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For my younger self—
who endured and persevered, with faith in love and something greater.
 
For my friends, family, and mentors—
who have loved, encouraged, and supported every version of me.
 
For the Universe—
who trusted me to tell this story. 
 
For you—
on the path with me.
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Have you considered that every event since the dawn of time unfolded in a Divine order so that when you arrived in this world at the right time, on the right date, in the right place—all of the people, experiences, and lessons intended for you could appear in your path exactly when they were meant to? 
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If you have found this book, perhaps there is something in these pages meant for you. Maybe you are grieving, living with shame, recovering from trauma, or you might have lost your faith in something greater than yourself. Maybe you are missing connection, joy, or adventure in your life. Maybe you need to be reminded that there is magic waiting to be welcomed.
Whatever the reason this book has made its way to your hands, you are now part of this unfolding story because I have never crossed paths with another human being by accident. Every person I have met along the way had something to teach me or has served as a mirror for something I needed to see in myself. Connections strengthen us, and if there is one thing I hope every reader takes away from this book, it is that we are all connected in this beautiful world, which is full of magic if you allow it to appear. 
The experiences I have documented in these pages have been reconstructed from memory, photographs, journal entries, workbooks, text messages, social media posts, and emails. I have tried to describe every event and interaction as accurately as possible. 
As much as I wish I could introduce some of the people in these pages to the world, certain names have been changed to protect and preserve privacy. I have made every attempt to describe and portray people as I experienced them. Timelines may have been abbreviated out of necessity, but I took care to portray events contained herein accurately and factually.
This book represents two healing journeys for me. The first took place between February 7th and May 1st of 2024 after my life unraveled and I made the decision to leave my partner, travel alone from Ecuador to England, make a brief side trip to Italy, then proceed to India. The second journey offered deep healing, and took place during the nine months I spent writing and reflecting on my experiences in solitude. It was during the writing of this book that I did the work of integration. My work didn’t stop when I left India. In many ways, it was just beginning, and I am still feeling my way through the next chapter—with grace.
This book describes many traumatic and life-changing events, and I sincerely hope that I have given voice to my experiences in the service of love. If my story helps one person, the vulnerability required to share it will be worthwhile.
It’s not perfect. On purpose. 
The earliest manuscript feedback I received from a publisher was positive but suggested my first chapter felt “rushed,” and the reader would benefit from a slower pace. I gave thought to this feedback and decided to leave the events as they happened because this is how I experienced the events. I wanted my life to slow down. I wanted a moment to breathe. But, as we all know, pausing is a luxury in the midst of tragedy or upheaval, so I decided to include you in that experience rather than make you more comfortable. 
I also decided to let my writing reflect the state I was in as these events unfolded. There is a lot of crying in this writing because I was, in fact, doing a lot of crying. There was, perhaps, more magic unfolding than I had pages to convey.
Throughout this book, I have included dated entries that were recorded during my travels. The majority of these italicized entries are from my journals, which were never meant to be shared or read. Other entries might be verbatim-dated social media posts or workbook entries. I journal to order my thoughts. As you read these entries, you will witness the mess of my moments. You will be a party to my interior landscape—neurotic questioning, self-doubt or, at times, self-support.
This is not a complete accounting of all events during my three months of travel. However, these are the events that revealed where my heart had been directing me all along. 
I hope you will enjoy the adventure through external and internal landscapes, and hopefully, find a crumb of meaning that is supportive in your own journey. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Where Do We Go From Here?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The trouble with being a feeling human is that inevitably, you will experience heartbreak. If you’re lucky, you’ll experience it more than once. There’s really no pain like a broken heart and the feelings of grief that accompany it. That grief is the surest sign that love was present for a time, and, in my opinion, love is one of the only things worth knowing in this world. Of course, the greater the love, the greater the grief. 
