making the choice to leave. There would have to be a really good reason. I would miss my family so much if I went away, even if it were only as far as inside Casita’s walls. But Bruno doesn’t say if he’s missed us or if he regrets leaving—or hiding. He just keeps stroking the rat’s ears. “My guess? The family, the Encanto, and the fate of the miracle itself—well, it’s all going to come down to you.”

			His words ricochet around my brain, bumping into all the other stuff in there—the “shoulds” and the “what-ifs” and the “can’ts.” There’s a scratching, knocking sound coming from somewhere, but all I can really hear is the echo of his words swirling and shifting around his lair, and I can feel them morph into the usual refrain: You don’t have a gift, you ruin everything, and this is all your fault, Mirabel.

			While a drip-drip in the distance punctuates time like the hands on a clock, my tío continues to stare at me. People don’t usually stare at me. They don’t usually even notice me unless I’m doing something wrong. Which maybe I have this time, because my uncle’s face is filled with pity, and that’s almost worse than the frightened look he had when I first glimpsed him in the walls of Casita, hidden beneath his cloak. I’m still catching my breath after chasing him through the maze of hidden corridors and treacherous back ways. He looked so terrified when he turned back to glance at me, but I never meant to scare him; I just needed answers.

			This isn’t the one I was hoping for.

			“Or maybe I’m wrong,” he says. He throws up his long bony hands and shrugs. “It’s a mystery.”

			I squeeze my eyes shut, and in the darkness behind my lids, I picture my sisters, my parents, my abuela—everyone in my family so disappointed in me.

			“Look,” Bruno says at last. He gets up and goes to the door, ushering me toward it. “If I could help any more, I would. But that’s all I know.”

			His face is pained but determined. He’s done being an uncle to me. The door to his hideout creaks as he opens it, as though it isn’t accustomed to being used.

			“Good luck.”

			I open my mouth, take a breath. I want to protest. I need to know more. He can’t just leave it like this. He might be hidden away, but he’s still part of the family. My brain whirs as I try to think of a way to get him to help me. There must be something more he can do.

			Then, as if he’s reading my thoughts, he adds, “I wish I could have seen more.”

			It wouldn’t have mattered, I think. No matter what visions Bruno could see, I know they’d all point to me. Ever since I was a little girl, any disaster big or small has tended to have something to do with me. And now, today, the day of my sister Isabela’s engagement…cracks in Casita’s plaster, loose floorboards, and a flickering candle—not to mention the fading magic. I saw it all with my own eyes, and now that the family has seen it, too, there’s no denying that something is wrong.

			Very wrong.

			And whenever that happens, la familia Madrigal can assume it’s my fault. There was the time I was ironing Abuela’s best embroidered tablecloth—her favorite—and ended up scorching a hole in the middle. Or the day I thought I would get started cooking the beans while Mami was in town but then dropped her favorite pot, and the splinters of pottery cut Camilo’s foot. Or the time I promised to help Miss Perfect Isabela in the garden but ended up trampling her trumpet vine.

			And, of course, there was the day I didn’t get a gift.

			Bruno gently pushes me through the doorway and into the warren of paths within Casita’s walls. I hear the latch close with a decisive click. There is a scurry of rodent feet and high-pitched squeaks of the rats talking to each other, telling chisme and spreading rumors.

			I stand outside his door for a moment, waiting—hoping that he’ll change his mind and come out again. He doesn’t. What else can I do? I can’t just go back to him and beg. I’m going to have to figure this out on my own, without his—or anyone’s—help. So I turn and make my way out of my tío’s sad little life, with its telenovela theater and faded, forgotten furniture and makeshift Madrigal memorabilia. I picture the sad imitation dinner plate and promise myself that I’ll never give up like he did, that I’ll make the family proud, that I’ll figure out a way to save the magic—to save the miracle and our family.

			I retrace my path, ducking my head and leaping over gaps in the floor. I pick my way across the broken boards, the rubble of bricks and rocks, and the dust. There’s the patching equipment left behind by Bruno—or, as he said, Hernando. I can’t help smiling at that, but I don’t turn back. Now that I’m walking, not chasing Bruno, the route takes much longer. At each corner, I expect to emerge on the upstairs balcony where I entered, but there’s always one more passageway. It reminds me of the long journey back down the staircase that awful day after I didn’t get my gift. I can still remember the excitement and pride as I walked toward the soon-to-be-mine door, the soft ruffles of my new dress swishing around my knees, the warm glow of Mami and Papá watching me, the eager faces of my sisters, who were so proud—at least back then. And then there was the cold doorknob, the tear in Abuela’s eye, the shame as I slinked away. The stairs seemed to stretch out forever, never ending. Mami tried to take my hand, but Abuela stopped her.

