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Preface

There are books written with ink, and there are others written with scars. This one was not born to entertain, but to remind. To remind us that many children never have a childhood, that many souls have no one to hold on to, and that many lives walk along the edge of the abyss, waiting—sometimes—for nothing more than a push.

This book is not fiction. It is the voice of someone who fell, who stood alone, who witnessed a harsh life... and yet chose not to break. Chose to speak, to write, and to tell the truth.

Within these pages, you will find memories marked by poverty, orphanhood, and abandonment. But more importantly, you will find a hope that refuses to surrender, wisdom passed down through generations, and a message as simple as it is necessary: Sometimes, it is not strength that lifts a fallen person. Sometimes, it only takes a push.

Thank you for opening these pages. You are about to enter a true story. A story that does not ask for pity, only that it not be forgotten.
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This book was born from a simple conviction: that no life is ever completely lost as long as there remains the will to move forward. We often believe that great transformations arrive through miracles, extraordinary opportunities, or sudden changes. Yet, life usually teaches us something different. More often than not, change begins with something small: a word of encouragement, a helping hand, an unexpected opportunity, or a decision made in the most difficult moment.

The pages you are about to read are precisely about that. They tell of people who face loss, obstacles, and moments when continuing seems impossible. They speak of pain, because pain is part of life, but they also speak of hope, dignity, and that quiet strength that allows a person to rise once more when everything appears to be falling apart.

This is not a story about perfection; it is a story about perseverance. It is about those who keep moving forward even when the road becomes steep, and about those who discover that adversity does not always have the final word. It is about a truth that time has taught me again and again: sometimes we do not need someone to carry us on their shoulders or solve all our problems.

Sometimes, a simple gesture is enough. An opportunity. A word. A small push in the right direction. Because sometimes, to change an entire life, it only takes a push.
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Beginning
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The road ended where the asphalt gave up. Without warning, the solid pavement disappeared, giving way to an uneven slope of damp earth, loose stones, and puddles that refused to evaporate even after days of sunshine. Drivers instinctively slowed down when they reached the edge. Some came to a complete stop, studied the descent with suspicion, and more than once decided to turn around to look for another route.

At the bottom of that treacherous hill lay La Bajadita. From above, the neighborhood looked like a handful of houses stubbornly clinging to the hillside: zinc roofs patched with scraps, walls built at different times from mismatched materials, and alleyways so narrow that two people had to turn sideways to pass without brushing shoulders. Nothing there followed an urban plan or an official project. Yet everything remained standing, held together by necessity, improvisation, and a collective determination renewed each day.

Like every morning, the neighborhood awoke before the sun. The first wooden and metal-sheet doors opened while the sky still carried a grayish hue. Somewhere in the distance, an old merengue song crackled from a radio; a rooster crowed late, as if it had forgotten its schedule. Little by little, the hillside filled with familiar sounds: the creaking of rooftops warming under the coming heat, the murmur of quiet conversations, and the distant echo of footsteps on the dirt.

The children were the first to make their way down the slope. They ran or hurried along, depending on their mood, backpacks bouncing against their backs while breakfast remained half-finished in their hands. Behind them came the voices of their mothers, repeating warnings about the mud, the stones, and the importance of arriving on time—warnings that, as almost always, dissolved into the morning air.

The men who had work that day left early. Some carried hammers, shovels, toolboxes, or coils of wire. Others walked with empty hands but watchful eyes, carrying the quiet hope of finding a day's work before noon—a construction site, a moving job, a shift helping at a corner store, or driving a motorcycle taxi for whoever needed a ride. Those who had nowhere to go remained on porches or sat in plastic chairs outside their homes, watching the constant movement along the hillside.

In La Bajadita, no one needed a clock. It was enough to notice who climbed the hill drenched in sweat, who rushed downhill, or who stopped halfway to catch their breath. The rhythm of the neighborhood measured the passing hours better than any set of hands on a watch.