When it comes to love, I go all in. Some folks would rather not take chances with the odds, and they spend their entire lives with their hearts behind walls of stone. Anyone walking in my shoes might have shuttered their heart years ago and moved to the forest to live out their days as a hermit, but I am a seasoned professional. I experienced my first heartbreak shortly after I learned to walk, and since that time, I have consistently risked my heart over and over again, only to have it crushed, shattered, and barely beating at times. My greatest act of rebellion in this world is to continue to believe in love and to rise like a phoenix from the ashes with my heart shining outward despite my chances. 
My experiences in relationships have run the gamut from two decades of, by most measures, a successful marriage to my son’s father and in sharp contrast, a devastating experience with a presumed narcissist that spanned eight years and cost me almost everything. After the latter, I devoted nearly a year to therapy, recovery, and deep soul-searching solitude. Then, when I wasn’t looking, I met André, and I was sure I had found my person. 
André made every piece of the puzzle fall into place. He made sense of all my lessons, failures, quirks, strengths, longings, and dreams. He was everything I wasn’t and everything I wanted. He made my wishes come true, and our cohabitation was effortless. I loved our simple rituals like cooking meals together or having coffee with the mountain sunrise. We worked hard, adventured, and laughed most days from morning to night. I could stare at him for hours, admiring the creases in his face, the way his beard came in, and the way light turned his eyes from brown to green. I loved the feel of him. The smell of him. The weight of him. I loved him. Unconditionally. I loved us. My love for him felt timeless, without beginning or end. Like I had always known him. 
     I wish I could tell you the number of times strangers approached us to say things like, “You two are so happy!  It’s inspiring,” or, “You two are beautiful together,” “You’re glowing!” or, “Whatever you two have, I want.” I could feel the beauty of our connection, and so could everyone around us. We had love. And it was magic.
Until it wasn’t. 
The price I paid for this love was living with the impacts of André’s untreated mental illness. He didn’t disclose this when we were dating or after we began cohabitating. He disclosed this after I experienced his temper and womanizing during what I would later understand was a manic cycle. 
In the years prior to our meeting, he had been transparent about his struggles with “severe Bi-Polar Type 1” in the community. He publicly shared his diagnosis and gratitude for support and medical care. I can’t say why he didn’t disclose this early in our relationship. Maybe he thought he was healed, or it was in his past. Maybe he was afraid I would not love him if I knew.
Only he knows the answer. 
The first time I experienced one of these phases, it was like a hurricane passed through my life and leveled everything. The peace of our home was disrupted by agitation that grew into anger and sometimes uncontrollable, unbridled, and terrifying rage. His love for me would disappear, and so would he. It was like he had been abducted, and an angry, loud, arrogant, womanizing stranger was left in his place. 
During these episodes, which could last weeks to months, I was afraid of the man I loved. I often kept my opinions in my throat and shrank to keep the peace. The burden was heavy, and I would become depleted of energy, confused, and unable to make decisions. It wasn’t just that my partner disappeared; it was that my entire life disappeared. I prayed intently for miracles and for the real André to be returned to me. It was hard to comprehend that this was the real André too. 
These episodes came and went like a Category 5 Storm, and until I saw it for myself, I didn’t fully understand the illness and the changes it could create in a person. The flirting, texting, interest in other women, and the plotting of affairs severely impacted my self-esteem, but these impacts are par for the course with the hyper-sexualization aspect of the illness. I was safe; then I wasn’t. I was in a committed relationship; then I wasn’t. I had a life plan and a partner; then I didn’t. 
It was during one of these painful cycles that I ended the relationship with André for the second time. His decision to forgo medication was a choice that had serious consequences for me. I could no longer live with his frightening temper, the ups and downs, or the impact on my self-esteem. I had done so much inner work prior to meeting him, and I wasn’t going to self-sacrifice for a partner who wouldn’t commit to self-care. 
After a few months of a separation that really wasn’t much of a separation at all, André suggested we see a counselor together, and he began a new course of treatment. The counselor provided communication tools that helped us better understand the forces at work in our relationship, and after a few sessions, we recommitted to each other. In the fourteen months that followed, we found our groove. For the most part, André’s mood had stabilized; he didn’t sweat the small stuff, and maintaining his health seemed manageable. Our relationship improved, and we began making long-term plans. 