			“She must find a way to travel her own path now, mija,” Abuela said.

			I wasn’t sure what that meant back then, but now I’m beginning to understand.

			The fate of the miracle itself—well, it’s all going to come down to you, Bruno said.

			I wish I could unhear him, unknow the secret of his vision. But now that I have discovered the truth, I’m going to have to figure out a way to fix this. Behind the walls of Casita, it’s eerily quiet, making the titters, squeaks, and scritch-scratches of the rats, the drip-drip of a leak somewhere, and my own footsteps even louder. I hear a beating rhythm as I walk: You, it’s all up to you. You, Mirabel, you. By the time I make it back to Bruno’s hidden opening in the wall, I feel more alone than ever.

			At last, I push aside the painting that protects the secret entrance and whisper: “I need to save the magic.”

			No one—not even the rats—responds. As usual, I’m on my own.

			“I’m going to save the magic,” I say, a little louder this time. “And the family.”

			

			—

			I peer around one of Isabela’s potted plants and check to see if the coast is clear. The corridor is empty, but I can hear voices below. Abuela commanding, Félix and Pepa calling to Camilo, Dolores and Isabela fretting. There’s the sound of piano keys crashing (Luisa must have dropped the upright again). I’m sure Papá is in the kitchen with Mami, cleaning up the mess.

			Casita’s mess.

			My mess.

			“Well, if it’s all up to me,” I say to the empty corridor with more confidence than I feel, “I better get started.”

			Not that I know how to do that.

			I stand, straighten the painting that hides the entrance to Bruno’s hideout, brush the dust and sand from my skirt, smooth my hair, and adjust my glasses. Breathe in, breathe out. I’m ready to face la familia. I’m ready to accept the blame and, more important, figure out how to fix everything.

			But as I turn toward the stairs, something yellow catches my eye. Tucked behind a planter is the stuffed jaguar I made for Antonio. He must have dropped it. I stoop and pick up the cloth cat, admiring my handiwork. This toy is so much better than the first one I made him when he was barely a toddler. That little stuffed loro fell apart almost immediately, but this one is well-made and won’t tear at the seams like the parrot did. I smile as I remember how happy he was when he pulled the jaguar from its wrapping. His face lit up, and he squeezed Jaguarcito like it was the most precious thing in the world, not knowing that he would soon have an entire menagerie of his own.

			“Gracias,” Antonio said to me, his smile shining up at me, his favorite cousin. No one looks at me—no one really sees me—the way that little boy does. “I love you, Mirabel.”

			The stuffed animal’s crooked button eyes stare up at me as if it’s wondering how it got here, hidden under a plant. I snap off a loose thread from the jaguar’s tail. Now that Antonio has real animals to play with, no wonder this toy is forgotten. He probably doesn’t want this old thing anymore, but I decide returning it to him is a good excuse for putting off facing my family.

			I knock and then open his bedroom door.

			“Papito,” I call. “It’s me!”

			A chorus of parrots and monkeys greets me as I step into Antonio’s animal wonderland. “Antonio!” I yell. No sign of my cousin. A pair of chigüiros approach, hoping I have treats for them. I rub their furry heads. “Sorry, guys,” I say. “No sugar cane for you today, just Jaguarcito for Antonio.”

			I hold up the stuffed jaguar, and the animals sniff it curiously.

			“I mean, he’s obviously got the real thing now—where is Parce?” I look around for Antonio’s favorite real jaguar, the one that hasn’t left his side since he got his gift. “But who doesn’t want their old lovey? Plus, look—” I tuck Jaguarcito in the pocket of my skirt. “Pocket-sized! Parce can’t do that!”

			I laugh, even though the chigüiros are looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. Who knows? Maybe I have. All the tension and stress. I’m talking to a stuffed toy and animals—whom I do not understand, not the way my primito does, anyway.

