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ONCE UPON A TIME there was a family. Pedro and Alma Madrigal, the proud parents of triplets, loved their babies deeply, as parents do. And so, in order to protect and care for their little ones, they set out to find a new home and create a better life.

With only the glow of a single candle to light the way, the parents and their three babies—two girls and a boy—led others who, like them, were seeking a place of peace and safety. They traveled over difficult and treacherous terrain. They faced steep cliffs and narrow paths, harsh weather, and threatening bandits. Pedro and Alma had promised to make a new life, and they didn’t—wouldn’t—give up.

But the journey’s dangers were many. From the banks of a swift-moving river, the travelers struggled to cross the rushing water. Step by treacherous step, they made their way through it. Holding her babies tightly, Alma Madrigal hesitated. The water was fast, and in places, deep. But the look of encouragement in Pedro’s eyes convinced her that everything would be okay.

She was exhausted by the time she reached the other shore. And she refused to let go of her husband’s hand. Then bandits appeared and threatened the travelers. As they approached, Pedro braved the enemies so his family could survive.

When Pedro died, Alma was heartbroken. But she knew she had to protect her children. Huddled with her babies, Alma watched the candle flicker and dim. The danger was approaching again. But just as the light was about to be extinguished, she found a miracle. Before her eyes, the little candle filled with magic. It burned brightly, drawing butterflies to itself, and banished the darkness. It fought off the bandits. The candle became an eternal flame and created a place of wonder.

An Encanto.

Their new home was nestled between tall mountains. The steep slopes protected a lush and vibrant valley. Waterfalls sparkled. Palm trees swayed. Flowers bloomed. And in the center of the Encanto, a fantastical house sprouted from the earth. The house itself came to life and filled with magic.

Alma was the heart of the Encanto. Her three children, each of whom was also imbued with a magical gift, sustained her.

As the years passed, the family thrived. The triplets married and had children of their own. The house changed and expanded, always making room for each new family member. A flourishing town grew. The Encanto became a paradise for all who lived there, and the Madrigals were at the center of it.
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EVERYTHING IS BLURRY, but I don’t need my glasses to know that I’m waking up in the nursery that I share with my little cousin, Antonio. I squint against the bright sun shining directly on my face. Ugh! Teenagers shouldn’t be woken up this early. Stretching and rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I yawn—and then I remember what today is. I sit up and shove my glasses on my face.

Today is Antonio’s fifth birthday! And more important, it’s his gift day. Tonight, if all goes well, he’ll be sleeping in his new room. His own room. I wonder what his gift will be. Now with clear vision, I look across the room to Antonio’s bed. But instead of finding a little brown-haired boy, all I see is his bare mattress. Where is my primito?

I scramble out of bed. The drawers of my dresser fly open and I wiggle out of my nightgown and into my skirt and blouse—ignoring the stitching coming loose on the butterfly I embroidered last night. Never mind. I’ll fix that later. What’s important is finding Antonio.

“Buenos días, Casita,” I call to the house as I leave the nursery. Casita catches the door before it slams, closing it gently. “Sorry, Casita,” I say to my house—my beloved magical house. I pat the railing and gaze down at the courtyard. “Has anyone seen Antonio?”

But no one is below. I fly down the stairs. I almost trip, but Casita gently cradles me with the rug. “Gracias!”

Today everyone is going to be busy, and I really want to help. I head to the dining room. Where is Mamá? I might be only fifteen—the youngest of me and my two sisters—but I can still be useful. I get out the special Madrigal plates, a different one for each person, to set the table.

It’s so stuffy in here. “Casita, open the shutters!” I request.

The house flings them open with a clatter, revealing my view of the world: the Encanto. The magical valley where we live is surrounded by steep mountains that rise into puffy clouds. The slopes are rocky and dotted with trees, coffee plants, and blooming flowers. The mountains are often fuzzy, partially obscured by low-hanging mist that swirls in the evening as the sun sets. From the upstairs windows in Casita, you can see the town with its cobbled streets, a church with a pretty steeple, and neat white buildings with red roof tiles. Each house in town has blooming window boxes and brightly painted shutters.

In the middle of the Encanto is our house. Casita. When you walk toward the house after a trip into town, you can see the bushy bougainvillea that climbs up the terra-cotta walls. A chimney usually puffs a stream of wood smoke from the kitchen. The tower at the back of the house stands over it all like a soldier keeping watch.

There’s so much to do, but I lean out the window and take a deep breath. Mangos. Black soil. Plátanos. Orchids. Fluffy clouds. I can smell it all. The scent of home. I close my eyes, feeling like maybe everything is going to be all—

“When’s the magic gift going to happen?” someone calls.

