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PROLOGUE

The moment we see the light for the very first time, when we leave our mother's womb and enter this world, something invisible begins to accompany us. We don't know it exists, we cannot see it, we don't yet know who we are, much less what it means to be alive. And yet, I have a feeling that from that very instant, a cloud takes its place above us. A black cloud, silent, invisible, and ever-present, remaining there even though we may spend many years of our lives without noticing it.

There are people who seem to walk through their entire lives beneath a beautiful sun, surrounded by love, family, dreams, happiness, and moments that seem as though they will never end. Perhaps, for them, the cloud never appears, or perhaps they have simply learned to live without looking at it. But I'm not so sure it has truly gone away, because sooner or later, every one of us, in one way or another, encounters a storm.

Some storms arrive as a gentle rain we can barely feel. Others strike with a force that changes us forever. And some grow slowly until they become a tornado capable of sweeping away everything in their path: our peace of mind, our dreams, our relationships, our money, our health, our confidence, and sometimes even our desire to go on.

The strange thing is that we don't all see the same cloud. For some, it may be called loneliness. For others, guilt, fear, abandonment, failure, anxiety, addiction, sadness, or simply that unsettling feeling that something is missing, even when we seem to have everything.

And perhaps that is one of the most difficult things to understand about human beings: we can be loved and still feel alone. We can have money and feel poor. We can achieve success and feel as though we have accomplished nothing. We can help other people while being completely incapable of helping ourselves. We can finally obtain something we spent years believing would make us happy, only to discover, once we hold it in our hands, that there is still a question inside us we don't know how to answer.

What now?

I know that cloud. Not only because I have seen it in other people, but because I have seen it within myself many times. I have watched it approach, drift away, disappear for a while, and return when I least expected it. I have also tried to escape it, hide it, and ignore it. And at certain moments in my life, I did things that, instead of making it disappear, only turned it into an even greater storm.

But I am not writing these pages because I have discovered how to make it vanish. I am writing them because I still want to understand it.

I want to know where it comes from, why some people manage to live for so many years beneath a clear blue sky while others seem to move from one storm to the next. I want to understand why someone can suffer deeply and still become a person capable of helping others. And I want to know why another person can have money, fame, talent, love, recognition, and every opportunity anyone could possibly wish for, yet still feel trapped in a darkness that nobody on the outside can truly understand.

I want to know what happens inside us when life gives us exactly what we asked for, and yet we continue searching for something more. I want to understand what happens to us when we lose what we loved, when we make mistakes that follow us for years, when we look back and think about all the decisions we could have made differently.

And I also want to understand that strange strength that sometimes appears when we believe we can no longer go on. That strength whose origins we cannot explain, yet somehow allows us to get out of bed one more morning, take another breath, and keep walking, even when we still don't know where we are going.

Perhaps the cloud has never been only our enemy. Perhaps it is also a reminder that we are conscious, fragile, imperfect, and temporary beings. Perhaps it is the price we pay for remembering, for loving, for losing, for imagining the future, and for knowing that one day all of this will come to an end.

I don't know.

I still don't have the answer.

And that is precisely why I want to begin this journey. Not to teach anyone how to live, but to try to understand why we live the way we do.

Because after all these years, there is one question that keeps returning to me, again and again. A simple question, and yet an immense one. A question that perhaps every one of us has asked at some point, even if we haven't always had the courage to say it out loud.

Why?
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To everyone who has ever looked up and seen a black cloud hanging over their head; to those who have fought storms no one else could see; to those who have fallen and found within themselves the strength to rise once more; to those who are still searching for a way out; to those who help others while silently trying to save themselves; and to all those who, despite having known darkness, still find a reason to wake up each morning and keep moving forward.

CHAPTER 1

WHEN DID THE FIRST CLOUD APPEAR?

There is a question that has stayed with me ever since I began thinking about this black cloud: when did it first appear? I don't mean the first time I saw it above my head, because that would be a different story. I wonder when that shadow began to exist, the one that seems to walk beside us even on the brightest days. Are we born with it? Does it arrive when we learn to be afraid? Or does it begin much earlier, in the lives of those who came before us?