			I sigh and look around Antonio’s jungle room. I’ve missed him since he moved here. The nursery feels too big and empty without him. I run a hand along the smooth trunk of a wax palm that soars into the magical ceiling of his paradise. I can see why he couldn’t wait to get out of our room, but I loved those moments when we would whisper in the gray light of predawn, Antonio asking me questions and me trying to answer (and making up stories when I didn’t know the answers). We would each lie on our narrow bed and look up at the actual plaster ceiling, the one I had painted with flowers and vines and stars and butterflies.

			“Why is the sky blue, Mirabel?” he would ask.

			“Because it’s filled with water,” I would say, and then we’d giggle.

			“Why are papayas so yummy?”

			“Because they’re made out of sugar and stardust.”

			“Really?” he’d ask.

			I’d laugh. “But that’s what a papaya tastes like, don’t you think, papito?”

			Sometimes he would ask, “Why does the candle burn in the window?”

			“That’s the miracle of the familia Madrigal,” I would say. And then I would tell him the story of the magic and Casita and the gifts—again. How our family was given a great miracle and that was the beginning of the Encanto and our lives here. Sometimes, when I got to the part about how Abuelo was lost all those years ago, Antonio would cross the creaking boards of the nursery floor and snuggle with me until he wasn’t frightened anymore.

			Those are the moments I miss.

			“Antonio?” I call again. I know he must have come back here after he finished eating; Pepa always lets him go play during long family dinners. Lucky him, I think. He didn’t have to experience the disaster that was the non-engagement and all the chaos that followed. He didn’t see how everyone blames me. He’s always seen the best in me. I wish everyone did.

			“Well? Have you seen him?” I ask, but the chigüiros amble away. I might not be able to talk to animals the way Antonio can, but it’s clear these two have not seen my cousin. My eyes scan the room, which is filled with wildlife but no little boy. For some reason, a twitch of uneasiness tickles my neck. I don’t know why, but I have a funny feeling. Not only is Casita in trouble and something wrong with the magic, but maybe I need to make sure Antonio is okay.

			And soon.

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Luisa

			
			Ever since dinner with the Guzmáns ended in disaster, and the cracks—that I guess were caused by my sister Mirabel—spread through the casa, everyone has been running around like they don’t know which way is up. Luckily, in the commotion no one seems to have noticed that I could barely move the piano when Señora Guzmán asked for it. I mean, I literally couldn’t lift it. A little old piano—the creaky upright, not even a grand. If Mariano hadn’t decided right then to propose to Isabela—or try to propose—I would’ve sat down on the floor and cried. But of course I didn’t, because no one should ever see me—strong Luisa—crying.

			And then I had barely gotten that piano in place with some shoving and pushing and a little old-fashioned physics when chaos broke out everywhere. First there were the cracks, then there was the flower from Isabela that shot up and blossomed in Mariano’s face (which I have to admit was kind of funny), and then Pepa was suddenly making it rain in the dining room. Abuela tracked the storm clouds circling above the bowls of sancocho and glasses of jugo de lulo—her eyes their own storm clouds, all dark and angry. I kept looking back and forth between her and Mirabel, who was slinking away, then scurrying like a rat out of the room. Once Mariano ushered his mother out, Mami whisked away the dinner plates and mopped up spilled soup and a broken wine glass, and Papá rushed to follow her to the kitchen, already asking what he could do to help. Dolores—the one who spilled Mirabel’s secret to begin with—ran out, a hand over her mouth, followed by Pepa and her thunderstorm. Félix and Camilo rushed to Abuela’s side to make sure she didn’t faint, something I should have thought to do except I was still—am still—collapsed next to the piano.

			I’m so shocked at everything I’ve just seen, I feel frozen. I’m not moving like I normally would, I’m not freaking out like Pepa, and of course I’m not crying. Well, maybe there are a few tears falling down my cheeks. I can hear Isabela shout with ice in her voice: “Mirabel!” I would not want to be my little sister when Isabela finds her. Maybe she’s hiding with Antonio in his room. He’s probably been in there all night, playing and having carefree fun like a little kid should.