At the start of December, we set out on a four-month adventure that would give us the winter to live and work on a project in Ecuador, followed by a five-day stop in England, then on to India for a month-long yoga course in Rishikesh. André and I had been planning the trip to India since we met, but I had dreamed of traveling to India since I was a child. I was beyond excited for the plans in motion.
This was our second winter living in Ecuador, a small country in South America nestled between Columbia and Peru. The previous year, we designed and broke ground on a reforestation project along the river in the Quijos Valley, a biodiverse ecosystem where the Andean Highlands meet the Amazon rainforest. This season had been remarkably different than the last. Instead of spending our spare time exploring waterfalls or traveling by motorbike to other cities and regions, the country was in lockdown as the Ecuadorian government declared war with the drug cartels controlling the port cities of Guayaquil and Esmereldas. This largely quiet and peaceful nation had seen a sharp increase in gun violence, and multiple hostage situations and bombings throughout the country had resulted in a mandatory curfew. Anyone found in violation of curfew was arrested. Trucks loaded with military personnel armed with assault rifles circled the neighborhoods, and there were police traffic stops and inspections at all major intersections. People were glued to the television and genuinely fearful, which made me realize how accustomed I had become to America’s gun violence. The realization added another layer to the sadness of the Western decline. 
Meanwhile, in the rest of the world, war and tensions were on the rise. Russia’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine raged on, and Israel’s bloody invasion of Gaza in retaliation for a terrorist attack perpetrated by Hamas was ongoing with thousands upon thousands dead. It was hard to reconcile terror and war when you were in one of the most beautiful, untouched places on earth. The butterflies and birds were completely unaware of the trouble. Water flowed without thinking about what was around the bend. Nature continued on, peacefully oblivious to our games. 
The violence in the external world contributed to existential dread, and on February 2, a week ahead of the new moon, something happened that felt ominous and foreboding. It seemed to say: Pay attention. 
André and I were having dinner on the terrace of a cafe when a torrential downpour started. The rain was so heavy and loud that we couldn’t hear each other over the sound. Just as I was turning my attention from the landscape back to my meal, I heard a loud flapping of wings inside the restaurant and saw a large, dark mass flying toward my head. It took a moment to realize it was a huge bird, and it circled my head so low that I shrieked and ducked instinctively. It returned for a second pass at André’s head, before flying into the empty restaurant and landing on a ¡Feliz Cumpleaños! sign atop a long banquet table prepared for a party later that evening.
Happy Birthday. 
The bird was a sickle-winged guan, about the size of a rooster, and it was the first I had seen there. These birds are mystically associated with rain, renewal, and fertility. In Eastern traditions, the guan is said to be a divine messenger that announces a spiritual quest. As I was leaving that evening, I noticed the bird had dropped a feather at my feet. I picked it up and tucked it into my jacket pocket. 
Feathers are a gift from the Divine.
Maybe that bird did deliver an important message because five days later, my life was forever changed. 
     On February 7, unmedicated, André physically assaulted me in anger. The whole thing happened in the blink of an eye. I didn’t see it coming, but also, I did. I knew this potential was in him. It's why I left the first time and the second. It’s why one of my requirements was that he commit to mood-stabilizing treatment.
Before leaving on this trip, he failed to procure his medicine for the winter, and in the prior month, his symptoms had returned and slowly intensified. First agitation, then inflated ego, increasing volume, erratic driving, less sleep, more conflict, flirting with other women, and increasing anger. The morning of the assault, André got into a bit of a heated discussion with our landlord over lease negotiations. Within an hour, his anger was focused on our farmhand, and then, when there was no one else to blame, he turned his anger on me. 
The whole morning I felt it coming. I began to make myself invisible, quiet, and prepared. I tried to soothe him. I tried to reason with him. Intuitively, I knew where this was heading—where this was always heading. André needed someone to be responsible for his feelings, which were big and out of control. 
He reached his tipping point over something relatively benign—the wording of a message he asked me to write to a potential employee. He was very specific about how he wanted it worded. Giving it thought, I said, “Maybe you should write the message since your Spanish is better than mine.” He raised his voice and began to pace and rant.
