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            Madness

          

        

      

    

    
      Shelly picked up her phone again and stared at the empty screen. Her eyes fixed on the screen, as though sheer willpower could make it light up and display Richard’s name. He’d promised to call after his AA meeting.

      Her stomach twisted tighter with each passing second. She had looked a dozen times already and told herself it didn’t matter, but of course it did. She hated how much she cared, how much of herself she had given away—again.

      She dialed Richard’s number for the umpteenth time. The steady pulse of ringing stretched the silence and thickened the frustration settling in her chest. Each minute without word from him planted a seed of doubt, and over the six-month relationship, those seeds had become tangled roots, winding through every thought she had of Richard.

      She’d been patient and convinced herself his “late meetings” were part of his recovery, but her intuition nagged, a monkey mind she could never quite silence. Her finger hovered over the call button as fury twisted in her stomach, and she finally gave in, dialing his number. No response. At 10:30 p.m., she began to text every thirty minutes. If he was up to no good, she would be a rude interruption.

      She glanced at the clock again. 11:33. Shelly clenched her jaw, got in bed and set the phone face-down on the nightstand.

      Unable to rest, Shelly tossed and turned until daylight trying to make sense of why Richard was unreachable so often over the last few weeks. What was happening with Richard?

      She couldn’t stand it anymore. She dressed for work, telling herself she would power through the year-end reports and bury her mind in numbers and deadlines. After getting ready as quickly as she could, she sighed and grabbed her keys. She slipped on a pair of heels and hung a long, camel-colored coat loosely over her shoulders. The morning chill nipped at her as she opened the garage door and slid into her car. The streetlights cast long shadows on the road as she drove. She opted for silence as she replayed their last few conversations, dissecting his conversations, trying to find the truth beneath his smooth words which always promised her the world but delivered so little. This was a man who traded in image and reputation; he knew how to keep people hooked.

      Her body made a different decision. Before she even realized it, she was driving to Richard’s apartment to see for herself.

      When Shelly entered his apartment, she went to the bedroom first and found his bed perfectly made. The stale scent of old coffee and his musky cologne lingered in the air. The room was dim and quiet, and his CPAP machine, which always sat next to his side of the bed, was gone. The hollow ache of betrayal settled deep in her chest. She didn’t need an explanation. The pieces clicked together, faster now. She could almost feel Richard’s duplicity as if it were a phantom in the room, filling the empty spaces where his presence should have been.

      She scanned the room and her stomach tightened as her eyes landed on the empty spot where he kept his little overnight bag—the one he always brought when he stayed at her place, stocked with his toothbrush, contact lens solution, and a few other essentials. He had never come to her house without it. And now, it was missing. He hadn’t just stayed out—he had planned to. He’d packed for it. The realization settled like a stone in her chest.

      With resolve she pulled out her phone, and her fingers moved with a calm finality as she typed out the words.

      Shelly: It’s over.

      In a fit of fury, she hid his lube and favorite T-shirt. It’s over, she said to herself. I won’t ski past this red flag. Then she gathered the few belongings she kept there and walked out, leaving behind her last shred of doubt. It was now very clear why he’d never left even a toothbrush at her place. More than one woman must have trashed his things in a fit of rage after situations like this. He never left a single stitch of clothing behind either. It was as though he’d carefully trained himself to anticipate the day he would be cut loose.

      Unsure what to do next, she drove to work with her thoughts churning. It was as if she moved through a fog, the world around her muffled and distant. By the time she pulled into the parking lot, she couldn’t remember a single turn she’d made.

      She had done it again. Put someone else’s needs above her own and had ended up the loser.

      As the car idled beneath the awning in her assigned parking space, she realized she’d spent the entire drive cataloging her life in failures—every wrong turn, every time she’d given too much or disappeared into someone else’s story. Her philosophy of dating had evolved through a relentless pursuit of self-discovery. The lessons were hard-won, shaped by years of heartbreak. Once a hopeless romantic who threw herself headfirst into relationships, Shelly now believed in a careful balance between vulnerability and self-preservation.

      She knew she had to walk away, no matter how much she cared. Prenuptial agreements were non-negotiable, red flags were not to be ignored, and if a partnership drained her more than it filled her, it was time to cut bait. Staying too long often had a cost, and letting go was sometimes as necessary as breathing.