I open one eye. Below me, just under the kitchen window, I find niños from town peering into the house, ever curious, always pestering me. They are fascinated by my family and our house. And they always want to hear a story. And I never mind telling them one. “Who’s asking?”

“Us!”

A little face pops up. “Me!”

“All of us!”

I laugh. “The magic will happen at my cousin’s ceremony tonight,” I say, going back to setting the table. “And it’s gotta be perfect.”

“Why?”

“Because we are the Familia Madrigal.”

“What’s his gift gonna be?” one of the children asks.

“What’s your gift?” another shouts.

I ignore that question. Instead, I carefully lay out my sisters’ plates and my aunt’s cup and my grandmother’s silverware. “We’re going to find out what Antonio’s gift will be,” I tell them.

“What’s your part?” asks someone with a little voice.

What is my part? I hope my family will let me be part of Antonio’s special day. I may be different, but I can still help.

I decide to stall. I tell the kids, “I can’t just tell you my part. Because if you don’t see the whole picture, you don’t see anything at all.”

The table is set, ready for breakfast. I hear the sounds of my family waking up, starting their days. There’s a banging of pots and pans from the kitchen. Someone is singing in a deep baritone. Giggles snake downstairs, and the thud of heavy things dropping adds a syncopated beat to the calling of macaws. Soon my whole family will crowd into the dining room for breakfast, but I feel too excited to sit around waiting. It’s Antonio’s gift day, after all.

“Windows!” I cry, and Casita polishes the windows. “Floors!” The carpets are clean and the floors shine. “Doors!” I shout as I come into the courtyard. In the balcony above me, all the doors glow—well, all but two. I shake my head, trying to clean out the worries from my brain. See? I can’t wait around. I like to be moving and doing. I call, “Let’s go!”

The house flings open the front door and I’m greeted by the sunny morning. I almost trip over children gathered outside waiting for me. I sling my mochila over my shoulder and head down the road toward town.

“Where are you going?” The children pester me. “What are you doing?”

I turn and wave to Casita. The children watch wide-eyed as the house winks back at me using a shutter.

“Will you tell us about your family?” asks one of the little boys as my parents, uncle, aunt, and cousins peek out of windows, head into the yard, and do all the odd things they do each morning.

“Don’t you know?” I ask, watching these people I know so well and love so much. Even when they’re annoying—which seems to be more and more often.

“Um,” the boy says. I can see that I’ve embarrassed him. I didn’t mean to, but I’m surprised these kids don’t know all about the Madrigal family’s gifts. The whole town knows everything about us.

“There’s just so many,” he says shyly, “I can’t remember who’s who.”

“Will you tell us?”

I smile at the kids. I’m happy to explain my family to them, glad to be useful for something. The children follow me into town, where we see a line of people.

“Well, this is Mamá—you can call her Julieta.” Mamá waves at me as she tends to the people in line waiting for her. “Her gift is healing with food. Whatever is wrong with you, she can fix with a meal. Or sometimes just a snack.” I cut in the line—I’m her daughter, after all—and she gives me an arepa and an embarrassing kiss. “Where was I?” I ask with my mouth full.

“Your mom,” one of the kids prompts.

“Right.” And I tell the niños about my family. The magical family Madrigal.

But they seem confused at first. “Which one is—” begins one.

“It’s not that hard to remember who’s who,” says a young woman, appearing out of nowhere.

The kids jump in surprise. “That’s my cousin Dolores,” I explain as she laughs.

“Don’t forget,” my older cousin says to the children, “I have super hearing. Whispers are like gritos to me.”

“In other words,” I say, “watch what you say around her.” Dolores nods. “Actually, watch what you say anywhere. She can hear a pin drop.”

“What was that?” Dolores says, listening to something none of us can hear. “Oh, my mom needs me. She’s at the house.” Even from town, we can see the Casa Madrigal. The sun casts a warm, dewy glow over the roof tiles.

“My tía, Pepa, is her mom,” I explain as Dolores rushes away. “Obviously, she’s in a good mood today. After all, it’s her youngest son’s gift day. Her magic is controlling—or sometimes not controlling—the weather.”

“So when it rains…” a little boy says.

“Yep,” I say. “Pepa is probably having a bad day.”

The boy giggles but stops as he sees a young woman carrying a wagon over her head, her muscles not even showing the strain.

“That’s my sister Luisa,” I say. Her gift is strength. “She must be helping get ready for Antonio’s gift ceremony,” I explain to the children, who watch her openmouthed.

Luisa brings the wagon to where Mamá is running her clinic. She sets it down gently. “Thank you, Luisa,” calls my mother. Luisa smiles proudly and then scarfs down the arepas Mamá tosses her way.

