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To the families that are built, not just born. 

To Caracas, a contradictory and beautiful city that was the perfect setting for this story of contrasts. 
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—DEDICATION—

For all who have felt caught between two worlds,

For those who have built bridges where others see chasms,

For fathers who learn, for mothers who dream,

For children who teach as they grow.

And especially:

To the families that choose each other every day,

To siblings of the heart,

To those who forgive the unforgivable,

And to those who believe that love, even when it arrives disguised as a mistake, always finds its way.

Because in the end, we are all searching,

and being found.

—OPENING QUOTE—

"Sometimes destiny weaves its stories with threads we did not choose, in colors we would not recognize, in patterns we would not understand until much later. And when we finally look at the completed tapestry, we discover that the beauty was not in the perfection of the design, but in how every broken thread was mended, every clashing color was integrated, and every unexpected pattern was embraced. That is family: a tapestry of lives found." 

— Anonymous

—PROLOGUE—

THE LIVES THAT AWAIT US

There are encounters that divide existence into a before and an after. We do not always recognize them when they happen. Sometimes they seem like accidents, mistakes, detours on the planned path. And then, years later, we look back and understand: that was the moment when everything changed. That was the instant when destiny stopped being a calm river and became a waterfall that carried us to places we never imagined. 

This is a story about those encounters. About how a life that begins in the most absolute solitude can intertwine with another that seems to have everything, but in reality yearns for what is essential. About how love can be born from error, family can arise from chaos, and redemption can be found in the most unexpected places. 

It is the story of Ismael, who was born when his mother died. Of Marta, who arrived in a foreign country with only dreams and a daughter Of Isabel, who believed she knew love until it showed her its most complicated face. And of two boys—one raised in abundance, the other in need—who discover they are brothers when they are already ten years old, and how that discovery saves them both. 

But above all, this is a story about bridges. Bridges between social classes, between countries, between broken hearts. Bridges built with small acts of courage: a decision to adopt, a choice to forgive, a dance at a party, a lost and found bracelet, a lemon tree planted in a garden that is too perfect. 

I invite you to cross these bridges. I invite you to find these lives. And perhaps, in the process, you may find echoes of your own stories of encounters, of losses and discoveries, of families that are built instead of just being born. 

Because in the end, we are all travelers seeking connection. We are all lives waiting to be found. 

Juan C. Farías S.

—LIST OF MAIN CHARACTERS—

“THE CONTRERAS FAMILY”

· Ismael Contreras V.: Adopted by a wealthy family, doctor, trapped between duty and desire. 

· Isabel de Contreras: His wife, daughter of doctors, the moral heart of the family. 

· Andrés Contreras: Their biological son, raised in privilege but in solitude. 

· Noel and Elena Contreras: Ismael's adoptive parents, successful entrepreneurs who find parenthood late. 

“THE CASTILLO FAMILY”

· Marta Castillo: Single Mexican mother who emigrates to Venezuela seeking a better future. · Eugenia Castillo: Her mother, who carries secrets and sacrifice. 

· Ismael Castillo (Ismaelito): Son of Marta and Ismael, a resilient child who unites two worlds. 
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“THE BRIDGES”

· Doña Rosalinda Mendoza: Neighbor who becomes an adoptive grandmother, personified folk wisdom. 

· Mariana López: Her granddaughter, teacher who represents social mobility through education. 

· Héctor: Ismael's best friend, the voice of conscience and loyalty. 

· Sebastián (son): Andrés's childhood friend who represents privilege learning to look beyond itself. 

· Ricardo Montero: Family lawyer, bridge between the law and the heart.

BOOK I: TWO WORLDS. 

(Separate Parts, Intertwined Destinies) 
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CHAPTER 1: 
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—BIRTH AND FAREWELL

—December 22, 1986 - La Guaira, Venezuela 12:01 a.m. 

The night smelled of saltpeter and recent rain. In the private "Santa María" clinic, fluorescent lights flickered like dying stars over the deserted hallway. There, in room 204, a seventeen-year-old girl clenched her teeth to keep from screaming. Not out of dignity, but out of fear that someone would recognize her Mexican accent and ask for papers that did not exist. 

Her name was Elena, though no one in that hospital would ever know it. She had crossed three borders with a suitcase of dreams and a womb growing in silence. Now, lying on white, cold sheets, she felt life slipping away in waves of pain. 

"Breathe, miss," said a nurse with a tired voice. "Almost there." 

Elena closed her eyes and thought of the village she had left behind: the smell of roasted corn, her mother's laughter, the man who had promised her love and only given her this burden now struggling to emerge. She did not cry. Tears were a luxury she could not afford since she had decided to flee. 

At 12:01 a.m., a baby's cry shattered the predawn silence. 

It was a vigorous, defiant sound that resonated in the room like a song of life amid desolation. The nurse placed the baby on Elena's chest. The young woman looked at her son for the first time: his eyes were closed, his fists clenched, his hair dark and damp. She touched him with trembling fingers, tracing the curve of his cheek, the tiny nose, the lips that instinctively sought nourishment. 

