
WHAT WE KEEP HIDDEN

Written by

Alejandro Gabriel Leopardi

Copyright 2026 by Grand Mal Press and Alejandro Gabriel Leopardi. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written consent except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. For information, address www.grandmalpress.com. Published by: Grand Mal Press, Forestdale, MA. http://www.grandmalpress.com

Cover art by 

Previously published stories:

"Into Obscurity" - Duck Head Journal
"What If" - The Sligo Journal
"The Monster Within" - Academy of the Heart and Mind
"Elena" - The Argyle Literary Magazine
"Along the Way" - The Acentos Review
"Cadatown" (previously titled "Sunnyville") - Alien Aberrations
"What We Don't See" - Blood+Honey
Table of Contents

PART I

What If

Elena

Along the Way

Beautiful Chaos

The Wish

PART II

Taxi

Until Nothing

The Mad Teacher

Cadatown

What We Don’t See

PART III

Caged

Into Obscurity

The Monster Within

The Victim Card

Stay Out

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​PART I


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​What If?
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What if you take a walk because nothing else matters? 

What if, on that walk, you discover a field of sunflowers and lilies and dandelions? 

You choose to take your walk through that field, to embrace the sensation of petals as they brush your skin, breathe in the scent of flowery promise; 

Each and every step taken creates flourishing blooms, the stalks growing taller, wilder, reaching high above you, enveloping you inside, preserving you; 

This is the perfect day, the culmination of warm, calm air, soft breeze, and cloudless skies; 

When you move your gaze away from the floral patch, shift your eyes upward, nothing could be better than this moment right now, underneath the blanket of sun. 

What if when your eyes return to the floral patch, it isn’t that at all? 

What if when your eyes search for the sunflowers and lilies and dandelions, they’ve vanished, dissipated in an instant? 

Those blossoms have been replaced by, or always have existed as, a field of wildflowers and weeds and shrubs; 

They’ve decimated a once magnificent landscape, turned it dull, lifeless; 

They never brushed you, but scrubbed and scraped, and the only sensation you feel is agony and sorrow; 

The walk becomes intolerable, excruciating; 

This is the worst day, the culmination of frigid, erratic air, commanding winds, and turbulent skies; 

You seek solace in the guiding warmth of the sun, but you look up to see it, too, has been supplanted by something more ominous, sinister even. 

What if these two fields are one in the same, existing concurrently? 

What if you are in one, but also in the other? 

You are entrenched in an endless tug and pull, each field overpowering at times, submissive at others; 

You cannot reconcile what one offers and what one takes away, submitting to a squandering crusade to find some semblance of peace, of tranquility. 

What if you never can? 

What if this is every day, the culmination of all that was, is, and could be? 

What if you’re good enough? 

What if you aren’t? 

What if you told someone how the world has turned dark, that the light that once shone bright, has been extinguished forever? 

What if you told them how the field has become barren, its return impossible, no water, no sun, no replenishment? 

What if they listened? 

What if you told more people? 

What if they listened? 

What if they did something and you did nothing? 

What if we never know the answers to the what-ifs? 

All we can do is see the people around us, truly see them; 

All we should do is look for the what-ifs in those we care for; 

All we must do is understand how to uncover the what-ifs that turn a field of flowers into a patch of weeds, that turn light into dark, forever. 

What if you don’t? 

What if no one does?
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Elena loved everything about life. She loved to dance the night away to anything with a beat worth moving to. Elena loved to converse with anyone who opened themselves up to her, and she could talk about anything for as long as one wanted. She loved—adored, really—to read. She’d devour a book, a particularly good one, often in a day, some within hours if she couldn’t stand the suspense of the final page. Elena loved to laugh. She loved to smile. She loved to be happy for others so they, too, could be happy. 

And yet, she’s gone. 

Elena loved love, that much was true. But she didn’t love the world around her, not in the way she wanted to. She saw it as the irrepressible force jamming her into a place she wasn’t comfortable in. That, she loathed. 

That wasn’t always true. Before the world had gone mad, she did...love it. The world. But circumstances changed, which shifted all that was good into something that was much worse than anyone could have conceived. And when the world collapsed, it sank some, it built some, and others simply dealt with it. 