I imagine a newborn opening its eyes for the first time. It knows nothing of money, shame, failure, or the promises someone will one day make to it. It doesn't know that people can leave, that bodies grow old, that words can wound, or that a decision made in a matter of seconds can change an entire life. Its world begins with light, a breath, a touch. And yet, as I picture that child, I cannot help seeing the cloud suspended above it. Invisible. Silent. Not as a sentence already passed, but as a possibility that has not yet been given a name. Perhaps I'm wrong. Perhaps we are born without any cloud at all, and we are the ones who build it over time. But then I wonder why people who have lived such different lives end up asking themselves such similar questions. Why am I afraid of losing what I love? Why do I remember so clearly the things I wish I could forget? Why, when I finally get something I wanted, can the satisfaction last such a short time? Why do I sometimes feel incomplete without knowing what is missing? I don't believe there is a single answer. Nor do I want to turn a metaphor into a law of nature. The black cloud is the way I have found to speak about something I have felt and recognized in so many lives. It can be a light drizzle, a worry that dissolves over breakfast. It can be a storm that forces us to stop. And it can become a tornado that tears up by the roots everything we thought was secure. Not all clouds are alike, and we do not all endure the same storms. During childhood, we begin collecting memories. We learn what makes us feel safe and what frightens us. We discover that someone can tell us they love us and still hurt us. We learn to wait, to compare ourselves with others, to want what someone else has. Sometimes we inherit words we never question. Other times, we inherit silences. A father can pass on his fear without ever speaking it aloud. A mother can teach her child to distrust the world because she herself had to learn to defend herself against it. And we grow up believing that certain ways of feeling are simply our own.

How many decisions have I made believing they were freely chosen when, in truth, I was responding to an old wound? I have no number. I don't even know whether it would be possible to find one. What I do know is that the past does not always stay in the past. Some memories return without asking permission. Some words we heard as children still echo when we are adults. And some absences become a constant presence. Then I think about animals. I have seen them become frightened, seek companionship, protect their young, and suffer when separated. It would be absurd to deny that they feel pain. But something else intrigues me: what do they do with their memories? Can they remain trapped for years in the story of a decision they never made? Do they wonder what might have happened if they had lived differently? I don't know. And I would rather leave that question open than invent a comforting answer.

We have an extraordinary ability: we can live through an experience and then live through it again inside our minds. We can change the details, imagine different conversations, rehearse apologies we never offered. We can also race ahead into the future and suffer over events that may never happen. Memory allows us to preserve love, to learn, and to recognize who we are. Imagination allows us to create. But both can open the door to the storm. Perhaps this is one of our great contradictions: the very things that make our existence so rich can also make it unbearable. To love is to discover a happiness we never knew before, but also to accept the possibility of losing it. Having dreams drives us to build something, but exposes us to failure. Being aware of our own lives allows us to enjoy them, although sooner or later it forces us to recognize that they will not last forever. And this is where society enters the picture. From childhood, we are taught what success means. We hear about education, work, money, relationships, a home, recognition. These things can bring stability and joy; I have no intention of dismissing them. I know firsthand how important money can be when you don't have enough of it. But I wonder what happens when we begin measuring our worth solely by those standards. At what point do we stop asking ourselves what we need and start chasing what is expected of us? I have known people who seemed to have everything and yet could find no peace. I have also seen people with very little enjoy a single moment in a way that others, surrounded by comforts, seemed to have forgotten. That does not mean poverty is a virtue or wealth a misfortune. It means that neither one, on its own, explains what happens inside us. Emptiness does not check our bank accounts before coming in. There are days when the sky clears. You wake up, hear the voice of someone you love, share a meal, finish a piece of work, and feel that everything is in its place. Those moments are real. I don't want the cloud to diminish them. Precisely because they exist, it is worth asking why we find it so difficult to hold on to their peace. Perhaps the mistake lies in demanding that happiness stand still, as though a good life were one without change, without doubt, and without farewells. When I look back, I do not see a single storm. I see rains that seemed endless at the time and that I can barely remember today. I see others that left their marks. I see times when I managed to keep going without understanding where I found the strength, and others when I tried to escape what I was feeling instead of facing it. I am not writing this to present myself as an example of anything. I am writing because I am still trying to understand. Perhaps the first cloud appeared when someone realized they could lose the person they loved. Perhaps it appeared when someone remembered an absence for the first time. Perhaps when we discovered that tomorrow was not guaranteed. Or perhaps there was no first cloud at all, only millions of small shadows born from millions of different lives. I don't know when it appeared. But I do know that when it becomes visible, it can change the way we see the world. And I also know that I don't want to spend the rest of my life pretending it doesn't exist. Before I ask myself how to make it through the storm, I need to understand why I look up and recognize it. Because perhaps the question is not only where the black cloud comes from. Perhaps it is also why, even when the sky is clear again, we remain afraid that it will return.