“Why can’t you do anything I ask? Why does everything have to be an argument? Why does everything have to be a fight?” 
I realized at that moment, he was projecting onto me how he felt about himself. I walked away from him, hoping he would self-calm, but he never self-calmed.
There was nothing like his anger. When he passed his red line, there was no turning back. His eyes would become wild, darting around quickly in all directions, and he often moved into my personal space, puffing up his chest, which was threatening and terrifying because I knew I was no match for his strength. As he continued to escalate, I could feel my heart begin to race. Because of the way he was pacing and circling, I felt like prey. My eyes filled with tears; my hands shook, and unfiltered words flowed from my mouth, words that were truthful but inflaming. Once I spoke them, they couldn’t be unspoken.
     “You are behaving like a child throwing a tantrum.” 
     He leapt inches from my face and screamed, “You want to see a tantrum?” 
I stood tall, looked him directly in the eyes, and prepared for what was about to happen. I didn’t say a word. He grabbed me with force, pulled me to his chest with my palms pinned flat so I was immobilized, and then he threw himself backwards onto the bed, taking me with him while simultaneously wrapping his legs around me. We landed hard, me on top of him, and I had no way to catch myself. My neck snapped backwards, and he began squeezing his arms and legs around me tighter and tighter like a constrictor. I felt I couldn’t breathe and started to cry, pleading with him, “Please let me go! I can’t breathe!” while he screamed into my ear, “HOW WOULD YOU FEEL IF I SAID THAT TO YOU?!?! HOW WOULD YOU FEEL IF I SAID THAT TO YOU?!?” 
He had some training in martial arts and knew how to inflict pain. He created so much compression around my ribs that I felt short of breath and panicked. With my entire body restrained, I had no way to break free or fight back except to sink my fingernails into his chest. When the pain of my nails became too much, or when he realized what he was doing, he released his legs, and pushed me up and off of him. Gripping and painfully twisting the flesh of my forearms, he plowed me into the cement wall using his shoulder and body weight to pin me. He applied pressure to the left side of my body while the right was smashed against the ungiving concrete. When he released my arms, he shoved me down the wall onto the floor, pushed into the tops of my shoulders, and held me there while screaming, “YOU WANT TO KNOW WHY I WON’T MARRY YOU?!? THIS IS WHY I WON’T MARRY YOU!” Then he left me there, crying on the floor for what felt like an eternity. It was enough time for me to realize everything I cherished was gone. 
I thought for sure he would return and say, “Oh my God. What have I done? Are you OK? I don’t know what came over me.”  
But he didn’t return. I could hear the sound of video shorts playing on his phone in the adjacent guest room. My ears were ringing as I assessed the throbbing in my body. My neck felt strange, my wrists were burning, and my right shoulder ached. I felt my broken heart.
After the initial shock wore off, my mind began to busy itself, thinking of a way through the maze to the best possible outcome. I grew up in a home dominated by my emotionally unstable and violent father. I learned that once a man feels free to put his hands on you in anger, it won’t stop. I thought about calling the police for help, but I wasn’t certain of the protocol in Ecuador. Would authorities treat him with dignity because he was in crisis? Would he resist arrest and get shot? Tensions were high in the country. Would we both end up in jail? His handprints remained around my wrists, but surely I had left fingernail marks on his chest too. I didn’t know the answers, nor was my Spanish fluent enough to provide a statement or navigate the legal process. 
I composed myself and splashed cold water on my face. Then I spoke to him from the threshold of the guest room where he was relaxed on the bed, stretched out with ankles crossed, watching videos on his phone like nothing had happened. He exuded an eerie calm. Before I could tell him my plan, he looked up at me and said, “You’re fucking crazy. You are fucking crazy. I was just trying to hug you. Look what you did. You scratched me with your nails. YOU SCRATCHED ME WITH YOUR NAILS!” 