She’s gone because of it. 

Elena had a passion, a future she wanted, a not-so-ordinary position. Elena achieved it. She was social, loved conversing with everyone she came across for the mere opportunity to connect with another human being. Elena made more friends than most of us know people in our lifetime. 

Elena was also frugal, spending only when necessary. People talked her down, made her feel less than herself for it. Elena traveled the world, owned a condo when most everyone she knew hadn’t even settled on a career. So, her frugal nature helped her attain the life others selfishly sought without willpower or self-control. 

She despised negativity, shunning it from her side with gusto. Elena was known as the most positive, smiling person of every circle of friends, and she planned to keep it that way. 

And yet, she’s gone. 

Elena hid something inside where no one could see it, where no one would ever discover it. The beast from within scraped and crawled until it became her, wearing Elena like a suit. The her at the end wasn’t the her everyone knew. She couldn’t stop it, and no matter what those who lost her said, they wouldn’t have been able to stop it, either. Awareness escaped her, as she didn’t know beast was there, traveling alongside her as an unwanted sinister companion. By the time she realized it existed, her time as Elena had long ago ceased to be. 

Sometimes the monsters we’re born with—the ones that grow and expand as we do, the ones we’re either oblivious to or unaware of—they prey on us, haunt us until we free them. Their burden can sometimes be so great that we falter beneath their strength, collapse onto ourselves. We fight back, sure, but only those conscious of their circumstances can bolster strength from weakness and seek help when they themselves cannot continue the fight. For the rest of us, for those who have become disillusioned by an enemy of the internal monster, that help often never comes. 

That’s why she’s gone. 

That monster, that evil entity within Elena, drew power from her ignorance of it. She’d lash out over trivial matters without provocation, then wonder where that anger had come from. Blind to what was happening, she’d ignore those momentary lapses in judgment and calm, looking toward something brighter. That’s how she dealt with things, by pretending they weren’t there at all. For a long time, it worked...it worked really well, actually. No one close to her was the wiser because neither was she. 

But avoidance can only function for so long before it collapses and confrontation becomes inevitable. 

When earth’s end felt eerily close and the world shuttered in response, outlets for that avoidance shrunk in capacity. No place to run, no place to hide, which meant confronting the shadows head on. It was alienation by force. For Elena, isolation thrust forward all the faults she shoved down and shoved away. They crept up through the shadows, slithered out of deep corners, and while everyone else watched endless videos about terrorism, government control, and bread making, Elena crawled inward. 

The insignificant matters from before the world disaster, the ones she thought very little about, impacted her every waking moment. She couldn’t shake away those thoughts. Everyone sat at home, frightened of the dangers outside their doors, but Elena stood up, back to the wall, frightened of the dangers inside, scared they’d find her, capture her, torture her. The truth was that she tortured herself, allowed the negativity to consume her. Everything became her enemy, something to push back against, and without an outlet to vent her truth, she shrunk even further into herself. 

She couldn’t call for help. She didn’t want to. People spotted the danger in increments, could sense something bad happening, yet they didn’t reach out, and even if they had, Elena would have rejected their attempts. Elena had disconnected from the world because her worries became exponential. Too many deaths. Too much pain. Too much suffering. Too much selfishness. Before, Elena believed in humans’ innate goodness; after, Elena saw humanity’s innate cruelty. People were careless and self-centered. They didn’t want to help each other, and they surely didn’t want to band together in unity. They ostracized one another, influenced not by logic, reasoning, or any other palpable measure, but by clicks, views, and likes. The worst of humanity amplified over large spans of land, the toxicity enveloping everything in its pass with very few escaping it. That’s all she saw and all she could see. 

And now she’s gone. 

What Elena carried wasn’t unique to her because she wasn’t the only one masking the reality of herself. Many of us walk around touting one truth, one version of ourselves while hoarding our real truth to ourselves. We’re scared, sure, except the fear is crippling, made worse by the other fear, the one that reflects back at us from every person we encounter. Elena’s demons are our demons, and unless we share this reality with others, we’re destined to pull away from humanity all together. 

She’s gone. 