Luz had been awake long before everyone else. She finished braiding her hair in front of a small, cracked mirror, picked up the old aluminum coffee pot that had belonged to her mother, and stepped outside. The dawn air still held a trace of coolness, though she knew that within a few hours, the heat would bear down hard upon the zinc rooftops. She unfolded her small table in the same spot as always, right where the slope began to grow steeper.

By the time the first neighbor appeared around the corner, the aroma of coffee was already drifting through the air.

“Make mine strong, Luz,” the man said, placing a few coins on the plastic tabletop.

She poured the coffee without asking unnecessary questions. She knew almost everyone's preference: who liked it sweet, who drank it black, who enjoyed a touch of cinnamon whenever she managed to get some. As steam rose from the disposable cups, more people gathered around the small stand. Some bought their coffee and continued on their way. Others lingered for a while, sharing the worries of a day that had only just begun.

Luz listened more than she spoke. She listened to complaints about the rising prices of rice and meat, rumors drifting in from the neighboring community, the endless problems with water service, dreams that seemed impossible, and small victories that would have gone unnoticed by anyone from outside: a child who passed every class, a roof that survived the last storm, a job that lasted longer than a week.

At that early hour, it felt as though all of La Bajadita could fit around a single coffee pot. Luz lifted her eyes toward the slope. The morning moved forward at its usual pace: voices, footsteps, the sun beginning to emerge, and the scent of damp earth that had not yet disappeared. Everything seemed exactly as it always was.

Or at least, that was how it appeared.
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The Coffee
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The rain had fallen without pause throughout the night. At dawn, droplets still slid down the zinc rooftops and dripped from the electrical wires that crossed the hillside like improvised veins. The main path through La Bajadita had turned into a treacherous stretch of mud—a thick mixture of earth and dark stones where every step demanded caution and balance.

Luz left the house long before sunrise. She closed the door quietly so as not to wake her mother and carried the plastic table to the edge of the slope. The air was heavy with the rich scent of wet soil and rain-soaked vegetation. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once, and then silence reclaimed the hillside.

She set up her stand with the practiced precision of routine. The table went in its usual place; the old aluminum coffee pot followed. Plastic cups were arranged in a neat row, and beside them, she placed a bag of bread rolls that still held a trace of warmth. While she waited for the water to boil, she rubbed her hands together to chase away the cold that seemed to seep into her bones.

Little by little, the first customers arrived through the gray half-light of dawn. A sleepy motorcycle taxi driver appeared first, helmet tucked under one arm and eyes still swollen with sleep. Then came the woman who sold arepas near the bus stop, wrapped in a transparent plastic sheet. After her arrived the usual construction worker, who ordered the same thing every morning in exactly the same words:

“Strong coffee, young lady.”

By now, Luz knew everyone's preferences by heart: how much sugar they liked, whether they wanted their bread sliced or whole, who preferred their coffee bitter, and who liked it sweet. She served them efficiently while the rain continued to fall—light but persistent—forming tiny streams that wound their way down the hillside.

At one point, she had to fetch more water. As she stepped forward, her foot landed on a stone hidden beneath a layer of slick mud. It slipped sideways without warning. The pot flew from her hands and rolled downhill. The impact against her knee was sharp and brutal. For a moment, she remained still, teeth clenched as cold water flowed around her.

“Perfect...” she muttered under her breath.

The fabric of her pants had torn at the knee. Beneath the mud, a thin red line began to bleed. Luz closed her eyes for a few seconds, took a deep breath, and got back to her feet. She retrieved the pot, filled it again, and returned to the stand. There was no time for complaints. No time to stop. She kept working as though nothing had happened, even though every movement sent a stab of pain through her leg.

A while later, she heard steady footsteps approaching from the top of the hill. She looked up. It was Ernesto. He was coming down the slope wearing grease-stained coveralls and heavy boots coated with mud. He walked quickly, shoulders hunched beneath the relentless rain. The moment he reached the stand, his eyes settled on her injured knee.

“That looks bad,” he said bluntly.

“I've had worse days,” Luz replied calmly.

“I don't doubt it.”