CHAPTER 2

WHEN WE LEARN TO SEE THE CLOUD

There is something about our existence that has always made me think. We arrive in this world knowing absolutely nothing about what awaits us. We do not know what it means to fear the future, to fail, or to understand the value of money. We know nothing of betrayal, guilt, or regret. Nor do we know that one day we will die. We are simply there, breathing, feeling, discovering a world that does not yet have any meaning for us.

And yet, from the very first moments of life, we begin to experience sensations that we will later learn to recognize as pleasant or painful. We feel hunger, cold, discomfort, fear. We seek protection, warmth, and contact. We cry without knowing how to explain why, and find peace in the arms that hold us. I wonder whether, in those earliest moments, we are already becoming acquainted with our black cloud, even though we do not yet have the ability to recognize it.

Perhaps the cloud does not appear when we begin to suffer. Perhaps it appears when we begin to understand what suffering means.

But when does that happen?

Is there a precise moment in our lives when we stop experiencing only the present and begin living inside our memories as well?

Because, if we think about it, one of the most extraordinary and, at the same time, cruelest characteristics of human beings is our ability to return in our minds to places that no longer exist. We can be sitting peacefully at home, surrounded by people who love us, enjoying a wonderful day, and suddenly remember something that happened twenty or thirty years ago. A conversation, a farewell, a wrong decision, someone who is no longer here. And within seconds, without absolutely anything changing around us, our emotional state can be transformed completely. The sky is still clear. The sun continues to shine. Life goes on exactly as it did a few moments earlier.

But inside us, it has just begun to rain.

That is what I find so unsettling about our black cloud. It does not need something bad to be happening in the present in order to become visible. Sometimes a memory is enough. And at other times, it does not even need a memory. A possibility will do. We can worry about something that has not yet happened and perhaps never will. We can imagine an illness, a financial loss, a separation, an accident, or the failure of a project we have only just begun. And then we suffer over a future that exists only in our imagination.

What kind of creatures are we, to possess such an ability?

We have developed an extraordinary intelligence. We build cities, invent machines, explore the universe, discover medical treatments, create music, literature, art, and technologies capable of transforming our existence. But that same intelligence that allows us to imagine a better world also allows us to construct our own private hells. We can remember what hurt us and anticipate what might hurt us next. We can live trapped between a past we can no longer change and a future that does not yet exist. And meanwhile, the present, the only moment in which we are actually living, passes before us almost without our noticing.

Could this be one of the reasons the black cloud seems to accompany us throughout our existence? I do not know. But the more I observe human behavior, the more convinced I become that our relationship with time has a great deal to do with the darkness we sometimes feel. When we are children, the world seems enormous. A summer can feel endless. An afternoon spent playing can contain an entire adventure. A year represents an immense part of our existence. Then we grow up. We begin working, taking on responsibilities, building relationships, raising families, pursuing goals. Days become weeks, weeks become months, and months become years. And one day we find ourselves looking back, wondering how time passed so quickly. I remember hearing older people say, again and again, that life flies by. When we are young, those words sound like an exaggeration. We feel as though we have all the time in the world. But a moment comes when we begin to understand them. Not necessarily because we are old, but because we start to recognize that our story has a limit. And then something changes. We begin thinking about what we did, what we did not do, the opportunities we let slip away, and the decisions we might make differently if we could go back. The cloud finds extraordinarily fertile ground there.

Because regret has a terrible characteristic: it allows us to imagine a different life without offering us any way to return and live it. We can ask ourselves a thousand times what would have happened if we had chosen another path. If we had accepted that job. If we had not ended that relationship. If we had spoken those words. If we had found the courage to leave. Or if we had found the courage to stay. But we will never truly know the answers. We can imagine that our lives would have been better. Yet they might also have been much worse. That is something we forget far too easily. When we look back, we tend to compare our reality with an idealized version of what might have happened. We construct an alternative story in which we make the right decision and everything turns out wonderfully. But that story never existed. And still, we can spend years suffering over it. I wonder how many people live beneath a storm caused not by what they actually lost, but by what they imagine they could have had. And here another question arises. Who taught us to think this way? Because we are not born comparing our lives with those of others. We are not born feeling like failures because someone else has a bigger house, a more expensive car, or a better-paid profession. We are not born ashamed of our appearance, our financial circumstances, or our social position. We learn many of those ideas. We learn them within our families, at school, in personal relationships, and above all within a society that constantly teaches us what success means and what failure means. From childhood we begin hearing what we ought to become. We must study. We must find a good job. We must earn money. We must start a family. We must buy a house. We must achieve a certain position. We must prove ourselves capable. And although many of these aspirations may be perfectly legitimate, something about them troubles me deeply.

