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  Definitions


Spirit: the being that inhabits and gives life to a human body from birth until death. 

Ghost: a spirit that, after departing the body, remains attached to the identity it had in life, continuing to embody it and seeking to manifest itself to those who were close to it in order to communicate with them.






  
  Prologue


This book is an invitation to journey through a series of stories inspired by personal experiences. The first five are grounded in the here and now, in the reality of everyday life; the others open a window onto the mystery of our true essence and explore the reason for our existence in this vast universe. 
For a long time, I have been certain of one thing: we are far more than a mere mass of flesh and bone directed by a brain.
We are all spirits who, more than once, have wandered as ghosts before continuing our journey through this universe in a cycle we have yet to break.
Recognizing this truth is the first step toward unraveling the enigma of spiritual amnesia and entrapment, subjects explored in the final story of this book.
As you journey through these pages, I hope you will find a reflection of your own soul and an echo of your own spiritual quest. May these stories invite you to question, to feel, and—above all—to remember who you truly are in the deepest part of your being.






  
  On the Characters


Nearly everyone in these stories belongs either to the Angée 1 family—or to my wife Pilar’s family—the Cadavid family. In both families, the seventh child was a girl named Pilar.
Also featured in these stories are Papín and Manena, my wife’s maternal grandparents; Alix, her childhood friend; the unforgettable Nena; Father Tiznet—the only character to whom I gave a fictional name—and Amparo, my father Gremaud’s second wife.
What follows is a list of members from both families.


The Angée family           
Gremaud2 and Ligia      
Mercedario                                 
Álvaro                                                
Dago                                                  
Johnny                                              
Farley                                               
Adriana                                             
Pilar                                                   
Jimmy                               
Mauricio
Gremaud Jr.
Mónica
Alejandro

The Cadavid family
Saturnino and Nohemí
Marielena
Cecilia
Estela
Gloria
Piedad
Cayetano
Pilar


1.
       Angée: a surname of French origin.
    
2.
       Gremaud: a name of French origin.
    






  
  PART ONE:

Five Tales of the Here and Now












  
  The Teacher


Iwoke before six. Everyone was still asleep, but excitement was making me restless; I could hardly wait for my mother to wake up and start getting things ready for my first day of school. A strange illness had kept me in bed for weeks, forcing me to begin that longed-for adventure behind schedule. 
It was cold. I skipped ahead of my mother for the entire three-block walk , darting in every direction to keep warm—sideways, backward, diagonally—never straying too far from her.
She walked me to the school entrance, where a red-haired woman with a freckled face greeted me with a warm smile. Miss Elsa. She led me inside.
I took one of the few empty desks. A playful murmur filled the room; I wanted to join in, but I was the newcomer, and no one noticed me.
Then came roll call.
“Present,” I said, echoing the others.
“Today we have reading,” the teacher announced, moving toward her desk by the board.
Silence fell at once. The atmosphere in the classroom seemed to grow thick and sticky as honey. Soon it closed in around me and sent chills through my body. 
“Andrade, Carlos,” said the redhead, her smile gone.
Carlitos crossed the room slowly, his steps heavy. 
“Move. We don’t have all day.”
She opened the primer and pointed to a spot on the page.
“What does it say?”
Carlitos hesitated. Elsa’s hand struck his cheek like a whip, laying bare once and for all the source of the fear that hung in the air.
“Spare the rod, spoil the child,” she said, sending him back to his desk, a red handprint burning on his cheek.
“Angarita, Fernando,” she called again. No answer. 
Only later did I learn that the little boy hanging by his hair from the teacher's left hand was Fernando.
“Next time you make me wait, it’ll be worse.”
I couldn’t believe that my long-awaited day had turned into a nightmare. 
Fernando returned to his seat sobbing, his hair mussed and his cheeks flushed.
“Angée, Álvaro.”
When I heard my name, the world seemed to collapse. I walked to the front, clutching the Charry primer, trembling. When I was within reach of that red-haired monster, close enough to see her eyes crackling with fury, I heard her bark:
“What does that say?”
“I don’t know,” I whispered.
The slap echoed.
“Try again.”
I saw the drawing.
“Cat,” I ventured.
The second blow came at once.
Looking back, I can measure the damage that “teacher” caused in my life. Her “method” destroyed the joy I arrived at school with that morning and left a scar that remained with me for years. I imagine I wasn’t the only child whose joy in learning came to an abrupt end in that classroom.