Without asking, she poured his coffee. Ernesto was the kind of person who never changed his order: strong, not too much sugar, always in the same disposable cup. He wrapped his hands around the warm cup and searched through the pocket of his coveralls. A moment later, he pulled out a ripe mango—large and golden yellow—and placed it on the table.

“Someone gave it to me yesterday.”

“And?” Luz asked, raising an eyebrow.

“And I'm not going to eat it.”

“Liar.”

“Well, I was going to eat it. But now, it's yours.”

Luz let out a brief, genuine laugh—perhaps the first one of that damp, gray morning. Ernesto sat down on a concrete block beside the stand and sipped his coffee while watching the rain fall over the hillside. For several minutes, neither of them spoke. The silence between them was comfortable. Familiar. Almost necessary.

When he finished, he set the empty cup on the table.

“See you tomorrow.”

“If the flood doesn't carry you away first,” she replied.

“It'll have to try a lot harder than that.”

Luz watched him walk down the hill until his figure disappeared into the light mist that wrapped itself around the slope. Then she looked at the mango still resting on the table. She picked it up, felt its weight and smooth skin beneath her fingers, and smiled ever so slightly.

The morning continued exactly as before: the steady rain, the mud, the steam rising from the coffee into the cold air. But for some reason, the day no longer felt quite so heavy. A small gesture—a mango given away in the rain—had managed to lighten the burden, if only a little.
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A Mother Who Struggles to Breathe
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The house stood just behind the coffee stand, close enough that Luz could hear the water boiling from the kitchen. It was small, even by La Bajadita's standards: two narrow bedrooms, an improvised bathroom, and a living room that also served as a dining area. When heavy rains came, water seeped through the seams of the zinc roof and collected in dark puddles in the corners. When the heat set in, the roof became a scorching sheet of metal that made the interior nearly unbearable.

Luz had learned to live with those discomforts. What she had never managed to accept was the sound of her mother's breathing.

Every morning, before preparing the coffee, she entered the bedroom carrying a cup of herbal tea and a damp towel. The room remained in perpetual dimness. Thin curtains barely filtered the light, and the old fan in the corner had not turned for weeks, reduced to a useless decoration. Doña Ramona was almost always awake. She slept little and breathed even less.

“Good morning, Mom.”

The woman slowly turned her head on the pillow.

“Is it daytime already?”

“Not quite yet.”

“Then let me keep fooling my body for a little longer.”

Luz smiled. That stubborn, dry sense of humor was one of the few things illness had not managed to take from her. She sat on the edge of the bed and carefully adjusted the pillow behind her mother's head. The slightest movement triggered a deep coughing fit. Doña Ramona covered her mouth with her thin arm as her chest struggled for air.

Luz waited in silence. She knew from experience that any word or gesture would only make the effort last longer. When the coughing finally eased, she handed her the cup.

“Drink a little.”

The woman took a small sip and grimaced.

“This tastes awful.”

“That’s because it doesn’t have sugar.”

“Then it tastes awful for a good reason.”

Both of them shared a brief, weary laugh. For a moment, the room felt less oppressive. Through the half-open window came the first sounds of the neighborhood: a door slamming shut, the ignition of a distant engine, a neighbor shouting to another across the street. Outside, life was beginning to move at its usual pace. Inside, time moved more slowly, measured by each labored breath.

Luz wiped her mother's hands with the cool towel and straightened the blanket.

“I’m going to open the stand.”

“I know.”

“I’ll be back in a little while.”

“I know,” Doña Ramona repeated. Then she looked at her carefully. “Don’t make that face.”

“What face?”

“The one you make when you think I don’t notice.”

Luz lowered her eyes. The old woman extended a bony hand and gently brushed her fingers. “I’m still here, girl.”

Luz nodded, not trusting her own voice.

That afternoon, she returned earlier than usual. The persistent rain had driven most customers away, and she had barely earned enough to cover what she had spent. She pushed the door open with her shoulder, set the bag of bread on the table, and hurried toward the bedroom.

The silence was too deep. Doña Ramona lay motionless. Eyes closed. Hands still on top of the blanket. For one terrible second, the entire world stopped.