Elena didn’t tell anyone what she was dealing with until near the end. She locked herself up in her home, afraid of what was happening outside, afraid for her fiancé’s life—a police officer during some of the most troubled times in recent history. The tornado outside her doors consumed everything in its path. Elena sought solace online, on platforms she believed would share her anxiousness about the direction we were headed in. Social media proved to be false advertisement, as it lacked the type of social acceptance Elena was looking for. Instead, it spewed more pessimism and fed her mind with more worry, more sickness, more doubt. 

Elena tried to come to terms with that new phase in her life, one that countered her almost forty years of optimism and deflection. When going online didn’t work, a circle of friends tried to form a comfort community so she’d have others around who cared. As endearing as the idea seemed, the friends had their own lives and their own problems, often choosing themselves over Elena, something that wasn’t borne of malice but convenience. Concern can only go so far. What Elena needed—what we all need—is sometimes simpler than we make it out to be. We want company. We want an open heart, an open mind, and open ears. Elena didn’t want anyone to solve her dilemma, rather, she wanted help as she found her own path. 

It never came. Elena continued to close in on herself, even accepting depression medication prescribed by her physician—not her therapist or psychiatrist—during a virtual visit. Instead of feeling better, Elena got lost in her own mind before she lost all hope. Head in the clouds, thoughts meandering through life’s endless and exit-less maze, Elena crafted an escape plan, one that was guaranteed not to falter and would ensure a reprieve from her battles. It was simple, it was cold, but most importantly, it was effective. No warning signs or messages. A casual exchange via text with a close friend, then silence. BANG. It only took a moment knelt in front of her bed. No one would find a note or a reason or a cause, only the remnants of a once happy woman who spent her life exuding joy and embracing others so they, too, could feed off her energy. 

Elena’s gone and she’s not coming back. She did teach us a lesson in humility and compassion, in looking out for one another regardless of how that person presents themselves to the world. She left a clear reminder that happy people aren’t happy all the time. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Along the Way


[image: ]


When I first heard about the program, I rejected the idea of it. I was going into my senior year, so adding extracurriculars didn’t appeal to me as much as it would in the years leading up to it. Though senior year means something different to a lot of people, there’s one sentiment shared by many: Relaxation. Even those who squandered the previous few years would agree with the concept because after high school, life gets real. 

So, no, tutoring some freshmen and sophomores didn’t have the allure Sofia, my well-meaning friend of many years, hoped it would. 

“Come on, Julian. Do this for our people.” She’d lost me. “Seriously? It’s in the name. Raising Hispanic Academic Awareness. You didn’t bother reading the flyer, did you?”

I hadn’t. Sofia has the habit of pushing us to be better, to do better, even when most of us pushed back. She used her understanding of the realities around us to inform us, to instill knowledge into our ever-fleeting brains. Sofia believes in people. She believes in the power people hold and the power they can offer one another. 

After much deliberation, and much to my own surprise, I accepted the invitation. The spark I saw in her when she briefed me on the program, it was something I wanted. Not to capture it as one would with prized game. Instead, to encapsulate it, to let it encapsulate me. The pull to do something good, to at least be part of something good, was just too strong to resist. 

Way before my first tutoring session, I needed to make my weekly appearance at The Dubliner Hotel as one its prestigious houseman, a glorified title to mean housekeeper and room-setup-person. I disliked that job for many reasons, and the only real perk was my mom being the Banquets Supervisor, the division in which I worked. Even that had its limits. 

To my mom, The Dubliner demonstrated great strides made as an immigrant to the U.S. To me, it was a gig that paid an okay wage and provided free food from time to time. I needed it to make some extra money, especially with college just around the corner. I never once saw it as a long-term plan. 

Christian, one of the hotel banquets employees and technically my direct supervisor, made the experience more awful. They gave this guy an important-sounding title at twenty-three, which went straight to his head. His reductive comments at our every encounter became an almost weekly incentive to someday make my quiet exit out of that place. He made it a habit of searching me out to berate me about this or that. The most unsettling part of the exchange was that much of it, if not all, came unwarranted. At times, it’s like he sought me out, felt the undying need to spew commentary in my direction. 