      Despite the armor she had built, Shelly was no cynic. Alcoholics Anonymous and self-help books taught her that self-care and happiness were an inside job—one she valued.

      But tonight, despite years of introspection and her work in AA, these lessons felt just out of reach. She knew her worth didn’t come from outside herself, especially not from Richard, yet she craved validation. History showed love wasn’t always enough, yet she clung to the hope that it could be—just this once. Sobriety had given her clarity, but it hadn’t erased her exposure to the emotional haze of longing and heartbreak.

      The path was never linear, but with Richard it felt like a setback, pulling her back into unwelcomed patterns.

      Her stomach flipped as the memories flooded in—like thumbing through a book and landing on all the pages she’d tried to skip. The texts meant for someone else she’d received early on, his frequent absences, the emerald-cut diamond hidden in his safe that he dangled like bait. He’d shown it to her once, promising it would soon be hers. His promises to her were probably like the ones he made at his high-profile job at the Department of Defense—slick, shiny, and hollow. Richard Headington, always so self-assured, knew exactly how to spin a story.

      Her cheeks flushed when she recalled telling her father, Tom, what she had believed was Richard’s proposal. She hoped for the smallest scrap of support. He’d brushed her off: “You’re in your fifties, Shelly. Do you still need my permission?” His tone had flattened her, making her feel like a child begging for something she should have long outgrown. His words dismissed her conversation as unnecessary, a subtle way of diminishing her—but she knew that if she hadn’t told him, he would have resented not being in the know and used it against her later. She wanted him to confirm her longing for love wasn’t foolish. It mattered and it was real. But instead, she felt only shame. She’d built herself into a bastion of success and independence, but in the face of her dad’s judgment, every brick seemed to crumble.

      How could she have been so blind about Richard? What gutted her most was getting tricked. His smooth reassurances had worked. She prided herself on spotting bullshit before it landed anywhere near her. But with him, she’d been starved for something shiny and missed the cracks in the surface. His drinking spells. His slippery words. The gut-level knowing she’d ignored.

      At fifty-four, after everything she’d lived through, there was still a little girl inside her, desperate for her dad to say, Good job, Shelly. I’m proud of you. I glad you had the courage to walk away. She’d wanted so badly for this one to be right. To finally break the curse of her broken picker regarding men.

      Shelly had hoped she’d chosen a man with the kind of career and accomplishments her father would approve of. Richard moved in lofty social circles and came from a respectable family. His mix of charm and business acumen made him the kind of man Tom could admire. He’d worked his way up in the Department of Defense to the rank of colonel, earning respect through his dedication and expertise.

      Sobriety bonded them at first, and Richard assured her his drinking was all in the past. He went to church regularly and had close ties with family. Yet his reputation for drinking and chasing women was widely known.

      There was a pattern she hadn’t wanted to see. She saw it now. Her father’s voice echoed like a ghost in her mind. None of them were good enough, Shel. Not a one.

      A memory locked into place. Her first husband had been dismissed as a joke—a mistake, Tom said, before the ink even dried. And he wasn’t wrong. The honeymoon had been a disaster, the marriage even worse, once her husband’s secret gambling problem came to light.

      Then came her son Jack’s father, Jim. The man undone by his John-Barleycorn demons. Her love hadn’t saved him. Her patience didn’t change him. And her father deemed him weak from the beginning.

      Next the Latin lover—fiery and controlling in his unwavering adoration of her, making her feel like the most important thing in his life. Her dad hadn’t even masked his disdain. That one, he said, was just a move to get back at me and your mother. Again, he wasn’t wrong. Shelly remembered the night her parents refused to take her side during the divorce from Jim. Terrified she might lose her son; her parents betrayed her by siding with him and tried to get her to take Jim back. The memory still stung. In a surge of defiance, she’d married the Latin lover just to prove she had some control over her life.

      You’re not the boss of me, she’d thought then. But the truth was, Tom always had been.

      Her breath caught.

      The realization she had let him run her life—dangling carrots, pulling purse strings, and holding her hostage for his approval settled in. It hadn’t only been about choosing the wrong men. She’d been performing. Rebelling. Searching. Trying to prove value to the man who never once said, Good job, Shelly. You got life right.