At what point do we stop asking ourselves what we truly want and begin chasing what other people expect of us? Because someone can devote thirty years of life to building something they never really wanted. They can achieve extraordinary financial standing, gain professional recognition, create a seemingly perfect family, and discover, when they finally stop, that they have no idea who they are outside everything they have built. And then the cloud appears. Not because they failed. But because they achieved exactly what they believed they were supposed to achieve. I find this contradiction one of the hardest to understand. How can someone feel empty after reaching every one of their goals? Perhaps because, for too long, we confuse satisfaction with happiness. Achieving something can bring intense joy. Buying something we wanted, receiving recognition, reaching a professional goal, or overcoming financial hardship can make us feel extraordinarily good. But that feeling does not always last. We grow accustomed to it. What seemed impossible yesterday becomes part of our normal life today. And then we begin searching for something else. Another goal. Another recognition. Another experience. Another conquest. Another reason to feel that our lives are moving forward. I do not believe there is anything wrong with ambition. Ambition can drive us to create, learn, discover, and improve our living conditions. But what happens when our peace of mind constantly depends on obtaining something we do not yet have?

Are we turning our own existence into a race whose finish line moves farther away every time we approach it? I have known people with very limited financial resources who seemed to genuinely enjoy their lives. I have also known people with considerable material advantages who lived in a constant state of worry. And I have seen precisely the opposite.

People trapped in poverty that prevented them from resting, taking proper care of their health, or providing security for their families. And financially comfortable people who had managed to build balanced, generous, deeply satisfying lives. That is why I find it absurd to claim that money does not matter. It matters, and it matters a great deal. A lack of money can become a constant storm. Not knowing how to pay for a home, feed our children, or cope with an illness can destroy any sense of peace. But I also find it absurd to believe that money can solve absolutely everything. It can solve many real problems and provide opportunities that would otherwise be out of reach. It cannot, however, guarantee that we will never feel loneliness, guilt, fear, or emptiness. And here a distinction begins to emerge that I consider fundamental. Perhaps there are different kinds of wealth, and perhaps some of our suffering begins when we devote our entire lives to acquiring one kind while neglecting all the others. But I do not want to reach that conclusion just yet. Because first I need to understand something deeper.

Why do we need so badly to feel that our lives have value?

Why are we constantly searching for signs that confirm we matter, that we are loved, that we have achieved something, that our existence means something to someone?

Is this a need that arises within us, or one that society continually feeds?

I think of a child beginning to discover the world. At first, that child needs protection, food, affection, and security. Then the child begins to recognize the reactions of the people nearby. Certain behaviors bring smiles, hugs, and praise. Others provoke rejection, punishment, or disapproval. Little by little, the child begins constructing an image of the self from personal experiences and the responses received. And perhaps another transformation begins there. We no longer simply feel. We begin wondering what others think of us. We want to be accepted. We want to belong. We want to feel loved. And the fear of losing that acceptance can accompany us throughout our lives.

A child may suffer because classmates do not want to play with them. A teenager may feel devastated by not being accepted into a group. An adult may spend years trying to prove their worth to a family that never seems satisfied. And a famous person may constantly need the applause of millions of strangers in order to feel important. Circumstances change. Ages change. The scale of recognition changes. But perhaps the need beneath it remains surprisingly similar. To be seen. To be accepted. To be loved. And then I wonder whether part of our black cloud is born precisely from the fear that we are not enough. Not intelligent enough. Not attractive enough. Not successful enough. Not rich enough. Not strong enough. Not good enough. An endless list of demands we often have not even consciously chosen. And the strangest thing is that we can spend our entire lives trying to meet them without ever asking who established those rules. But there is something even more unsettling. The cloud does not always need someone else to reject us. Sometimes we reject ourselves. We can receive affection and distrust it. We can hear a compliment and believe we do not deserve it. We can succeed and convince ourselves it was simply luck. We can have a wonderful opportunity right in front of us and turn away because we feel unprepared to accept it. It is as though we carry a voice inside us that continually questions our worth.

