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About the Book


She found home within. Then love walked through the door.

She walked away from the marriage, the fame, and the life everyone thought she wanted. Dolores Catherine Paiz left The ACE Family with nothing but faith in her own heart, unsure if love would ever find her again.

On a trip to Brazil, she met Igor, a man whose presence felt like destiny. What began as an instant, soul-deep connection blossomed into a love that was steady, healing, and real—the kind that stayed, the kind that held her when the world fell apart.

Returning to Los Angeles, Catherine faced her greatest transformation yet: building a new life rooted in trust, family, and purpose. Together, she and Igor learned that true love isn’t about perfection; it’s about peace, partnership, and choosing each other every day.

This is her story of leaving everything behind to discover that home was within her all along…and love was waiting just outside the door.


Disclaimer


This is a work of nonfiction based on my perspective of real events, my memories, and my personal impressions. While the essence of the story remains true, certain names, organizations, dates, locations, and identifying characteristics have been changed, omitted, or fictionalized to protect privacy and avoid confusion. Events are described from my point of view and are not intended to assert claims of facts about others.

The events described, including experiences with plant medicines, reflect the personal journey of the author and subject matter. This book is not intended to promote, endorse, or recommend the use of plant medicines or participation in any related ceremonies or organizations.

Plant medicines can carry physical, psychological, and legal risks. They are not appropriate for everyone and can have serious consequences, particularly for individuals with underlying health conditions or mental health vulnerabilities. Laws regarding these substances vary by country and jurisdiction. Readers are urged to exercise caution, conduct thorough research, consult qualified medical and mental health professionals, and fully understand the potential risks and legal implications before considering any similar experience.
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PROLOGUE


Catherine

A few months before I booked a flight to Brazil for a retreat, I had a strange and lucid dream. In it, I was floating. A man and I were embracing, and sharing a profound love too powerful to put into words. I’d never met or seen him before in my waking life, yet I knew him. I wanted to register this man’s face, since I could feel that this was the greatest love of my life, but I could only catch a glimpse of his profile in shades of black and white, with the outline of long dark curls.

I woke with a start. Who was that? I thought. It had felt so real.

I called my mom and my brother but neither picked up. I called my mom again, and she answered.

“Mom,” I said breathlessly, “I had one of the most incredible, realistic dreams I’ve ever had. Top five.”

After I told her, we processed it for a second. “It was like a dream visitation from my soulmate,” I said. “Except I haven’t met him yet.”

I paused. “But that’s okay. If the only way I ever get to experience this kind of love is in my dreams, then I’ll take it.”

Six months later, I went to Brazil searching for inner transformation. In the quiet of the retreat, I found the self I thought I’d lost.

And then, from that healing came a gift: a man I knew in my heart was the love of my life.

My soulmate.

Igor.

The man from my dream.


CHAPTER 1


Igor

The first time I saw Catherine was on the day I arrived at a retreat in Brazil, called Ciranda, a place I’d felt called to due to its reputation for facilitating inner transformation and healing in people’s lives.

I first caught a glimpse of her as I sat in the cafeteria with a bowl of soup in front of me, half an hour before the first ceremony was to begin. It happened quickly, a flash in passing, but in that brief instant something powerful moved through me. It was as if I already knew her. Catherine’s energy was magnetic, and her presence filled the room effortlessly.

She wore a simple long white dress. I was struck by her sweet profile, framed by natural curls. Everything around her seemed to recede into the distance. I couldn’t explain it, but something in me changed in that instant. She was walking past the cafeteria, her steps quick and certain, but to me, time slowed. That moment imprinted itself on me so deeply that it stayed long after she disappeared from view.

Later, I met her brother, Ryan, and the energy between us matched right away. When I looked into his eyes, it was like recognizing my own brother. He was immediately warm, friendly, and open.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Ryan,” he said.

“My name is Igor.”

He misheard. “Eagle? Your name is Eagle? I’m an eagle too!” (Meaning the spiritual animal archetype he identified with.)

I laughed. “No, no—Igor.” The misunderstanding broke the ice instantly.

At the time, I didn’t know he had any connection to Catherine. They didn’t look alike, and I never thought to link them.

Later, inside the Cura room, the sacred space at the center of the retreat, 60 of us sat in a wide circle. It was the first night of Ceremony. The men were on one side, the women on the other, facing each other. The room was brightly lit, with worn redwood floors and blue upholstered chairs set up around a white altar. Huge windows opened onto dense, green, tree-filled jungle on all sides. It felt as if we were part of nature instead of separate from it.