Every shift, I thought I’d roll through without issue. But each time, there he came, swagger in his approach, venom in his thoughts. Carrying eight-foot round tables is difficult enough without someone’s negative words being slung at you while you’re doing it. Luckily, I was partnered with my high school friend, Greg, who helped absorb some of the blows. 

We’d stopped one day, just for a sec, to catch our breaths and recoup some energy. 

“My poor back,” Greg uttered in between rubbing his back and cracking it. 

“It’s not break time, boys, so stop your chatting,” Christian called out. 

“Chill, Christian,” Greg retorted. “Just taking a short breather before we get back to slavery...I mean, work.” Greg never took being Black too seriously, and his jokes proved it. 

“Funny. Hilarious.” Christian didn’t find him comedic. “Now bring up more than one table at a time because service starts in two hours.”

Greg hated being belittled by anyone, so he stood straight and tall, his six-foot frame stared down at Christian. Sensing what was happening, I tapped him on the arm and gave him the ‘it’s time to leave’ signal. Reluctantly, he obliged, relieved to get away from Christian for the moment. 

“Not you, Mr. Solano,” Christian called out. “Let the big guy handle the tables. I’m going to need you to start setting up the chairs and dressing the tables. Think you can handle that? 

“You don’t have to be condescending.”

“Wow. Who’s using big boy words?” A chuckle at his own joke. “Look, you’re a houseman who sets up parties and conferences. I supervise this entire department. If your mom wasn’t the banquets supervisor, I’d have fired you a long time ago.” He paused to let that sink in before continuing. “Your mom’s been telling everyone here that you’re going to college, going to make something of yourself. I’ve seen little punks like you come in and out of this place, all talk about this being a job, not a career. Then they end up nowhere. That’s going to be you, so get comfortable because this is going to be your forever ‘job,’” and walked away.

The smug look on Christian’s face pissed me off, made me want to do something bad to him. I wanted to lash out, thrash the entire room, and walk out. I picked up the first thing I saw and prepared to throw it. Then I thought about my mom and what that job meant to her...not to mention there were cameras all over that place. So, I let it go. The anger had to remain inside me for the time, festering as it often does. 

Later, the banquets manager, Jamie, asked me if I wanted to work as a server during the party. It was a rare request, and more hours meant more money, so I accepted. I wanted to rub it in Christian’s face but didn’t. 

That night, I donned the tuxedo-ish server outfit I often saw my mom leave home in...or arrive in the wee late hours of the night in. A mixture of nervousness and excitement swirled inside me as I prepped for a new journey at the hotel. It was a little thing, sure, but to go from houseman to server was huge for someone my age. It meant someone had trust in me. 

I walked into the elegant hall, head high, chest out, hand steady as I carried a packed tray of dishes. Before then, I’d never stepped foot in in any of the events. My role was behind the scenes, someone no one was supposed to see. Naturally, my eyes wandered all around, taking in each bit of detail, everything I could on that first, and maybe last, foray into that side of the job. The more I saw, the wearier my arm became, the shakier my hands. The confidence with which I’d entered quickly dissipated, making way for self-doubt. I’m not meant to be here. I should have said no, gone home, studied, then gone to bed. 

The steady figures, all stationed like film caricatures, danced and swayed while the room orbited quickly. The tray began chattering so loudly some of the clients took notice. My hold on the tray buckled, but before it toppled over, Greg slipped a stand underneath and helped usher it down. I nodded with gratitude. 

I proceeded to place the plates in front of each guest from the right side, just as my mom taught me. All moved smoothly despite the rough start, until I reached one particular guest, an older gentleman in his 60s named Milton.  

“Aren’t you supposed to be good at this, the whole serving thing?” His eyes locked with mine. 

“It’s my first day, sir.”

“That’s not what I meant,” he said with devious smile I didn’t particularly like. “Say, how many of you do they have working here?”

“I don’t know, maybe eight.” 

“I think you know what I mean, boy,” he replied.

Humiliation, not rage, filled up inside me. 

“Oh, Milton, please stop,” his wife pleaded with him. “Let the young men do their jobs.”

“One they likely took from hard working AMERICANS.”

“Milton!”

While I stood speechless, embarrassed at myself for even being there to be subjected to someone’s outbursts, Greg reacted much differently. He slammed the plate down next to a guest so hard pieces of lettuce flew everywhere. 