      Her thoughts drifted to her son, and she felt it again. The old shame wrapped around her spine and squeezing until she wanted to disappear.

      Stop it, she told herself. Don’t look back.

      But the memories had already arrived, uninvited and loud, like shuffled cards falling perfectly into place. And now she couldn’t unsee what was right in front of her.
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      Most of Shelly’s early relationships had involved little forethought. As she considered Richard, she wondered how she’d become entangled with him. She had promised herself she would never be controlled by money again. Her father had used it like a leash, tugging her back in line whenever she dared wander too far.  But that craving to be loved the way she never felt growing up kept sending her in circles, backfiring every time she handed over her heart and disappeared inside the relationship, forgetting who she was and what she wanted.

      Her dad measured men by their titles, their wealth, and their worth in the world, but not their worth to his daughter. It wasn’t enough for a man to be kind or to love her well; he had to have accomplishments deemed worthy by Tom. That constant disapproval wore on the men in her life, deepening their own self-doubt and widening the cracks in the relationship.

      On paper, Richard had seemed like her chance to finally get it right. A man with a career, responsibilities, and the kind of polished exterior that might pass Tom’s ruthless judgment. She thought Richard could impress her father. But deep down, Shelly knew better. Tom’s approval was a finish line that kept moving farther into the distance, and even Richard—with his uniforms, his career, and his power—wasn’t enough.

      Now, as she waited for a man who couldn’t even keep a promise to call, the truth was unshakable. Richard was failing her. And worse, Shelly wasn’t happy.

      She’d carefully curated the details about the relationship she shared with her father, presenting Richard like a résumé, as though love could be distilled into achievements and bullet points. Her own happiness never seemed to be a factor to her father—not once did Tom ask if a man made her smile, feel cherished, or at peace.

      What Shelly longed for was a man who didn’t come with chaos, who didn’t make her chase him like she’d spent her life chasing love. Someone who was steady, not stagnant; strong but not controlling; kind, yet no pushover. She dreamed of a husband who could stand next to her, not above her, never below her, and who was secure in himself. Was there anyone out there for her whose life wasn’t an unraveling mess she’d feel compelled to fix? She needed a man who could offer stability without suffocating her independence, who could hold her in her most tender moments but never make her feel weak. But this man never seemed to show up.

      She doubted there was a man for her whose love would feel like a deep breath, not a frantic rush leaving her gasping. He would be the kind of man who let her be herself—loud, quirky, imperfect—without ever flinching. He wouldn’t need to be rescued or saved, and he wouldn’t be threatened by her strength. But she didn’t know if she had the heart to keep looking. She was losing hope of finding a consistent, emotionally safe love without all the madness and desperation. Maybe love and a happy home were not her destiny.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Shelly did not know how long she had sat in the car until she saw her coworkers heading from the parking lot into the building. She wiped her eyes, fixed her makeup in the rearview mirror, and told herself to pull it together. It was time for work. By the time she walked through the lobby and made it to her desk, the mask was back in place—barely.

      Jack, her only biological son, now grown, had always carried himself with authority that made him seem older than his years. Every morning, like clockwork, he stopped by her office on his way to his. She could already picture him in the doorway, leaning against the frame, arms crossed over his broad chest, jaw set tight.

      A minute later, there he was. His gaze moved from her desk to her face, and the change was instant. Her eyes were red and slightly swollen, makeup smudged at the corners—signs she hadn’t managed to hide in time. His mannerism, so much like hers, held a familiar mix of concern and frustration.

      “You okay, Mom?” he asked.

      “It’s Richard,” she replied.

      Jack’s expression shifted with a quiet knowing, as if he had expected this all along.

      “Mom,” he said in a slow and measured tone, like someone trying to break bad news gently. He rubbed the back of his neck the way he always did when he was about to say something he knew she wouldn’t like. “I just don’t want you getting hurt again.”

      The words themselves didn’t sting, but the way he said them—like a father speaking to his wayward child—did. He sighed deeply and the gravity of it filled the room. Her stare didn’t leave his, bracing for him to reprimand her.

      “You’ve got to think about these things, Mom. You’re too smart for this. Don’t let whatever this is cloud your judgment.”