Before the ceremony began, we went around the circle and shared our names and intentions. The air felt thick with anticipation.

That was when I saw her again. Catherine, although I didn’t yet know her name. Across the room full of people, our eyes met. My connection to her was immediate, sharp, and electric—unlike anything I’d ever felt before. I couldn’t hear the others introducing themselves. I couldn’t focus on anything else.

I just stared at her, silent and awestruck, taking in her angelic, serene face and thinking, Oh my God, that’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life. But it wasn’t just her physical beauty that cast a spell over me. It was something deeper—something in her soul that shone through. Her aura. Her essence. Unlike any woman I’d ever seen.

She didn’t look at me again after that. Her focus turned inward, her energy contained and private as she meditated. Still, I could feel her presence like a current running beneath the surface. I watched her quietly, feeling that same magnetism I had sensed in the cafeteria earlier. There was something powerful and luminous about her, something that inexplicably pulled me in.

At one point during the ceremony, I left the Cura room and went to a separate room designated for people to rest and meditate. I lay down on my side in the space reserved for men. Across from us, on the other side of the room, were the women. I was surprised to see Catherine there, lying on her back, eyes closed. I closed my eyes, too, sinking into the stillness.

Then, out of the blue and without knowing why, I thought, She needs water. The knowing was so strong it felt like a command. I could feel her thirst on a deep level. I didn’t communicate with her at all. Instead, I simply got up and placed a cup of water by her side.

She later told me how meaningful it was for her to receive a cup of water just then.

After the ceremony, Ryan and I started to bond, talking about everything: life, art, music, the path that had brought each of us there. From that first night, he and I understood each other without needing many words.

The next morning, as I got my breakfast, I saw Ryan and Catherine sitting together, which surprised me. Because of how close they seemed, I wondered if they were a couple. They didn’t look alike, but there was a natural comfort between them. The thought that they might be romantically involved caused my heart to sink.

That afternoon, I met up with Ryan to partake in the Indigenous practice of smoking hapé, a sacred tobacco blend used in Amazonian traditions for grounding and clarity. It was then that he mentioned that he was there with his father and his sister. I made the connection that the woman I’d seen him with was in fact his sibling. Just to be sure, I asked him to clarify, hoping I hadn’t misunderstood, since I was still learning English.

“Yes, she’s my sister,” he said.

Much to my delight, they weren’t a couple. I couldn’t help but laugh in relief.

Then I blurted out something I didn’t intend to say: “I think I’m in love with your sister.” That was a crazy thing to feel when I had not said a single word to her and knew nothing about her…and yet the feeling was absolute. It was also completely unlike me and out of character.

Ryan’s eyes widened, and his face pulled back into an expression of “Yikes!” He gave me an amused look that said, “That’s okay, my brother. Good luck with that.”

We both laughed nervously and then changed the subject.

From then on, whenever I saw Catherine, I tried to push down the feelings of deep attraction rising inside me. I told myself not to overstep, to stay focused on my purpose for being at the retreat. Still, the pull toward her was strong, impossible to reason away. It didn’t make any sense, but it was happening.

Throughout the rest of the ceremonies, I stayed focused on my inner work, meditations, and healing. But during it all, Catherine was always on my mind.

Then I met her father, William, a tall man with a strong, authentic presence that drew respect without effort. I liked him immediately and, strangely, he felt like family to me, too. After each ceremony, Catherine and her father would return to their shared room to rest while I stayed out with Ryan, walking the land, talking, breathing in the humid air.

One morning, as the sun was rising, I stood on the grass and turned my face to the sky, giving gratitude to the wonders of the world. Raindrops began to land gently on my upturned face. I twirled in joy, tapping into my inner child. An hour or two later, I ran into William, and he stopped me and drew me in for a heartfelt hug, which surprised and touched me. Years later, he told me it was because he’d seen me in the rain and thought, “This man is such a light.”

Right then, Catherine walked up, and I reached out to offer her a hug, too. She accepted, and we embraced lightly. There was something profound about that moment, and it took my breath away. Years later, all three of us agreed that we felt the power of that hug…as if William had, with that gesture, blessed my union with Catherine.