I was completely stunned. He was raging moments earlier, had assaulted me, and now he was blaming me for hurting him. Just trying to hug me?!? But then, I had a moment of clarity. In the past during these phases when André did something shameful, he would double down. He would say or do things that would inflict more harm. He seemed to want my pain to be deeper. He wasn’t going to give me the comfort of an apology or validation. He wasn’t going to be bad or wrong. He was creating a victim’s story that made me responsible for his pain, actions, and aggression. 
I stood there for a moment thinking: This is why you won’t marry me? No, this is why I won’t marry you. This is why I left you in the past. This is the ugliness that shows up because you don’t take care of yourself. It’s only getting worse. 
I felt a moment of calm in the eye of the storm and knew what I needed to do for myself. I looked at the stranger in front of me and said, “I’m leaving.” 
I felt afraid, but I also knew what was right. I worked quickly, stuffing most of my belongings into my bags, called a taxi, and waited at the curb for the driver who would take me to a hostel in Baeza, the largest town between the farm and Quito. I really didn’t know what leaving meant. André and I were traveling abroad with more than a month of plans ahead of us. Our flight to London was set to depart in less than two weeks. And, back in the United States, we were living together. All I really knew at that moment was, I needed to make myself safe. 
Climbing into the backseat of a yellow taxi in the haze of a post morning rain and pulling away from the house was one of the most surreal moments in my life. Every second lasted minutes. Every detail and breath took place in a pause. 
I made the decision to leave. I chose myself.
When I arrived at Casa de Rodrigo, its namesake owner greeted me at the gate. 
 “Tracie! What are you doing here?” 
I had several interactions with Rodrigo over the past two years, and I knew him to be a good, trustworthy, family man who ran a quiet, respectable establishment. The moment we made eye contact, my own eyes filled with enough water to drown us both.
He gave a nod and said, “OK, let’s get you a room.” 
I appreciated that I didn't need to explain myself. I didn’t need to talk about it. I was grateful in that moment for people who could intuit without words. People who recognized deep pain and offered safe harbor. 
Rodrigo showed me to my room, which was tidy and smelled like freshly laundered linens. There was something comforting about the scent. It reminded me of my grandparents’ home, my childhood safe place, a home that was always cared for, clean, and tended to. There were two beds in the room with a nightstand between them. There was a walk-in closet, which was unusually generous for Ecuador, and a private bathroom with hot water and water pressure. The combination of hot water and pressure was a rarity in this country, as far as I could tell. I had been able to find hot water and no pressure or pressure and no hot water. This was a luxury.
“Es perfecto. Gracias.” (It’s perfect. Thank you.)
Rodrigo, who was awaiting my approval on the other side of the threshold, looked proud and in English said, “OK, Tracie, let us know if you need anything.” He lowered his eyes, bowed his head a bit, and pulled the door closed as he left the room.
I walked over to the heavy wooden door, turned the lock, drew the curtains, climbed into bed, curled into a ball, and cried. 
The hours passed like years without a thought for food or sleep. My mind and heart raced all night long. I felt such deep anguish, and I wanted to not feel it. The thing about heavy feelings like grief and despair is that when you’re feeling them, it seems as though they will never end. And that’s how I felt, but I knew the fastest way to heal it was to feel it. So I committed to feeling it. All of it. 
I found myself in that familiar state once more—a pile of ash. Only, this time, it felt different. This time, I felt alone and without hope. In some moments, I had the wherewithal to remind myself that I had been lost in this wilderness before and that even the smallest amount of faith could, eventually, help me find my way out, but it was too soon to believe it.
I occasionally left the bed and moved my crying operation to the shower, so I could let the hot water soothe the stiffness of my neck and body. The red handprints around my forearms had faded, and in the silence and calm of that little room, I was beginning to experience small clearings in the fog, but I was not yet able to make sense of the event that brought me to the place. I thought of calling my mother, my friends, or family, but I dreaded sharing the news that for the third time in my adult life, a long-term relationship I had given my whole heart to had fallen apart. My shame was preventing me from reaching out for the lifeline I needed.