“Mom?”

No answer. Luz took another step, her heart pounding against her chest. “Mom...”

Fear rose inside her like a wave. Then the woman exhaled slowly—a weak but unmistakable sigh. Her eyelids opened with effort.

“Girl...” she murmured. “You’re going to scare me to death one of these days.”

Luz released all the air she had been holding. She wanted to cry. To laugh. To wrap her arms around her mother and hold her tightly. She did none of those things. She simply sat beside the bed and took her hand in both of hers.

That night, she did not open the window to let in the cool air. She did not turn on the radio or look for distractions. She stayed there keeping watch, counting every breath in the darkness, as though remaining awake could somehow prevent one of those fragile breaths from disappearing forever in the middle of the night.

The next morning, she rose early once again. She made the coffee. She smiled at her customers. She assured everyone that everything was fine. But when Ernesto stopped by the stand and saw her washing cups with mechanical movements, he noticed the shadow beneath her eyes.

“Did you sleep?”

“A little,” she replied without looking at him.

“You’re a terrible liar, Luz.”

She continued scrubbing in silence. Ernesto picked up another clean cup and began helping her without asking permission. Neither of them spoke for several minutes. Sometimes, in La Bajadita, shared silence was the best way to keep someone company.
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Luz and the Scent of Cinnamon
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Luz could not remember exactly when she had started adding cinnamon to the coffee. If someone asked, her answer changed depending on her mood. Sometimes she claimed it had been her mother's idea. Other times she insisted she had made a mistake one morning and that the neighborhood had eventually adopted the accident as tradition. The truth was that even she no longer knew for certain.

What could not be denied was that the scent had become an inseparable part of her routine. As the coffee pot simmered, the cinnamon blended with the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee and drifted up the hillside like an invisible signal. At that early hour, when many doors remained closed and windows stayed dark, the scent arrived before the first rays of sunlight. Some neighbors claimed they could tell whether Luz had opened her stand without even looking toward the bend in the road. All they had to do was take a deep breath.

That morning, she worked almost automatically. She poured steaming cups of coffee, collected worn coins, handed out pieces of warm bread, and listened to fragments of conversation without saying much herself. Her body knew every movement by heart: the exact angle needed to pour the coffee, the precise amount of sugar for each regular customer, the quick motion of wrapping bread when someone was in a hurry.

When the flow of customers slowed, she leaned lightly against the table and watched the steam rising from the pot. The sweet, spiced scent of cinnamon suddenly carried her somewhere else. She was eight years old. She sat on a chair far too tall for her short legs, swinging her feet in the air while Doña Ramona cooked on the small stove.

“Try this,” her mother said, holding out a cup.

Luz wrinkled her nose after the first sip. “It’s bitter.”

“Not yet,” Ramona replied patiently.

She dropped a small piece of cinnamon into the hot liquid and waited a few moments, stirring gently. Then she handed the cup back. “Now try it.”

Luz took another sip. Her eyes widened slightly. “Better.”

“Of course it is,” her mother said with a smile. “Because almost everything gets better when you give it time.”

The memory faded as quickly as it had come, leaving behind only a warm feeling in her chest. A customer ordered another coffee, and Luz returned to the present, serving it with the same efficiency as always.

The morning moved forward beneath a sky that gradually brightened. Yet something was missing. The concrete block where Ernesto usually sat remained empty for hours. At first, Luz paid little attention; she had plenty to do serving customers. But as the minutes passed, her eyes began drifting toward the corner each time she heard footsteps approaching from the slope.

By late afternoon, he still had not appeared. She felt annoyed with herself for noticing his absence so clearly. She finished gathering the dirty cups and began packing everything away when she finally saw him coming down the street. He was walking more slowly than usual. A dark bruise marked the area near his left eyebrow, and his coveralls were dirtier and more torn than normal.

“What happened to you?” Luz asked as soon as he reached the stand.

Ernesto touched the injury with a tired expression. “Nothing important.”

“That always means it is important.”

“The workshop decided to pick a fight with me today,” he admitted with half a smile.