“Oh, look,” I say to the children. “Here comes my uncle Felix—” But then my uncle shifts into the form of a goofy teenage boy. We can’t help laughing as my uncle suddenly becomes my giggling fifteen-year-old cousin. “That’s Camilo. He’s a troublemaker,” I say. “Watch out for him—his gift is shape-shifting. You never know who he’ll pop up as.”

The children laugh once more as Camilo changes into one of them and then shifts back into his magical Madrigal self again. There’s nothing he loves more than making people laugh.

“Ignore him,” I say. “Come on!” The children follow me as we head to the town’s busy plaza.

In the vibrant space, several stands are set up. Villagers sell fruits—mangos, maracuyas, bananas, chontaduros—from big baskets. Another stall sells loaves of pan, plates of buñuelos, and bags of pandebonos. A couple of women haggle over the price of a handwoven cloth. They argue with twinkles in their eyes—the negotiations are half the fun! At a café, a group of old men hold a heated discussion over cups of black coffee. They roll up their sleeves and ask the dueño for more coffee. On a bench in the shade of a jacaranda tree, an elderly couple sit side by side, watching a baby toddle toward them. The woman scoops up the grandbaby in her arms and plants a loud besito on his cheek.

A couple of the kids drift off to join a game of soccer happening in the middle of the plaza. I try on a wide-brimmed hat from the hat guy. I model the hat for the children, but they laugh at me. Guess I’m not buying a hat today. At a market stand selling helados, we find my dad and uncle, one tall and thin, one short and one—um—not thin.

“Hola!” shouts Papá.

“That’s my dad, Agustín,” I say, waving at my skinny papá, “and that’s my Uncle Felix.”

Felix doesn’t look up. I don’t know what those two find to talk about, but they’re always discussing something.

A child tugs on my sleeve. “What’s their magic?”

I shake my head. “They married into the Familia Madrigal. They don’t have magical gifts. But they have each other,” I add with a smile. The two men resume their conversation.

“Isn’t there another uncle?” one of the kids asks.

I frown. “Well, my tío Bruno…” I don’t know how to explain that I’m not sure what happened to Bruno. What I do know is that we don’t talk about Bruno. “He disappeared,” I say. “He’s gone.”

Luckily, the children are distracted by a tall, handsome man standing near my dad.

“How about him? Is he related to you?”

“No.” I laugh. “But he’d like to be. He wants to marry my sister Isabela,” I add in a whisper.

“Is she really as perfect as they say?” asks a little girl. “Where is she?”

“You can’t miss her,” I say, pointing to where the handsome Mariano is staring. My oldest sister, Isabela, is beautiful. No one can resist her charm. The sellers hand her free fruits and dulces, ask to smell the flowers in her hair. Her gift is a green thumb, although I don’t know why they call it that. Nothing about her is green. Today she wears a lavender and cream dress with flowers that match perfectly. No loose threads on her clothes. Her hair is pulled up on one side and falls over her shoulders in gorgeous soft curls. Her face is beautiful, serene, and calm. It’s really hard to get mad at her because she’s just so nice. Except to me sometimes. But I am her little sister.

The little girl gazes at Isabela like she just saw an angel.

“Come on, niñita,” I say, pulling the girl along. “Time to head back to la Casa.”

We arrive back home, the children chattering behind me. I’m smiling and happy. Today is going to be amazing. And I won’t worry—

Suddenly, a hush falls over the kids. I look up. There, in the doorway, is my grandmother.

“Buenos días,” my abuela says.

“Who’s that?” a child whispers.

“That’s my grandmother, Abuela Alma,” I whisper. “She’s the head of the family.” I hold up my finger to my lips to tell the kids to be quiet. We always have to be respectful and obedient around Abuela. I try, even though sometimes it’s really hard.

“What are you doing, Mirabel?” Abuela strides toward me, the keys on her chatelaine jingling.

“Oh, um, they—” I look around, but the kids are hiding from view. “They were just asking about the family.”

“She was about to tell us about her super awesome gift!” calls out one of the brave boys.

“Mirabel’s gift?” Dolores, her ears pricked, appears out of nowhere. “What’s Mirabel’s gift?” she repeats. My cousin Dolores, who can hear music, whispers, or secrets from miles away, spends more time listening than talking, so I’m hoping she won’t answer the children.

“Yeah, she was about to tell us about her super-awesome gift—”

“Mirabel’s gift?” Luisa is loaded down with a wagon, which she carries as if it were as light as a feather pillow. “She didn’t get one.”

“W-wha—” stammer the children. I can’t tell if they are gaping at my sister’s Herculean strength or my lack of a gift.

I hold my head up high. “It’s true. I don’t have a gift.” I fiddle with the embroidery on my skirt. Oh dear, another thread has come loose. I straighten. “But gift or no gift, I am just as special as the rest of my family.”

I know I sound more confident than I feel.
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