			I look around at the destruction in the dining room, knowing it’s just a matter of time before Abuela wants me to do something for her. The best thing I can do now is return the unplayed instrument to its spot in the courtyard. I yank and shove the piano—again—across the floor tiles, getting as sweaty as those workmen I see in town. Normally, I would just pick the thing up. But right now the effort of pushing the instrument feels herculean. I roll out my neck a few times after I get it into place, my muscles aching. If moving a little old piano is this difficult, what else can’t I do? And what will Abuela say when she finds out my gift is fading? And if I’m not strong, who am I?

			“Luisa!”

			I jump. Abuela’s sharp voice is right behind me. Sometimes it feels like she can read my mind. She squints at me. “Don’t slouch, Luisa.”

			“Sí, Abuela.” I pull back my aching shoulder blades.

			“Why are you just standing there?”

			I try to breathe calmly, like I’m not winded from moving the piano, like nothing is wrong. “I was—”

			Abuela cuts me off. “Help out! Things are in chaos. Where’s Mirabel?”

			That’s what I want to know. The moment Dolores spilled the secret at dinner that Mirabel is destroying the magic, I knew that’s where my not-strength is coming from; it has something to do with Mirabel. No matter how hard she tries, trouble has a way of finding her.

			“I think—”

			But Abuela’s gone in a twirl of swishing skirts and jangling keys. “Mirabel!” she yells. I rush after her as she approaches Casita’s front door, from which a loud banging is coming.

			“¡Madrigal!” call voices from outside. I jump at a clap of thunder. Pepa’s so upset, the whole Encanto is being deluged with rain. “¡Familia Madrigal! ¡Señora!”

			Before opening the door, Abuela pauses. She smooths her chignon, purses her lips, and rearranges her worried face into blank calmness. And just like that, she transforms herself from furious matriarch to grandmotherly mistress of Casa Madrigal. Sometimes I wish I could hide my true feelings like she does.

			“Buenas noches,” she greets, a bland, pleasant expression on her face. I crouch in the shadows; the townspeople look upset.

			“What’s happening?” calls someone from the crowd that has formed. Although they’re all people from the village, people I’ve known my whole life, like the butcher and the schoolteacher and the baker, I draw back. Remnants of Pepa’s rain shower drip on them, and they hold torches, the light dancing across their familiar faces making them seem like strangers, almost frightening. People always think that if you’re strong, you’re brave, but those are two totally different things.

			“What’s wrong?” someone yells.

			“What is happening?”

			“Is everything okay?”

			People murmur in agreement. This is what they all want to know.

			Just like me.

			One man steps forward, hat in hand. He looks nervous, like maybe he drew the short straw and was given the task of approaching la Señora Madrigal. “S-S-Señora,” he stutters. “Discúlpeme, pero…people are becoming anxious about the magic.”

			“Everything is fine.” Abuela’s voice is firm and strong. She smiles. I love when Abuela smiles, because you get that glimpse of her as a young woman, when she was Alma. It’s hard to imagine that someone as old as she is was ever young, but we know from that photo of her and Abuelo that back then she was really pretty (although not as pretty as Isabela). She was strong, too. Not the kind of strong I am—or was—but the kind of strong where you can carry three infants through the mountains and survive the loss of your husband. In the old family portrait, you can see a spark of something glinting in her eye. Like Mirabel, actually.

			“We are the Madrigals,” Abuela tells the villagers gathered at the door. There’s a note of triumph in her voice, almost as if she’s daring the crowd to disagree. Sometimes when I hear my grandmother speak, I wish I had that kind of strength, the kind where people listen to you. “Go home, get some rest,” she adds in a kinder tone. “All will be well.” I stand back as Abuela swings the door closed. Before latching it shut, she proclaims, “The magic is strong!”

			I look down at my hands, flexing my fingers and then curling them into fists. If the magic is strong, why aren’t I?

			

			—

			“There you are!”

			I jump. Again. I’ve just watched Abuela storm off, yelling for every family member, calling orders, shouting about disasters and disgraces. And now here’s Mirabel, huffing and puffing like she’s the one who just moved the piano. Her face is red and her clothes are rumpled, coated with a thin layer of something grimy—like sand, maybe?

			“Here I am. Where were you? Abuela’s looking for you. If you want to be found, head toward the kitchen.” I lower my voice. “Otherwise, sis, you might want to slip upstairs.”

			“Abuela’s the least of my worries right now. Have you seen Antonio?”

			“I assumed you were with him.”