When my friends and family last saw me in early December, I was a happy, confident woman with a vision and a mission. A little more than two months later, I was a traumatized, frightened woman, alone in a foreign country without a plan. I felt vulnerable in every way. I needed to talk to someone, but I wasn’t ready to reach out for support. So, I decided to talk to myself. I sifted through my bag and found my leather-bound journal and a pen; then I settled into a nest of pillows. In no time, I had filled ten pages. This act of writing and giving voice to my pain seemed to lessen it.
 
February 8
I have barely moved since arriving in this room yesterday. My eyes were fixed on the pitch-black ceiling all night until the first morning light began to define the shape of the fan and fixtures I had been staring at for a dozen hours. I feel ashamed of my string of failed relationships, and I have been thinking almost obsessively about André since I left. I left him in crisis. But was he? Was he experiencing an episode, or is he violent? Would he find me here and do something worse? Does he love me? Was any of it ever real? How could someone hurt a person they love? My mind is filled with questions, memories, and observations, trying to solve the problem, trying to make sense of what happened, and I feel panic. What if he harms himself? What if he harms someone else and is imprisoned? My inner dialogue informs what I need to admit, that I feel responsible for the feelings, actions, and mental health of others. I think, “If he harms himself, it’s my fault. If he harms someone else, it’s my fault. I left him alone in a foreign country.” 
What if I cared for myself like I care for others?
I can hear guests shuffling in the hall. It’s such a waste to be self-confined to a hostel room working through the pain of heartbreak in one of the most beautiful and biodiverse places in the world. Why did this have to happen here? Now? Why not at home? If I continue on this trip, I have ten days until my departing flight. Ten days to get my shit together. I need to get clear, focused, and come up with a plan, but at present, I feel lost, directionless, and alone. I’m so far from my family and friends. André is my life partner, professional partner, best friend, lover, and confidant. Now all those roles are vacant at once. The implications are heavy with one looming question. Do I keep my travel plans or return home? Do I have the courage to complete the remainder of this trip alone? Can I enjoy this dream trip despite the dramatic change in circumstances? The thought of traveling alone overseas is triggering, and the thought of traveling alone through India is overwhelming. Women have accomplished far more adventurous solo trips than this though. I have a friend who traversed the Himalayas alone long before cell phones, GPS mapping, and translation apps. I recently met Darcy Gaechter, who successfully paddled the Amazon River from source to sea alone and documented her journey in her book Amazon Woman. I imagine her asking me why I’m afraid to board a commercial flight with a fully stocked bar and stay in a hotel in a developed country. I ask myself, what would Amelia Earhart do? Several life experiences taught me to fear being alone as a woman in this world. I had a sense of safety traveling with a man that I didn’t have as a single woman, and the irony of that is not lost on me. The person who provided the illusion of safety was the one who harmed me. The cut is deeper when you are harmed by someone you love and trust. Someone who should protect you. And this is also a recurring theme in my life.
When I really examine who I am in relationships, I give everything. I go all in and invest in shared dreams. I over-give. I am naive when it comes to love. I think my partner feels and loves like I do. I think they are honest because I am honest. I think they are committed because I am. I think they feel the love and sacredness I feel. The lesson I have yet to learn is that love is my experience. I am the creator and source of the love I feel. It is not outside me. Could I generate this feeling on my own without a partner? Can I love myself the way I love others? I saw my reflection in the mirror earlier and noticed my appearance is ashy and sad. My eyes are puffy from crying; my neck still aches; and my vibrancy is gone. I thought to myself, “Is this someone with self-love and self-respect?”
 
* * *
 
I was startled by a knock and cringed because I had seen myself in the mirror. I pulled myself together and opened the door to find Alexandra, Rodrigo’s wife, smiling. She graciously invited me to join her family for breakfast. 
“No, todo bien, gracias. Quiero estar solo.” (I’m all good, thank you. I want to be alone.)
She looked at me with the softest eyes and knowing expression; her brows lifted a little in the center, and she said, “Tracie, you have to eat, or you will get sick.” 