“And apparently, it won the first round.”

Luz shook her head, grabbed a clean cup, and poured him a strong coffee with exactly the amount of cinnamon he liked. Ernesto accepted it in his large, weathered hands. For several seconds, he simply watched the steam rising from the cup, as though gathering enough strength to take the first sip.

“I needed this,” he murmured.

“The coffee?” Luz asked.

“Five minutes of peace.”

Luz nodded. She understood that feeling perfectly. In La Bajadita, sometimes five minutes of silence were worth more than an entire day's work. They sat without speaking for a while. The previous night's rain had left puddles scattered across the hillside, and the last orange hues of the afternoon reflected in them like broken mirrors.

Ernesto finished his coffee, placed the empty cup on the table, and stood up with a slight wince of pain.

“I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“That’s what you always say,” Luz replied.

“Because I always come back.”

She watched him as he walked downhill, his silhouette outlined against the fading light. When he disappeared around the bend, she finished putting away the stand and closed the coffee pot. Before going inside, she paused for a moment in front of the piece of cardboard hanging beside the door. Its surface had been worn down by years of rain and time. She considered writing something new on it—perhaps a word, perhaps an updated price—but in the end, she did not.

She simply smiled to herself and pushed open the door. The scent of cinnamon still lingered in the air, clinging to her clothes, her hands, and the wooden walls of the house. As if it refused to leave. Just like so many other things in La Bajadita.
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The Man in the Coveralls
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Ernesto’s workshop was right next to Luz’s coffee stand. Only a few meters separated the plastic table with the coffee pot from the improvised space where he spent his days under a worn blue tarp, held up by crooked posts and a table made of cement blocks and a repurposed old door. When it rained heavily, water seeped through the edges, and Ernesto had to rush to move tools and parts so they wouldn’t get damaged. Still, for the entire neighborhood, that was the place where broken things came back to life.

That morning, Ernesto was bent over a disassembled fan. He had a screwdriver between his teeth, grease on his forehead, and his coveralls stained black. The constant sound of Luz’s coffee pot boiling beside him felt almost like company. After more than twenty minutes wrestling with the machine, he plugged the cable into an extension cord. The fan spun for three seconds with a promising hum... and then stopped dead.

“Well, that was humiliating,” he muttered, sinking into a broken plastic chair.

From the stand, Luz looked up and smiled despite herself. The owner of the fan, an elderly man with a gray mustache, burst out laughing.

“I thought you could fix anything, man.”

“I thought so too,” Ernesto replied with a half-smile. “But this fan has more pride than I do.”

Both men laughed. That was a side of Ernesto few people truly knew: he didn’t take himself too seriously. He could joke, admit when something beat him, and try again without drama. While Luz served coffee to two regular customers, she could hear the distant clinking of tools and technical conversations drifting from the workshop.

An hour later, after checking the same cable four times and replacing a small capacitor almost by instinct, the fan started spinning again with steady strength. The customer left satisfied, paying with coins and a grateful pat on the shoulder. Ernesto wiped his hands on a dirty cloth, stretched his back, and looked toward Luz’s stand. Without asking, she handed him a cup of coffee.

“For your wounded pride,” she said teasingly.

“Thanks. I needed this more than the money from that job.”

He sat on the concrete block he had already claimed as his own, right on the border between workshop and stand. From there he could keep working if needed, but also enjoy a few minutes of calm. As evening came, the pace slowed on both sides. Luz collected cups while Ernesto put away some tools. The sun dipped behind the hillside, painting the slope in orange tones.

“How’s your mom doing?” he asked suddenly, his voice lower than usual.

Luz took a moment before answering. “Same. Some days she breathes easier, others it seems harder. Today was a quiet one for her.”

Ernesto nodded without adding empty words. No promises of miracles. No advice he couldn’t fulfill. Just a simple nod, as if understanding that in La Bajadita, being heard without interruption was sometimes enough. That gesture weighed less on Luz than any comfort she could have received.