Where does that voice come from? Were we born with it? Did we learn it from our parents? Our teachers? From experiences during childhood? From relationships in which others made us feel small?

Or from our own interpretations of events we may never have fully understood? I do not believe there is a single answer. Every human being carries a different story. And perhaps that is why the black cloud, although it may seem universal, never has exactly the same shape. Some people grew up surrounded by affection and security. Others learned far too early that the world could be a dangerous place.

Some had the opportunity to make mistakes without feeling destroyed by them. Others grew up convinced that making a mistake meant losing the love or approval of the people they needed most. And those experiences can remain with us long after our circumstances have changed. We can become adults, achieve financial independence, live thousands of miles from the place where we grew up, and still react emotionally to situations that remind us of old wounds. As though part of us were still living in a place we physically left many years ago. And then the cloud reappears. Sometimes through a reaction out of proportion to what happened. Sometimes through a fear we cannot explain. Sometimes through sadness that seems unrelated to the present situation. And at other times through decisions we repeat again and again, even when we know perfectly well that they hurt us. This last contradiction has always struck me. Why do we repeat the very things that destroy us?

Why do we return to relationships that cause us suffering? Why do we seek refuge in habits we know may harm us? Why do some people, after managing to escape a terrible situation, eventually return to it?

It would be far too easy to say they do so because they want to.

Human willpower matters, but it does not always work the way we imagine. Our habits, emotions, needs, and experiences can profoundly influence the decisions we make. And sometimes what we are really seeking is not the thing we are doing. We are seeking the feeling it gives us. A moment of peace. An instant of forgetfulness. A way to escape. A brief pause in a storm that seems never to end. Perhaps that is why some people seek refuge in alcohol, others in certain substances, others in excessive work, shopping, gambling, or the constant need for attention. I am not saying these behaviors are all the same or have the same consequences. Nor am I saying that everyone who engages in them is trying to escape suffering.

But I think it is important to ask what happens when a behavior stops being a free choice and begins to feel like something we need simply to endure our own existence.

At what point do we stop seeking pleasure and begin seeking relief? And above all, relief from what? Perhaps that is one of the questions that can bring us closest to the heart of our black cloud.

Because some storms do not begin with a visible tragedy. They begin with something we cannot express. A feeling of inadequacy. A memory we have never fully accepted. An absence. An impossible expectation. A fear we have learned to hide. And for years we can continue living as though nothing were happening. We work. We smile. We form relationships. We make plans. We help other people. We may even become individuals admired by those around us. Meanwhile, somewhere in our consciousness, the rain continues to fall. This brings me to another paradox that seems profoundly human.

Why are some people who understand the suffering of others extraordinarily well unable to find a way out of their own? I have often thought about those who devote part of their lives to helping others. People who listen, stand beside us, offer advice, protect us, and give their time without expecting much in return. From the outside, they may appear extraordinarily strong. And perhaps they are. But being strong for others does not necessarily mean knowing how to support ourselves. We can find exactly the right words to comfort a friend and be unable to say them when we are the ones who need to hear them. We can clearly recognize a destructive relationship in someone else's life and remain for years in a similar situation ourselves. We can offer understanding, patience, and forgiveness to the people around us and deny ourselves those very things when we look at our own mistakes.

Why? Perhaps because observing pain from the outside gives us a distance that disappears when the pain is ours. Perhaps because we understand perfectly well the circumstances that led us to make mistakes, yet still cannot forgive ourselves. Or perhaps because certain wounds become such a deep part of our identity that we end up not knowing who we would be if we stopped organizing our lives around them. That possibility unsettles me.

Can we become so accustomed to our black cloud that we feel like strangers when the sky is clear?

Can we spend so long expecting something bad to happen that we end up distrusting moments of peace?

I believe that can happen. But I do not believe it is inevitable. There are also people who, after enduring terrible experiences, manage to rebuild their lives and find a serenity that once seemed impossible. People who learn to recognize their wounds without allowing those wounds to define every decision. People who discover new ways of relating to the past. People who, without forgetting what happened, stop living permanently inside what they lost. And I find that extraordinary. Because it means our history can influence us without necessarily determining our entire future. Yet one question remains. Why do some people manage to do this while others encounter enormous difficulties?