			Mirabel shakes her head.

			“As far as I know,” I tell her, “Antonio snuck out after he ate, like usual. Have you checked his room? If that were my room, I’d be there all the time.”

			“I’ve searched everywhere. His room, the nursery, under the courtyard stairs. And look what I found, hidden behind a pot.”

			Mirabel holds out the little jaguar she gave Antonio on his gift day. Good old Mirabel, always trying so hard. Even though it’s got threads hanging off it and the sewn-on eyes are a bit crooked, Antonio really loves that handmade toy, and he hasn’t been without Jaguarcito since that day. In fact, when I saw how much he loved it, I wished I had thought to give him a present. I guess the rest of us assumed that getting your gift was the only gift you needed on your gift day, but Mirabel knows what it’s like to not get a gift.

			“He probably just dropped it,” I reassure her. I take the stuffed animal and turn it over in my hands. It’s soft and floppy and clearly made with a special kind of love. Plus it looks like it will last longer than the old stuffed loro she made him.

			“But then where is he?” She snatches Jaguarcito back and stuffs it in her pocket. “Are you going to help me look for him or not, Luisa?”

			“We’ve got much bigger problems tonight.” I can feel all the responsibilities breathing down my neck. I count them off on my fingers. “One: Isabela is off somewhere fuming about her ruined engagement dinner; two: I don’t know why Abuela is looking for you, Mirabel, but I think you’re in for it; and three: Casita is a mess and can’t seem to help itself, and—”

			Mirabel cuts me off. “Those are small things compared to a missing primo!” she cries. “You have to help me find him.” She tries to drag me upstairs, babbling about secret hiding spots and finding Antonio.

			But I shake off her hand. Her grip is no match for me, even with my sudden weakness.

			“Mirabel,” I say sternly, trying to channel Abuela, “I’m sure Antonio is fine, and—”

			But as usual, she doesn’t listen to me. “You don’t understand.” She crosses her arms and glares. “This is our cousin we’re talking about, and I know—I know—something is wrong. I mean, lots of things are wrong,” she adds as another clap of thunder comes from the back of the house, punctuated by Félix’s cries to calm down. “I just have a bad feeling about this.”

			“What do you mean, ‘a bad feeling’?” I squint at her.

			“Well, uh,” she begins, shifting from one foot to the other. “You see, I just saw Bruno.”

			“Bruno!” I exclaim, and clap my hand over my mouth just like Dolores did at dinner when she spilled the secret. “We don’t talk about—”

			“Yes, our uncle. Listen,” Mirabel begins, and then tells me the most fantastical tale I’ve ever heard.

			“He said he left because his gift wasn’t helping the family,” Mirabel explains.

			“He left the Encanto,” I confirm.

			“No,” she says. “That’s what I’m telling you. He’s been living inside Casita. In the walls! It turns out Bruno—our tío Bruno—has been living in the walls of the casa forever! He never left!”

			“Never left?” I repeat. My whole worldview is off suddenly. I always imagined my uncle far away, somewhere dangerous and scary. All alone. Miles from Casita and la familia Madrigal. My tío’s fate had always sounded like the worst possible thing that could happen to a person.

			“He never left. He disappeared because his gift—his visions—was upsetting everyone. And…” Mirabel pauses, looking down at her hands. She picks at her fingernails, something that Abuela scolds her for. “And he told me he left—hid away—to protect me. Because the fate of the family—and the miracle—all comes down to me.”

			“You!”

			She nods miserably.

			“Where is Bruno now? Can I meet him? Did he just tell you this? Let’s go find him. Maybe he can tell you where Antonio is?”

			“Luisa, shh!” scolds my sister. “The thing is…I’m starting to wonder if Antonio found out about the magic and the vision.”

			“How could Antonio find out? He’s just a little boy.”

			“A little boy who can talk to animals.”

			I think of the scratching and squeaking Dolores says she hears in the walls and attic.

			“The rats!” Mirabel and I say at the same time.

			“The rats might have said something.” She has a pained expression on her face. “They maybe heard our conversation and told him.”

			“The animal grapevine?”

			“Don’t joke!” she cries. “We have to find Antonio before…”

			She doesn’t need to finish her sentence.

			“Okay, okay. Stop shouting. Abuela will hear you.” I put my hands on my hips. “Fine, I’ll help you look for him.”