At that moment, a group of children ran past behind a half-deflated ball. One of them, about ten years old, was dragging a bicycle with a broken chain and twisted spokes, pulling it with effort.

“Look at that,” Ernesto said, pointing with his chin.

“What?” Luz asked.

“Before night falls, that bicycle is going to be in front of my workshop.”

“And you’re going to fix it?”

“Probably.”

“Free of charge?” she insisted, already knowing the answer.

Ernesto shrugged. “Most likely.”

Luz let out a soft laugh and shook her head. “You’re the worst businessman I’ve ever met.”

“That’s what they say,” he replied, finishing his coffee. “But that kid will be able to ride down the hill without dragging that piece of metal. That counts for something.”

The next day, just as he had predicted, the bicycle appeared early beside the workshop. The boy waited nervously nearby, kicking small stones. Ernesto spent most of the morning on it: carefully cleaning the chain, tightening the spokes, adjusting the brakes, and adding a bit of oil he could barely afford to waste. When he finished, the boy climbed onto the bicycle and rode downhill with a huge smile that lit up his entire face. He didn’t leave money. He couldn’t. Ernesto didn’t expect any.

That afternoon, when Ernesto stepped out after putting away his tools, he found two steaming cups of coffee waiting on the table.

“What's this?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“One is yours,” Luz said. “The other one too.”

Ernesto smiled with quiet amusement. “Are you rewarding me for fixing bicycles for free?”

“Don’t get carried away.”

“Too late.”

He took both cups, one after the other, letting the warmth and the familiar cinnamon aroma settle into him. For a while, neither of them spoke. The workshop and the stand felt like a single shared space, small and alive. Voices from the neighborhood rose up the slope, a distant radio played somewhere, and steam curled between them in the cooling air. Ernesto stayed seated a little longer than usual, not because of the coffee, but because leaving felt unnecessary.
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Coffee in the Cold
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The wind started after midnight, strong and relentless, as if the entire hillside were breathing in anger. The zinc sheets on the rooftops trembled, producing a constant metallic rattle. In the distance, an improperly closed door slammed again and again, setting an irregular rhythm that got under the skin.

Luz was still awake. Sitting in the small kitchen, she was finishing cleaning the coffee pot with an old cloth when she heard a dull crash outside. At first, she thought it was just another strong gust. Then she clearly heard something rolling downhill.

She stepped outside with a flashlight in hand, the wind striking her face and tangling her hair. The tarp protecting part of the stand lay on the ground in a twisted mess. Two boxes of cups and bread had rolled several meters down the slope. A plastic cup lay shattered against a stone.

“Perfect...” she muttered, gritting her teeth. “Just what I needed.”

She went down the steps carefully, lighting the uneven ground. The cold slipped through her light clothes. As she struggled to lift the heavy tarp, which the wind seemed determined to rip from her hands, she heard firm footsteps coming up the street. She recognized the broad silhouette and steady walk before she even saw his face.

“Ernesto?”

“It depends,” he replied, stepping into the trembling light of the flashlight.

“On what?”

“On whether you need help or money.”

Luz let out a short, tired laugh.

“Help.”

“Then I’m Ernesto.”

He stepped closer without another word and grabbed one end of the tarp. It took them several minutes to secure it again, fighting against the wind that kept pulling at everything. When they finally held it in place with stones and improvised cords, both of them had numb hands and dirt-streaked clothes.

“Wait here,” Luz said.

She went quickly into the house and returned with two freshly brewed cups of coffee. The steam rose thick and white in the cold air of dawn.

“I thought you’d already be asleep,” Ernesto said, taking the cup in his large hands.

“I thought the same about you.”

He took a long sip, closing his eyes for a second as if the warmth itself were a gift. They stood beside the stand, shoulder to shoulder, watching the darkness that covered La Bajadita. Almost all the houses were dark; only a few weak lights remained, scattered like fading embers across the hillside.

“Tomorrow it’s going to rain again,” Ernesto said after a while.

“They say so.”

“Your tarp won’t last much longer.”

“I know,” Luz replied quietly. “But I can’t afford to replace it right now.”