"He's a strong boy," murmured the nurse. "He has your eyes." 

Elena did not reply. She just watched, memorizing every detail, engraving in her soul the image of this being she would carry with her wherever she went. She knew, with a certainty that froze her blood that she would not see him grow. 

"Does he have a name?" asked the nurse. 

Elena opened her mouth, but before she could speak, a sharp pain stole her breath. The room began to spin, the lights blurred into white spots. She saw the nurses move quickly, heard muffled voices as if underwater, felt someone take the baby from her arms. 

"Internal hemorrhage," someone said. "Quick." 

The world faded into shades of gray. In her last moments of consciousness, Elena thought of a name. A biblical name, of survivors, of men who overcame the desert. 

Ishmael. 

But the word never reached her lips.

—
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Meanwhile, in the waiting room... 

Noel and Elena Contreras —not the young woman who died, but the mature woman who bore her name like an unintended homage to fate— waited in silence. He, with hands clasped over his knees; she, glancing at the wall clock every thirty seconds. They had been married for twenty-two years, twenty-two years trying to have a child who never came. 

"It must be something serious," murmured Noel. "She arrived alone, without documents..." 

"Poor girl," whispered Elena, with that maternal instinct she had never been able to exercise. 

They had been there since eleven at night, when their white Mercedes had almost run over the young woman doubled over in pain on a dark street corner. They had carried her between them, feeling the heat of her sweaty brow, the tremor in her hands. They asked no questions. There was no need. Pain is a universal language. 

An hour later, Dr. Salazar came out to the waiting room. His gaze was weary, his shoulders slumped. 

"The young woman did not survive," he said without preamble. "Postpartum hemorrhage. There was nothing we could do."

Elena Contreras brought a hand to her mouth. Noel closed his eyes. 

"And the baby?" he asked, his voice hoarser than usual. 

"He's fine. A healthy boy, three kilos two hundred grams. But..." the doctor paused, "we have no identification for the mother. No relatives. Nothing." 

The silence that followed was thick, charged with unspoken possibilities. Elena and Noel looked at each other. In that exchanged glance traveled years of failed hopes, silent nights in a house too big, trips to Europe that palliated but did not fill the void. 

"What will happen to him?" asked Elena, almost breathless. 

"The usual thing is that he goes to an orphanage until..." the doctor did not finish the sentence. He knew how those stories ended. 

Noel stood up. At fifty-eight, he was a tall man with broad shoulders, his graying hair combed back. He looked at his wife and saw in her eyes exactly what he felt in his own heart: a desire as ancient as it was painful, and an opportunity presented wrapped in tragedy. 

"We'll take him," he said, and his voice left no room for doubt. 

The doctor observed them, assessing. 

"It's a complex legal process..." 

"We have the resources," Noel interrupted. "And the desire. May I see him?" 

—In the nursery... 

Through the glass, Elena Contreras saw the baby for the first time. He was asleep in a clear plastic crib, wrapped in a pale blue blanket. His right fist was against his cheek, as if in a gesture of defense or peace. 

"Look at him," she whispered, squeezing her husband's hand. "He looks... perfect." 

Noel did not reply. He just watched. He watched the tiny mouth moving in sleep, the translucent eyelids, the fine veins like blue threads at his temples. This boy had nothing. He had no name, no history, no past to define him. He only had a future to be written. 

"What name will we give him?" asked Elena, tears in her eyes. 

Noel thought for a moment. He remembered the young woman they had carried in their arms, her labored breathing, the way she had whispered "thank you" before losing consciousness. 

"Ishmael," he finally said. "It means 'God will hear.' Because someone heard our prayers, even if the path was... like this." 

Elena nodded, a tear sliding down her cheek. 

"Ishmael Contreras. It sounds good." 

At that moment, the baby opened his eyes. They were a dark blue, almost gray, and he stared at them fixedly, as if already recognizing something familiar in them, something that belonged to his destiny. 

"We will give you everything," Elena promised in a whisper, her forehead against the glass. "A home, an education, love... everything you never had." 

And although the baby could not understand the words, something in his small body seemed to relax, as if a part of him, the part that still remembered his mother's fear and loneliness, had finally found a safe harbor.

—
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Meanwhile, in the morgue... 

In a cold, white room, the body of the young Mexican woman lay covered by a sheet. She had no documents. She had no jewelry. In the pocket of her worn dress, she carried only a photograph folded many times: it was her, younger, smiling next to an older woman —her mother— in front of an adobe house. 

No one would claim her body. No one would mourn her death in this foreign country. Her story ended there, on a stainless-steel table, with a baby who would never know her name or the sound of her laughter. 

But before the attendants took her away, one of them noticed something. In her right hand, clenched in a fist even in death, was a small object. Carefully, he opened the already stiff fingers. 

It was a cheap silver locket, so worn that the figure of the Virgin of Guadalupe was barely distinguishable. On the back, an almost
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