			

			—

			But he’s nowhere to be found.

			We scour his room and ask all the animals—who seem to shrug at our questions like they’re offended we would try to talk to them. We search every hide-and-seek spot from our childhood. We check under tables and behind the stairs. In the courtyard, I look up to see if he’s climbed the bougainvillea. There’s no small boy up there, but I do see the Madrigal candle. I squint and wonder: Is it burning faster than usual? No, I must be imagining things; Abuela said the magic is strong.

			“I think we have to tell Abuela,” I say at last.

			Mirabel and I are in the nursery again, and she’s checked under the bed for the fourth time because, she says, that’s where she found him before.

			“We can’t tell Abuela. She’s already so upset at me. She’ll blame it on me.” She plops on the narrow bed. “And she’d be right; it is all my fault.”

			The mattress creaks as I sit beside my sister. “It’s not your fault, Mirabel,” I say, putting my arm around her. “Like, the cracks in the house—that can’t be your fault.”

			But she just shakes her head.

			“It is my fault, Luisa. That’s what Bruno’s vision showed. That it all comes down to me. And so it’s probably my fault that Antonio is missing.”

			I stand up, stretch. “Okay, then. We’ll keep looking. Let’s try outside. Maybe he’s with the donkeys? They probably have a lot to say.”

			

			—

			The donkeys, it turns out, do have a lot to say. But that doesn’t mean we can understand them.

			“Argh! I feel so useless!” I say, watching them chew on the grass (and a few of Isabela’s flowers).

			“You feel useless?” says Mirabel. “You’re not the one without a gift. Plus, I think that one just rolled his eyes at me.”

			“Yeah,” I agree. “That’s Gordo. He’s pretty judgy.” I reach out to pet the donkey’s velvety nose, but he sidesteps and inches toward the gate of the donkey enclosure. “Oh no, you don’t,” I warn, and shoo him back. “If he gets out, I’m not sure I have the strength to carry him back. He’s really heavy; he’s not called Gordo for nothing.”

			Mirabel stares at me. “Really? You’re still weak? It’s that bad?”

			“I mean, ever since yesterday, it’s like sometimes I feel fine and other times…” I sigh.

			“And it’s all my fault,” Mirabel says again. Then she stands taller. “The least I can do is find Antonio, even if I’m not sure how to fix the magic.”

			“Mirabel?” I say cautiously. She’s not going to like what I’m about to say. “I think we need some help.”

			“What? We can’t tell Abuela!”

			“Not Abuela,” I agree.

			“Mami? We need more help than just curing an injury. We need to find a little boy. And we can’t tell Pepa!” She shudders. “Just think of the weather!”

			“Mirabel, I think who we need is—”

			“And we really need help from someone with a gift, not Félix or even Papá. I don’t really trust Camilo to help out. He’d probably just shape-shift into Antonio and call it good. And Dolores…”

			“Mirabel!” I interrupt. I know she doesn’t want to hear this, but it’s the only solution. “We need to get—”

			And then my little sister groans, realizing exactly who I mean. “Not Señorita Perfecta!”

		

	
		
			
				Three

				Isabela

			
			As I sweep the dining room—the site of the disaster only hours ago—I cringe at the memory of Señora Guzmán’s horrified expression when the floors began to buckle and then that rosebud whacked poor Mariano in the nose. I’ll never forget the look on his face. I’m so embarrassed—no, I’m humiliated. Abuela told me that this match, me and Mariano, was the best thing to happen in the Encanto in many years. She was counting on me, and I let her down. I pick up the dirty dishes strewn across the table and clear away the fallen petals. Mami has already taken away the food, and Casita has done its best to rearrange itself after the falling tiles and cracks. All that’s left to do is clean up the grains of rice and crumbs of arepa.

			“Isabela!” someone calls from the courtyard. Mirabel. I can’t help rolling my eyes, even though Abuela says it’ll give me wrinkles.

			“There you are,” I grumble back. This is all her fault. She had one job—to stay out of the way and let those of us with gifts take care of everything as usual.

			“What a mess,” she says as she enters the room.

			I roll my eyes again—too bad about wrinkles—at the obvious. I want to shout, Of course it’s a mess! Something is horribly wrong in the Encanto! Instead, I take a deep inhale and
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