Later that morning, I ran into Catherine and Ryan as they sat talking on a couch near the cafeteria. It was then that Catherine formally introduced herself. She told me she lived in Los Angeles and had a husband—who I later learned she was separated from—and three children. My mind spun. She lived halfway across the world in California. I lived in Brazil. She was married. It was impossible. Yet beneath the confusion, a calm certainty remained. I knew we were meant to find each other. I didn’t know how or why, only that it felt destined.

Still, it was confusing to me. How can this be? I thought. It’s not possible. I barely know her.

I found myself wrestling with the intensity of what I felt. My mind tried to make sense of it. How could love appear so suddenly? It felt too fast, too much. I kept telling myself not to feel this way, but my heart, my higher self, an inner voice told me love was freedom, that there was no shame in pure feeling. What I felt wasn’t wrong. It was beautiful. Trust how you’re feeling, I told myself. Have faith that it’s the truth.

So I surrendered. I stopped trying to define what was happening, and I refused to allow worries or doubts to creep in. I just wanted to be with her: to talk, to listen, to be in her presence any time I could. Even if she left and I never saw her again, that would be enough.

At the end of my third evening at Cura, my last night there, I said goodbye to everyone at the retreat, including Catherine, Ryan, and William, who were staying one more day.

I returned to my home, two hours away in Rio de Janeiro. The next morning, I worked in my tattoo shop as usual. But I couldn’t stop thinking about Catherine. Against all reason, I decided to go back. So I canceled the rest of my clients for the next few days and returned to Ciranda, because my heart was pulled to be there.

During the drive, I wrestled with my thoughts, wondering what I was doing. But I reminded myself how deeply sacred this ancestral medicine work was, and how important it was to pay reverence to it by always listening to my heart.

I got back just before the ceremony began, and when Catherine saw me, her eyes lit up. Seeing her smile told me I’d done the right thing by coming back.

The ceremony began, this time with fewer people in attendance, since many had already left the retreat. This particular night, it was less formal, more like a festival, so participants were encouraged to roam freely, to interact if they wished, or to leave the Cura room to process their experiences.

At some point, I went to the resting room to lie down. It was a complete surprise to me to see Catherine in there as well. We were the only two people in the room.

As I closed my eyes and rested, I suddenly saw my future with her, rising up in a series of motion pictures…a life where we would grow old together.

I sat up with a jolt—and at that exact moment, she did, too.

We stared at each other across the room, our eyes locked.

“I need to talk to you,” I whispered urgently.

She stared at me as if she already knew what I was going to say.

I repeated it. “I need to talk to you.”

She gave me a curious look and lay back down.

I got up, crossed the room, and respectfully kneeled next to her. “We need to talk,” I said once again.

She opened her eyes, looked at me, and said, “I already know.”

“You do?”

“Yes.”

A feeling of joy filled my heart. She knew.

I bowed my head and touched my forehead to her arm. “I’m so happy you know.”

We stayed like that for a few seconds. I could tell she was feeling the same as me and that we’d just had a divine telepathic communication. It was as if God had told us something we had both been waiting for.

“I love you so much,” I said to her.

“I love you, too,” she replied, with tears streaming down her face. Then, without another word, she slipped a ring off her finger and placed it on mine: a watermelon tourmaline set in rose gold.

She slipped it onto my pinky, and in that quiet action, something certain passed between us, something that we both understood:

“I see you. I see us.”

[image: *]*

Later that night, I was sitting alone, connecting to my ancestors, and I heard it. A voice: You’re going to marry her.

At first, I thought I’d misheard. What? I asked. But the voice came again, clear and firm. You’re going to marry her one day.

The words hit me like a bolt of lightning. My whole body reacted—heat spreading through my chest, my heart beating so hard it felt alive in a new way. The idea seemed wild, impossible, yet it felt perfect. It wasn’t a thought; it was a knowing. My soul wanted it. My spirit wanted it. My heart wanted it.

I had never felt anything like that before.

My mind tried to resist. Don’t lose yourself. Don’t be impulsive. Think this through. I tried to stay grounded, but something in me had already crossed over. I couldn’t sit still. I had to find her. I walked through the night air, searching until I saw her speaking with her father, who was lying in a hammock. My pulse quickened. I approached, she looked at me, and without saying a word, we both knew it was time to talk.

We walked together to a nearby wooden bench and sat down.

She looked at me and said, “You go first.”

I nodded and took a deep breath. Then, under the dark, starry sky, surrounded by the scent of greenery and flowers, I looked at her, really looked into her eyes, and said as clearly as I could in my halting English, “I am going to marriage with you.”

She looked at me calmly and replied, “I know.”
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