Neither of them added anything else. Big worries tended to stay silent. Speaking them aloud did not fix them—it only made them heavier. A stronger gust made Ernesto lift his collar. Luz glanced at him sideways. He looked more tired than usual: slumped shoulders, dark circles under his eyes, traces of grease still beneath his nails.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He took a few seconds before answering, staring into the dark slope.

“I’ve had better weeks.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

Ernesto gave a tired half-smile.

“Then I guess I’m not completely okay.”

Luz nodded. She didn’t push further. She had learned, with her mother and with life itself, that some people only speak when they are ready. They finished their coffee in silence, accompanied by the whistle of wind through the wires and the distant sound of a metal can rolling downhill.

Before leaving, Ernesto placed his empty cup on the table.

“See you tomorrow.”

“If the wind allows it.”

“And if not, still,” he replied firmly.

He began walking down the slope. After a few steps, he stopped and turned slightly.

“Hey, Luz.”

“What?”

“The coffee was good.”

“It was the same as always,” she said, shrugging.

“No,” he said, pointing at the second cup she was still holding. “That one wasn’t.”

Luz looked at the empty cup in her hands and felt a different kind of warmth spreading through her chest. She watched him disappear into the darkness of the descent. When she finally went back inside, the house felt colder than before. She paused by her mother’s room. Doña Ramona’s breathing came slow and uneven, as always. Luz stood there for several seconds, listening, counting each inhale as she had done so many nights. Only when she was certain everything remained the same did she release her breath and turn off the living room light.

Outside, the wind kept striking the rooftops of La Bajadita with stubborn force, as if it refused to let the night settle completely.
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Looks That Don’t Need Words
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With time, some things became routine without either of them deciding it. Ernesto showed up almost every morning, sometimes even before Luz finished setting up the table. He no longer needed to ask what he wanted to drink, and he didn’t bother looking at the improvised menu scribbled on damp cardboard that had been hanging from a post for months. The coffee with its touch of cinnamon appeared on the table as soon as he sat on the concrete block. Coins changed hands with a brief gesture. The routine followed its course.

And yet, something had changed.

“You’re early today,” Luz said one morning as she handed him the steaming cup.

“You’re late,” he replied with a half-smile.

“I opened at the same time as always.”

“Then I woke up too early.”

Luz shook her head, but she couldn’t help smiling. That silly exchange was also starting to become routine.

A week later, Ernesto arrived with a fresh cut on his right hand. Nothing serious—just a jagged wound from a sheet of metal. Luz noticed it when he reached for his money: dried blood mixed with workshop grease.

“What did you do?” she asked, frowning.

“Lost an argument with a machine part,” he replied casually.

“Sit down.”

Luz didn’t wait for an answer. She quickly went inside and returned with alcohol, cotton, and a clean bandage. Ernesto muttered protests, saying it wasn’t necessary, but she ignored him completely. She sat in front of him on a low chair and took his hand firmly. As she cleaned the wound with careful, steady movements, Ernesto looked out toward the street, pretending the sting didn’t bother him.

“It’s going to burn,” she warned.

“It’s already burning.”

“Then stop complaining like a child.”

He let out a rough laugh. When Luz finished wrapping his hand, Ernesto flexed his fingers a few times, testing it.

“It still works.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, gathering the supplies.

“Thanks, Luz.”

After that, Luz avoided looking directly at him for a while. Her cheeks felt warm, and she didn’t want him to notice.

That same afternoon, an unfamiliar young woman came down the slope. She was dressed too neatly for La Bajadita, with brand-new clothes, oversized headphones hanging around her neck, and the expression of someone observing an exotic place. She stopped in front of the stand and looked at the coffee pot with curiosity.

“Do you have plant-based milk?”

Luz blinked, confused. “I have coffee.”

“And almond milk?”

Before Luz could answer, a loud laugh came from Ernesto’s block. The girl turned sharply toward him.

“What?” she snapped.

“Nothing,” Ernesto said, still smiling. “I just pictured an almond climbing all the way up this hill to get here.”