“You see that? Incompetence!”

The full force of the situation finally hit me. I was angry. I was appalled. I was hurt. And I’d had enough. “We don’t appreciate what you’re insinuating, sir.” I wanted to use SAT prep words, I wanted to stand straighter, taller, do anything to prove we weren’t “those types of kids.” 

“That’s a big word for someone like you,” he responded, same as Christian had earlier. 

All the rage must have somehow transferred to Greg, multiplied, and exploded. “Get up, old man.”

“Excuse me?”

“I said get up,” Greg repeated sternly, his large frame towering over Milton, his chest expanding and contracting in increasing intensity. Greg the protector. As much as I loathed the toxic words, I couldn’t let Greg do it, so I held him back.  

In a flash, Christian stood beside us. “Is everything okay here?”

Milton’s wife tried to quelch her husband’s intensity by beating him to the punch, “Everything’s fine.”

“Everything is not fine,” Milton, under the threat of a six-foot, broad-shouldered teenager, was angry and scared. “Your worker here, Juan is incompetent and needs to be sent home. Same for his buddy here, Jerome.”

I tried to defend myself, defend Greg. Nothing doing. Neither Christian nor Milton were having any of it, especially not Christian, whose face lit up light Rockefeller Center at the end of November. “Back to the office, both of you.” 

We got a telling off. Our first opportunity to show we were more than just workers, and we messed it all up. Greg and I were warned and written up, placed on a short list of non-exemplary employees who were on their way out the proverbial door. I was angry with not just Christian and Milton, but myself for reacting the way I did. Had I kept my cool, that Milton character would have felt worse because he wouldn’t have had the satisfaction of riling me up. After so many minutes of standing in the second-floor hallway of the hotel ruminating over my actions, head down, eyes glued to the floral-patterned carpet, not one word or sound emanating from either one of us, Greg snapped. “Let’s grab a beer,” he told me. 

Years ago, when I was too young to even know what I was saying or thinking, I’d made a pact with myself that I’d never drink, but not because of trauma in the household, but because of my innate fear of letting my inhibitions go so they couldn’t hold me back and I’d have nothing and no one to blame but myself. There was also the fact that I worked hard to give myself an advantage in life that I’d not been given naturally. We weren’t poor, but we sure weren’t rich. My mother dropped out of school around seventh grade, as did my aunt. It’s quite possible my grandmother never attended school at all. They all worked numerous jobs, often simultaneously, all to make ends meet. I was determined to change all of that, to be better in the country they sought salvation in. 

Then Christian and Milton happened, and for once, I wanted to be a reckless kid. So, I obliged Greg’s request. Later that night, I drank a beer. Then two. The more I drank, the less concerned I became, the merrier I felt. I had my first hangover the next morning. I’d broken my own pact the night before my first tutoring session. 

I thought about this as Sofia and I made our way into the high school toward the gymnasium where they held the weekly RHAA tutoring sessions. Even from the entrance, I heard the ruckus of teens of all ages, people shouting over others. The chaos made me aware of the slight fear that lay beneath the surface, that of having to share what little knowledge I possessed with someone more vulnerable than I. Luckily, that anxiety didn’t have time to settle in because Sofia diverted from the path to make a pitstop at the vending machine where Sofia bought and handed me a Gatorade. 

“You need to pull yourself together,” she scolded me. “Having fun is fine with me, but once we walk through those doors, you need to be a person these kids can look up to.” I looked at the Gatorade bottle to avoid eye contact. Then she walked past me and into the gym where she waited for me to catch up, never once looking back. 

The supervisors—all adults, all teachers, I assumed—paired tutors with students. They asked me a bunch of questions about what areas I felt comfortable tutoring in, the only area really being English because I was definitely not in a position to help someone with math. 

Later, as I read, annotated, and jotted down my notes, Carlos, a tense but bright fourteen-year-old, sat staring intently across from me. The ogling made it tough to get through Carlos’ draft because I was used to the roles being reversed. 

“What’s up, Carlos?” I asked. 

He nervously responded, “There’s a lot of red writing on my paper. Is it that bad?”

“A lot of ‘red’ writing isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Second, I’m mostly just marking up some grammatical stuff.”