  
  Three Pounds of Genius


One of the forensic pathologists focuses on the abdomen, where the viscera, as if hurled outward by a recent explosion, lie exposed. 
The other has removed the upper half of the skull and proceeds to extract the brain. After several minutes of meticulous work—in which the skill of a seasoned butcher becomes evident—he finally holds it in his hands, wearing the jubilant grin of someone who believes he has found a treasure. He places it on a scale and records the weight in his notebook: one thousand five hundred twenty grams.
Then, with deliberate care, he counts the folds on its surface, noting each one.
His gaze fixes on a point in that whitish labyrinth; he places a magnifying glass over it and leans in, further narrowing the distance between himself and his long-awaited revelation.
The marvelous chords of the theory of relativity, riding upon the pure notes of a Mozart sonata, are nowhere to be found.
Slightly disillusioned, he emerges from his reverie but does not give up. He is certain that, sooner or later, that curled piece of flesh will reveal the secrets of its genius and, in the process, make him very famous.
He gently lowers the organ into a thick liquid in a glass vessel.
When the day’s work is done, Dr. Harvey quietly removes the brain from the morgue and carries it home.






  
  The Passenger


Iapproach the stop at 75th Street and Collins Avenue and spot her among the waiting passengers. She steps slowly out of the shelter; someone gestures for her to move to the front. 
I pull into the bay.
“She must be over ninety,” I think as I watch her, her white hair unkempt and a look of bewilderment in her eyes, as lost and helpless as a little girl wandering through the aisles of a crowded bazaar. 
She waits for me nearly every afternoon, at about the same time.
In her fragile figure—like a Barbie doll worn down by time and life’s hardships—I sense the urgency of someone who cannot afford to be late.
She climbs the steep steps very slowly while the other passengers follow her with resigned patience.
She holds a small piece of paper in her left hand; with the other, she can barely steady herself against the handrail. When she reaches the top, she sways slightly. Her head gives a sudden jerk that strikes me as almost comical—like a chick pecking at the ground in search of worms. Her gaze comes to rest on me, but I’m certain she does not see me.
“Good afternoon,” I say, smiling.
My voice draws her slightly out of the trance she seems trapped in whenever I see her from a distance, beneath the shelter.
“Driver,” she whispers, not returning the greeting, as she hands me the paper. “Could you let me know when we reach this address?” 
I look with affected interest at the shaky lines on the worn, yellowed paper and pretend it’s the first time I’m reading it—just as I pretend I have never seen this peculiar passenger before.
“Of course,” I reply.
I get up from my seat and hold out my hands to her so she can steady herself as she sits down on the side bench.
I return to the driver’s seat and attend to the other passengers. When everyone is seated, I go through my usual routine. I close the door and pull out of the bay.
I glance at the paper—for the umpteenth time—as I head north through the city: 7500 Collins Avenue.
I pull into the bay at the next stop, a block away. I bring the bus to a stop, set the emergency brake, and open the door. I get up and go over to the woman, who looks at me expectantly.
“I’m sorry to tell you I passed your stop,” I say, feigning regret, as I hand the paper back to her.
“Did I miss my stop?” she asks, in a sudden jolt of alarm. 
“I’m afraid so. Please forgive me. Fortunately, you’re not very far—you only need to walk one block back the other way.”
I then help her off the bus.
“Thank you, driver. You’re very kind… It’s been a very long journey…” she adds in a tired voice. Then she walks away slowly, with obvious difficulty, wrapped in the same cloak of mystery that usually accompanies her.






  
  The Gift


He woke, opened his eyes, and was seized by an unsettling clarity: time had come to a standstill. It was the same morning as yesterday and the day before—a morning caught in the throbbing pulse of pain, waiting for him, devoid of all hope. 
Light slipped through the curtain’s narrow gaps, stinging his eyes and forcing them shut again. He kept them closed for several seconds—until pain surged and, in an instant, blotted out everything. 
Pancreatic cancer.
With it came his hours of horror.
The same nightmare, again and again.
He smiled at the irony: to escape it, he needed narcotics—morphine. He drifted into oblivion and lingered there as long as he could, free of torment.
His wife came into the room, kissed him on the forehead with an almost maternal tenderness—warm but controlled—and helped him sit up against the headboard, propped on pillows.
She was ten years younger than he was. Her vitality stood in stark contrast to the deterioration the illness had reduced him to. She fed him the soft semiliquid food he could tolerate in slow, measured spoonfuls. Then she wiped his face with a damp towel and smoothed the unruly strands of his hair.
“Happy birthday, my dear,” she whispered in his ear. “Your children are coming to see you today.” 
He asked for his phone. He had lost all desire to use it since the illness had become the central focus of his life, that damned moment when pain
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