This caused me to realize I hadn’t eaten in over twenty-four hours, and right there, in front of me like a gift, was someone offering kindness. I softened, thanked her for the invitation, and followed her to the dining room where Rodrigo and their two sons greeted me. 
Alexandra was a sophisticated woman who had traveled abroad and had impeccable taste. She dressed well; her home was filled with meaningful objects that conveyed authenticity instead of opulence; and it was apparent that she genuinely loved her family. I’d bet her astrological sign was Taurus, like mine. She was a natural caretaker who had created a zone of domestic bliss, free from the outside world. An impressive collection of happy plants in the courtyard served as a testament to her care. Hospitality was the perfect work for her. 
She made an Italian espresso, which was a rarity in the land of instant coffee, and the smell alone cleared some of my mental haze. She had also prepared a complete breakfast of eggs, fruit, pastries, and bacon. At the sight of it, I realized I was hungrier than I thought and grateful for this comfort. We exchanged awkward, pleasant conversation about the weather and upcoming festivals, and she included every proud Ecuadorian’s favorite question, “Te gusta Ecuador?” Only this time, when I was asked how I liked the country, my eyes filled with tears as I said, “Si, me encanta.” (Yes, I love it.)
Tears were apparently Rodrigo’s cue to take their two children off to school, and after hurried goodbyes, Alexandra and I found ourselves in the sacred space of woman-to-woman. After a few moments of awkward silence, Alexandra asked the dreaded question, “¿Esta todo bien, Tracie?” 
My bottom lip quivered because I was about to tell a lie or the truth. The truth felt too painful to share. I tried to explain my situation in a string of broken Spanish. My comprehension of the language was very good, but my ability to speak was a struggle. I knew what I wanted to say, but it took a while to organize the sentence in my mind and send the message to my mouth. My skill with the language was still that of a toddler navigating the world with basic phrases but good manners. Yes. No. I want. I need. I like. Please. Thank you. I didn’t know how to describe the complexity of why I was there in her hostel and not with my partner in the home we had rented. Or why during breakfast an occasional stray tear made its way down my cheek.
I pardoned myself for a moment and typed a paragraph of text into the translation app on my phone. I handed it to her, so she could read the text in Spanish. As she read my words, I realized she may be shocked to learn I could formulate complex thoughts and ideas into conversation. 
She turned her eyes back to mine, her shoulders sank, and she said, “Lo siento.”
 Lo siento is a phrase that is the equivalent of “I’m sorry” in English, but it actually means I feel it. And that is what her eyes, expression, and melting posture conveyed. I know this pain. It’s truly amazing what happens when two people create a bridge through empathy. We continued our conversation through translation and broken phrases, and I felt grateful for this technology and the sudden sisterhood we had found in that moment. I thanked her for her kindness and generosity, and I hugged her before returning to my room, bettered by our connection.
 
February 8
One of the things I need to remember—and I mean really remember—is how the Universe cares for me when I’m in need. How people show up for me. I think I have an authoritarian mindset imprinted in my Christian Protestant youth that believes things happen to me because I am being punished for sin. What if the Universe is loving and supportive, and I’m being given the opportunity for something more aligned with who I am? What if it’s not a punishment but a redirection? What if it’s a lesson, a blessing, or both? What if I focus on what shows up for me right now and not what I’ve lost?
 
* * *
I settled into my room, opened my laptop, and located journal prompts from a Jungian shadow work class I had taken and began to explore my feelings and relationship patterns through writing. When did this type of relationship first show up in my life? When did it repeat? What do I tell myself about it? What part of myself do I deny? As I contemplated this, I received a notification of an online meeting beginning in fifteen minutes. I looked at the calendar and saw that I was scheduled to participate in a ceremony with one of my mentors, Manari Ushigua, a traditional healer and the spiritual leader of the Sapara Nation in the Ecuadorian Amazon. I considered bailing on the event because I wasn’t sure I could focus and be present. But also, I figured I should trust the timing. 
     I felt a deep connection with Ecuador and its people. I was pulled to the place, in the way I felt the pull to India that started long before meeting André, a pull from the knowing of my heart.