Does it depend on personality? Opportunities? The help they receive? Financial circumstances? Family? The ability to understand what is happening to them?

Or on a combination of factors we will never be able to reduce to a simple explanation? I do not want to turn this book into a collection of easy answers. I do not want to say that everything depends on positive thinking, willpower, or learning to love ourselves. Those phrases may sound wonderful, but human life is far too complex to fit inside a few words. Some people struggle for years and need professional help, family support, financial stability, and genuine opportunities to rebuild. Others find different paths. And there are situations in which, no matter how hard someone tries, the circumstances remain extraordinarily difficult. That is why I do not believe we can judge someone's strength solely by the results they achieve. Sometimes continuing to live, getting out of bed, meeting a responsibility, or simply making it through another day requires an effort that no one on the outside can imagine. And perhaps there we find one of the quietest forms of human strength. Not the strength that receives applause. Not the kind celebrated in motivational speeches. But the strength within completely unknown people who keep walking every morning despite carrying storms no one else can see. Yet even that strength raises another contradiction. Why must we be strong so often?

Why have we built a society that so admires the ability to endure suffering and, at times, pays so little attention to the circumstances that produce it? We are taught to compete, to produce, to achieve results, to overcome obstacles. We are told we must keep going. That we cannot give up. That we must fight for our dreams. But how often are we taught to stop and ask ourselves whether what we are fighting for is truly worth our lives?

What is the point of reaching a destination if, along the way, we have lost everything that gave the journey meaning? I have no definitive answer. And perhaps I never will. But the more I think about our black cloud, the more I understand that we cannot view it solely as an individual problem. We live within families, communities, cultures, and economic systems that constantly influence the way we interpret the world. We inherit customs. We inherit beliefs. We inherit fears. And sometimes we inherit wounds that began long before we were born. A father who grew up feeling insecure may pass that anxiety on to his children, even as he tries to protect them. A mother who learned to hide her emotions may struggle to teach her children how to express theirs. A family that has lived through generations of financial hardship may develop a relationship with money marked by the constant fear of losing it.

That does not mean all families inevitably repeat the same stories. It means no one begins life entirely separate from what happened before. We arrive in the world in the middle of a story already underway. And little by little, we begin writing our own part.

Perhaps that is why the black cloud does not belong only to the individual. It can also be part of the memory of a family, a community, or even an entire society. I think of wars, migrations, separations, economic crises, and all the experiences that transform the lives of whole generations. People who leave their country in search of a better existence. Families who lose what they spent decades building. Children who grow up hearing stories of suffering they never experienced firsthand, but which end up shaping the way they understand the world. The cloud can then take on a dimension that reaches beyond our personal history. And that brings me back to the question with which we began this journey.

Does the black cloud exist from the moment we are born? Or is it something we gradually construct as we learn to live? Perhaps both possibilities contain some truth. We are born vulnerable, dependent, capable of experiencing distress, and in need of protection. Later we develop memory, language, self-awareness, and the ability to imagine the future. And through that process, we begin building an interpretation of our existence. We learn who we believe we are. What we expect of ourselves. What we fear losing. What we need to achieve. Which mistakes we believe define us. And which memories we continue to carry inside. Perhaps the cloud is not something that suddenly appears. Perhaps it is the name I have chosen for a part of our human experience that constantly changes along with us. A part that can remain silent for years. That sometimes brings only a light drizzle. That at other times completely darkens our horizon. And that, under certain circumstances, can become a storm capable of profoundly altering our lives. But there is something I still cannot understand. If our cloud is so closely connected to memory, consciousness, and the ability to imagine what might happen, what about the other creatures that share this planet with us?

Do animals carry a black cloud too? We know that many animals can experience fear, stress, pain, and behaviors associated with loss or separation. But how do they live through those experiences? Can they remain trapped in memories as we do? Do they anticipate the future with anguish similar to ours? Can they construct a story about their own suffering?

And if some possess abilities that come close to our own, where does what we consider uniquely human truly begin?