“Really? Like what?”

I could tell Carlos attended the sessions in earnest and not just to appease his parents or teachers, so I signaled for him to sit next to me. Carlos did just that, and as he did, I caught a glimpse of Sofia who’d been watching us. Her look...it was clear it made her happy to see me helping someone else. I spent the entire tutoring session with Carlos going over not only the grammar stuff, but also other elements of writing. To my surprise, I enjoyed it. I didn’t think I would, given my inept social skills. 

By the end of the tutoring session, I felt fulfilled. I thought that was enough, but as Sofia and I headed toward the exit, along with everyone else, Carlos came running up behind us. 

“Julian, wait!” We stopped and let him catch up. “Thanks for your help today.”

“No problem.” I responded.  

“This is the first time that stuff made sense to me. Are you coming back next week?”

I look over at a smiling Sofia, brimming with joy, then back at Carlos. “Of course, bruh. Why wouldn’t I?”

“Bet. I’ll see you then,” he said before taking off. 

Sofia continued smiling and staring at me. I didn’t want to entertain her, so I walked off toward the exit myself. “I knew it,” she said. My attempt to ignore her hadn’t worked. “I knew you’d be so into this. Your ‘no way this is for me’ attitude was just a big lie, masking how much you love to help.”

“I don’t know about ‘love,’ but it wasn’t bad,” I told her. 

“Cut the tough guy b.s., Julian,” Sofia said sternly. “I’ve known you too long for that. I just want to see you do something positive with your life.”

I put my arm around her and managed a smile. Between two long-time friends, that was enough for her to know I appreciated her having invited me. With our tenure in high school up at the end of that school year, Sofia knew we had to do more, look for more in our lives, especially since we’d all go our separate ways eventually. Determined to prove my worth—not only to Sofia, but to myself, to my mom, and to other kids like Carlos—I decided I would attend the sessions every week.

Unfortunately, another issue at the hotel arose. Not just Christian, that time, though it involved him and his poisonous, perilous obsession with me. He’d informed Jamie about my altercation with guests the week prior. Rather than take it out on me, they used spite to punish my mother instead. They stripped her potential for overtime and even took away a couple of nights on the schedule for two weeks. Since she was hourly, that punishment hurt all of us deeply, financially. 

I saw the damage on the schedule before my mom confronted me about it in the back room. Because they were getting ready for an event, my mom knew other employees would be coming in and out, so she kept it short. 

“Julian, hijo, Whatever you do comes back to me. I know they’re difficult to work with, but just ignore them.” I could only nod. “We’ll talk more later.”

I wanted to tell her that they couldn’t do that just because they wanted to. She wouldn’t have understood or used some other excuse for not listening to me. HR, as she explained to me on numerous occasions, didn’t exist for people like her. In the past, I’d blown her off. I was quickly discovering how right she was. 

Because I couldn’t let it go as I should have, after Greg snagged some beers, we took the elevator down to the employee garage and hid away in a corner to drink our shift away. Before then, we were school and work friends, but not the kind of friends who shared personal stuff. That day with those drinks, however, changed that dynamic. 

Stories spewed from my mouth. Much of it didn’t make sense, I’m sure, my mind expulsing what it could in what limited time I knew we had. After I’d completed my purge, Greg remained silent, handed me another beer. He needed time to process everything I’d told him. What he said to me wasn’t what I’d expected. 

“You need to release your anger,” he told me. 

Then, he put his beer on the ground and proceeded to look for something. I stood there drinking my beer wondering whether I’d made the right decision in confiding in Greg. I don’t know what I hoped to accomplish. Then, Greg returned with a couple of four-foot pipes.

“What are those for?” I asked. 

“I found them near the garbage bins.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

He nodded for me to follow him and led me to the freight elevator on the other side of a concrete wall that separated it from the regular-use elevator. Greg signaled up to the ceiling where a security camera stared back at us. When I looked back at him, he had a wild look in his eyes, and I knew then exactly what he intended for us to do. 

“Are you insane?”

“The camera doesn’t work,” he said. “One of the maintenance guys told me he comes down here all the time to smoke a joint. Never been questioned about it. They probably haven’t upgraded it yet.” It didn’t
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