The girl did not find it funny. She muttered something about “places without options” and left a few minutes later, heading back up toward the main road. When she disappeared around the curve, Luz kept arranging the cups slowly.

“That was rude,” she said.

“A little,” Ernesto admitted.

“A lot.”

“Yes.”

“You laughed.”

“Also yes.”

Luz tried to stay serious. She failed. They both ended up laughing quietly—the kind of laughter that only exists when no one else is watching. For several days, the almond joke became something private between them. Whenever something went wrong—a slow day, a difficult customer, a broken tool—one of them would say, “Needs almond milk,” and the other would understand immediately. No explanation needed.

One morning, Ernesto did not arrive at his usual time. Luz tried not to think much of it. She kept preparing coffee, serving regular customers, sweeping around the stand, and rearranging the bread bags. But her eyes kept drifting toward the corner. At first three times. Then four. Then she stopped counting.

Near midday, he finally appeared, carrying a heavy exhaust pipe over his shoulder. His shirt was soaked with sweat, clinging to his body, and his steps were slower than usual.

“You moved houses or something?” Luz asked when he reached her.

“Almost,” Ernesto replied, dropping the pipe with a heavy thud. “A client needed it urgently.”

He sat in his usual spot. Luz handed him coffee without asking. Neither of them mentioned the delay. Neither of them asked questions. But when Ernesto took the first sip, his shoulders visibly loosened. And when Luz went back to serving customers, she no longer kept looking toward the corner.

The morning moved on. The stand, the workshop, the slope—they all kept their rhythm. And somewhere in between the noise of La Bajadita, two silences had started to recognize each other without needing permission.
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Ernesto and the Empty Block
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The block stood exactly where it always had: beside the stand, slightly tilted, with one broken corner and a rough surface worn down by years of sun and rain. No one in La Bajadita would have paid it any attention. It was just a forgotten piece of concrete—one more fragment among the rubble and improvised materials of the neighborhood.

Luz hadn’t really noticed it either. Not until Ernesto started sitting there every day.

That morning, as she opened the stand while the sky still held shades of gray, the first thing Luz saw was the empty block. The space looked strangely bare. She didn’t give it much thought; it was still early, she told herself. She prepared the coffee pot, arranged the plastic cups in neat rows, set out the wrapped bread, and served the first customers drifting down the hill with sleep still in their eyes. But every time she looked up between cups, the block was still empty.

“Strange...” she muttered, wiping down the table.

She wasn’t waiting for Ernesto. At least, that’s what she kept telling herself. She had enough on her plate: work, collecting money, checking on her mother, returning to the stand. And yet, her eyes kept going back to the same spot. The usual motorcycle taxi passed by, hurried and half-asleep. The arepa seller passed, complaining about flour prices. A bus collector who never had time for even a greeting went by. The block remained the same: silent, gray, insignificant.

By midday, when the sun pressed harder and movement slowed, Luz took a damp cloth and wiped the block carefully. It wasn’t dirty. She didn’t even know why she was doing it. She just kept moving the cloth over it, as if arranging that small space could somehow arrange her thoughts as well.

Several streets away, under the blue tarp of the workshop, Ernesto had been bent over a disassembled scooter for hours. His hands were black with grease, sweat running down his back. Every time he thought he had found the problem—loose wiring, a faulty spark plug—something else appeared. The owner needed the bike that same afternoon. Ernesto needed the money just as urgently. He wiped his forehead with his forearm, glanced at his improvised clock, and cursed under his breath. Then, he went back to work with more stubbornness than hope.

When midday passed, Luz began packing things away. There was little coffee left, and the heat had grown heavy. The street quieted down. Only the wind moved through the houses. Then she saw a figure climbing the hill. She recognized the walk before the face: broad shoulders, steady steps, tired weight in every movement.

Ernesto.

He came up sweaty, shirt stained with grease, carrying a toolbox that looked heavier than usual.

“I thought you had moved,” Luz said as he reached the stand, trying to sound casual.

“I considered it,” he replied, dropping the box with a heavy thud. “But it’s
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