Several years ago, during the pandemic, I was feeling called to explore my purpose after a series of life-changing events had brought me to a more profound understanding of healing, connectedness, and spirituality. 
I became somewhat obsessed with the idea that everything in the natural world has the potential to heal us. Rocks, minerals, trees, animals, plants, earth, air, and water have medicinal properties that are revered in ancient healing traditions like Ayurveda, traditional Chinese medicine, herbalism, and shamanism; yet most of the modernized world is far removed from nature, its wisdom, and its healing benefits. The modern world is connected via Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, broadband, and satellite, but it is no longer connected to the Universal energy that vibrates through every living thing on this planet. Call it what you like, but that energy is at the heart of every ancient religion and healing practice.
My curiosity around this idea, that everything natural is alive with energy and has the potential to contribute to our survival or healing, was growing and expanding, and I imagined not only incorporating natural elements into healing work but also using my privilege to protect wild places and indigenous lands and to serve the planet through reforestation and restoration efforts. I was reading book after book on these subjects and enrolled in several courses and workshops to learn everything I could, but there was something else happening during this time that wasn’t easy to understand or easy to explain. I was having unusual encounters with animals. 
This started out with animals showing up around my house. An owl perched on the same limb of a tree outside my window, on the exact same day two years in a row and no other day. Deer began to walk right up to my home’s windows and press their noses to the glass, peering inside. They began to approach me while I was gardening and let me pet them or feed them apples. A red fox with an infected leg wound came to me to die on the exact day my grandmother was dying from an infection in her leg. An adorable field mouse crept up to me in the kitchen, stopped and stared at me. When I picked it up, it died in my hands. 
Once, I heard a shuffling noise coming from the basement, and I was a bit nervous because I was living alone, but I went down the old wooden stairs to investigate and found a small box marked, “Buddha.” The box was shaking. I thought for sure I was going to find a rat inside. I took the box outside and opened it, and inside was a baby opossum with its prehensile tail wrapped around the arm of a Buddha statue. I have no idea how the little creature got into the house or up the side of the shelf and into the box, but it did. Butterflies began landing on me regularly; a hawk started perching on the fence outside the window every time I was working, and a huge two-foot tall female red-tailed hawk visited almost every day, flying low over my head whenever I mowed the grass. I was also seeing animals in my meditations and dreams and so, I felt I needed a teacher who could help me understand what was at work in my life. 
In late summer of 2020, I was standing outside, barefoot in the grass, staring up at the moon, and I said a prayer aloud, “Please bring me a teacher.” I swear, seconds later, I received a text message from Maria, a friend from Colombia. She was standing barefoot on the beach admiring the moon from her corner of the globe, and I laughed at the synchronicity. I was standing barefoot on the earth, admiring the moon too! 
We caught up a little bit, and I told her of my recent interest in natural healing methods and my desire to find a teacher. Our conversation reminded her of a physician friend of hers in Ecuador who practiced medicine alongside Shamanic practitioners. 
As evidence that speaking a wish creates magic, in less than a week, I was meeting Manari Ushigua through the technology of video chat with an interpreter. My first meeting with him was equal parts awkward and charming. 
Neither of us were technologically inclined, and the sight of this beautiful, brown-skinned man with broad, flat cheekbones, glossy black hair that fell to his shoulders, and a crown of glorious colorful feathers on his head is not who I imagined I would be speaking with when I finally adopted use of this technology. But, there I was, speaking to a medicine man in a remote village of the Amazonian jungle of Ecuador through the miracle of technology.
 
September 3, 2020
During our conversation, Manari explained the Sapara people were severely impacted by the pandemic, and he expressed concern that the knowledge and songs of his people, passed down in the oral tradition, and the Amazonian jungle itself could disappear if he did not share nature’s messages with the rest of the world. So he was doing just that. He has enlisted a group of volunteers to assist him in this quest, using technology to expand his reach and social media to amplify his voice. We discussed my pull to Ecuador, my connection to nature, and my spiritual path. I told him of my encounters with animals and specifically, the animals that were appearing in my meditations
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