Perhaps we have spent too long believing that we are creatures entirely different from the rest of nature. Perhaps our intelligence does not separate us as much as we imagine. Or perhaps there is something distinctive about the way we remember, anticipate, and interpret existence that makes our storms extraordinarily complex. I do not want to offer an answer ahead of time. But there is an image I cannot get out of my head. An animal can find itself in a storm, seek shelter, and wait for it to pass. We can do the same. The difference is that, even after the rain has stopped, we can continue hearing the thunder inside our memories. We can remember the last storm. We can fear the next one. We can convince ourselves the sun will never shine again. And we can spend so much time watching the sky, waiting for another cloud to appear, that we end up forgetting to enjoy the clear days. Perhaps that is one of our great tragedies. But it might also conceal one of our greatest possibilities. Because the same consciousness that allows us to remember pain also allows us to understand it. The same imagination that can fill us with fear also allows us to create hope. And the same memory that preserves our losses can hold the most extraordinary moments of our existence. Perhaps it is not simply a matter of learning to live with the cloud. Perhaps we must begin by understanding why, among all the creatures we know, we seem to need so many explanations to justify our own existence. And then a question arises that seems to me even more difficult than all the others.

Is the black cloud a consequence of our consciousness, or is our consciousness precisely what allows us to discover that the cloud was there all along?

CHAPTER 3

DO ANIMALS HAVE A BLACK CLOUD TOO?

Sometimes I watch a dog sleeping in the sunshine and feel an envy that is difficult to explain. There it lies, its body surrendered to the warmth of the ground, breathing without hurry, oblivious to the ringing phone, the bills coming due, the promises we put off until tomorrow. It seems to possess something we spend years pursuing and that slips through our fingers just when we think we have found it: the ability to be exactly where we are. But all it takes is an unexpected noise to wake it, or the failure of someone it is waiting for to appear, and that picture of peace changes. I have watched a dog search for a familiar presence, grow restless before a closed door, react with fear to a storm. And I realize how easy it is to look at another creature and invent a simple life for it, merely because we cannot hear its thoughts. The question began to follow me as I tried to understand where our black cloud comes from. If it is born with us, if it is a shadow that accompanies life from its very first moment, why should it belong exclusively to us? We share hunger, exhaustion, the need for protection, and that urgent instinct to stay alive that sometimes forces us to do things we would never have imagined. We share pain as well, even if we cannot measure what it means to every species in the same way. An injured animal seeks shelter; another, separated from its group, may show a distress that food and rest alone cannot relieve. I do not need to claim that animals feel exactly as we do to recognize that there is an experience there worthy of respect. What I wonder is whether, behind those eyes that look at us without words, there might be something resembling the cloud I have been trying to describe. For a long time, we grew accustomed to placing human beings at the center of everything. When another creature learns from an experience, we say it has memory, but when we remember something painful, we believe we are confronting a far greater mystery. Perhaps we are; perhaps not. Some animals recognize individuals after long periods apart, change their behavior following difficult experiences, and maintain bonds whose depth we are only beginning to study. I am particularly struck by those scenes in which an animal returns to the place where it lost a companion, because they force me to stop my imagination before it turns into certainty. I do not know what it remembers or how it understands the absence. What I do know is that it would be enormously arrogant to insist that nothing is happening inside it simply because it cannot tell me.

We have words, and perhaps that is where a decisive difference lies, though not necessarily a mark of superiority. We can sit across from someone and tell them that a farewell from twenty years ago still hurts. We can explain our fear of an illness we do not have or the shame we feel over a decision no one else remembers. But we can also use those same words to build a prison. Something said to us in childhood can become a sentence we repeat throughout our lives; a failure can cease to be an event and become the conviction that we are incapable; a relationship that ended can persuade us that we will never be loved again. The event is over, the person may have left decades ago, the place may no longer exist, and yet we go on living inside that story. The rain stopped outside, but we can still hear it. I think of how many times I have returned in my mind to a conversation to change an answer, correct a gesture, or avoid a word. It is a useless exercise and yet a terribly human one. In my imagination, I manage to say what I should have said, the other person finally understands what I meant, and everything ends differently. Then I return to the present and discover that nothing has changed. I do not know whether an animal can do anything similar. Perhaps certain species anticipate events and retain complex memories; it would be reckless to deny them that possibility. But in us, this ability takes on a strange dimension: we do not suffer only over what happened; we also suffer over versions of our lives that never came to be. We can invent a loss and mourn it before it happens. And yet that same imagination allows us to compose a song, build a house, write a story, or prepare for our children's future. I do not want to present consciousness as a curse, because that would be as false as calling everything we do with it a blessing. Our minds can open extraordinary horizons and can lock us in a room without doors. Sometimes the difference between those two possibilities lies not in what happens outside but in the story we construct around it. I have seen people endure tremendous hardships without losing their ability to enjoy a simple afternoon, and others who, surrounded by comfort, cannot rest for a minute. I do not believe the first are better people, or that the second have chosen to suffer. It simply reminds me that the storm is not always proportionate to the landscape. When I observe animals, I also encounter another uncomfortable truth: we have created a world that multiplies our reasons for comparing ourselves with others. A dog does not need to convince thousands of strangers that its life deserves admiration. We, on the other hand, can wake up satisfied with what we have and lose that peace after spending only a few minutes looking at the carefully displayed lives of other people. Someone else's home seems brighter, their trip more exciting, their love more perfect. We forget that we are comparing our entire lives, with all their silences and worries, to a selected moment from somebody else's. And there, almost without a sound, another cloud begins to form. It does not necessarily arise from tragedy; it may arise from the feeling that what we have is never enough. Perhaps that is why I resist saying that animals are happy because they have no money, obligations, or ambitions. That would turn them into characters in a fable written to console us. Nature also contains danger, scarcity, competition, illness, and loss. No forest is a permanent paradise, and no animal lives protected from every form of suffering. What changes is how we relate to what happens to us. We have built societies capable of caring for vulnerable people, developing treatments, and providing shelter, but we have also created expectations that can crush those who cannot meet them. With our knowledge, we can save a life and, at the same time, make someone feel insignificant for not possessing what society considers essential. There is something particularly cruel about that contradiction. A child does not come into the world worried about social standing. Little by little, the child learns to distinguish what others approve of, what causes shame, what earns applause, and what must be hidden. The child learns to measure personal worth using standards never freely chosen. Some manage to free themselves from those standards; others carry them for decades, even after achieving everything that was demanded of them. I wonder whether the cloud grows heavier precisely when we stop simply living an experience and begin judging ourselves for having lived it. Fear is painful, but feeling ashamed of being afraid can be worse. Sadness hurts, but believing we have no right to be sad adds a second storm to the first.

I do not know whether an animal can feel anything like that private shame, constructed out of memories, expectations, and judgments about itself. Nor do I know how far other creatures' forms of consciousness extend. What I do know is that our certainties about them have changed many times and will probably keep changing. It seems more honorable to accept uncertainty than to use our intelligence as permission to dismiss everything we do not understand. Perhaps the cloud is not exclusively human; perhaps what is uniquely human is our habit of explaining it, feeding it with words, and making it part of the identity we present to the world. But I do not want to idealize silence, either. Some kinds of pain need to be named before they stop ruling us from the shadows. When someone manages, for the first time, to speak about what they have kept silent for years, their suffering does not necessarily disappear, but their relationship with it may change. The words that condemn us can also help us understand. The memory that brings a loss back to us also preserves the face of someone we loved, a laugh, an afternoon, the smell of a family kitchen. The imagination that invents catastrophes can also give us the courage to begin again. Perhaps we cannot choose every storm that passes through our lives, but we can learn, in certain circumstances and with whatever help we need, not to mistake every cloud for the end of the sky. So I return to that dog sleeping in the sunshine. I no longer see it as a symbol of perfect happiness or a creature incapable of suffering. I see it simply as another living being, with a world of its own that I will never know completely. As I watch it, I realize that my original question has changed. I wanted to know whether animals carry a black cloud too, and I have ended up wondering why we need to turn every experience into an explanation of who we are. Perhaps that need has allowed us to build civilizations and pass stories from one generation to the next; perhaps it is also one of the reasons we preserve storms that began long before we were born. I do not have an answer, and I have no intention of inventing one. For now, a suspicion is enough: suffering may be part of life, but the story we build around it can remain with us long after the suffering itself has passed. And if that story is learned, inherited, and repeated, then to understand our cloud I will have to look beyond the individual, toward the families and the society that taught us how to look at the sky.

CHAPTER 4

THE STORMS WE INHERIT

There are memories that do not belong to us and yet end up living inside us. I think of the stories we hear as children, told so many times around a table that we come to remember them almost as if we had been there. A grandfather who lost his home, a mother who had to leave, a father who spent years working without rest because he knew all too well the fear of having nothing left. Sometimes those stories are told with pride; other times, with a sadness no one dares to name. Children listen while they play, apparently paying little attention, but something remains. A phrase, a warning, a
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