      The pause before “whatever this is” was deliberate, and his disapproval hung in the air. He didn’t have to name names. She knew he meant Richard.

      When she didn’t respond immediately, Jack took a step closer and touched her arm. “We’ve been through enough. Take care of yourself, okay?”

      It wasn’t a request—it was a plea wrapped in the commanding tone of a man who had been watching similar dramas play out since he was born. For a moment, Shelly’s throat tightened; she’d let him down too. His hand dropped, and he gave her a faint, knowing smile before he left.

      The echo of his footsteps had lingered after he’d gone, and Shelly sat frozen, desperately needing his acceptance. With a wife and a toddler, Jack barely had time for Shelly anymore, but at times his disappointment was palpable. He relished the power his grandfather had instilled in him and wielded it over her reflexively at every opportunity. Shelly resented Tom for shaping Jack into a reflection of himself, leaving her to feel more like an equal to her son than his mother.

      Though things had started to improve since Jack’s baby was born, at best the wounds had only healed into scars. Shelly couldn’t shake the sense of his disappointment., her choices falling short of the expectations imposed on her. It was as though the roles had reversed; Tom had stripped her of her authority as a mother and left her to navigate a relationship with her son fraught with imbalance and lost power. Like all her relationships with men. When would the madness end?
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            Spectacular Failure

          

        

      

    

    
      At 11:11 a.m., Shelly’s phone vibrated, jolting her out of her thoughts. It was a text from Richard, brief and evasive.

      Richard: I was helping a guy get into rehab. I will call you in a few minutes to explain.

      But Shelly knew better. She’d been in AA recovery for years and knew every intake center in the area. There was no late-night emergency, no last-minute, middle of the night, intervention happening—at least, not one that involved rehab.

      Her stomach churned as she reread his message. After three husbands and raising five children, Shelly had seen Richard’s games before and felt the tightening grip of his lies wrap around her heart. The sudden interest in “privacy,” the phone flipped face-down, the car that reeked of air freshener strong enough to fumigate a crime scene. The way they’d turn it around, so she felt like the crazy one for noticing. She knew the late-night showers. She’d learned to hear the truth in what wasn’t said, and to see the lie before it ever hit his tongue. And still, a part of her wanted to believe him. Still, she wavered. Hoping he’d call with a reasonable story she could believe.
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      The phone rang. Bracing herself she answered, “Hello.”

      “Shelly, I’m sorry,” he said. “There was a situation at the meeting. I was helping a guy who’s having a hard time, trying to get him into a rehab center. It was crazy. The guy walked in with a flask and a cigarette. Everyone was really mad at first, but one of the guys knew him so we decided to talk to him instead of kicking him out of the meeting. He wanted help, so we took him to detox.”

      The way he rushed through his words, as if checking things off a list, sparked Shelly’s doubt all over again. “Which rehab?” she asked, calm but probing.

      He hesitated. “It’s … Ava Recovery. It took forever for the intake to go through.”

      Shelly went rigid, her jaw clenching as the familiar mix of anger and disbelief rose in her chest. How many times had she heard this kind of lie before? How many times had she traded her intuition for the illusion of love and connection, only to watch it turn into something twisted?

      She murmured, “Hmmm.”

      “Shelly, it was an emergency. Not everything needs a play-by-play, okay?” Irritation edged in, flattening his usual charm.

      “I was worried,” she said. She had begun to plead, a habit she’d learned from dealing with her dad.

      “Shelly, you’re always so dramatic, you know that?”

      Her grip tightened on the phone. His words cut her like glass.

      “I mean sometimes you make things harder than they need to be.” His monologue wove between condescension and a thin veneer of charm. “You’re always pushing, always wanting more. You can’t just let things … be. Let me be.”

      “Stop,” she snapped, before he sank the blade any deeper. “Don’t you dare make this my fault. I went by your house, and you weren’t there. You packed to stay out.”

      He tried to laugh it off, but she heard the strain. “Shelly, come on … I packed it for your house. I’ll see you for dinner and explain everything.”

      “Richard, it doesn’t matter if you did or didn’t. I don’t trust you. I’m not having dinner with you. I’m done!”

      He ended the call without another word, and the line went dead, leaving her staring at her phone in frustration.

      Doubting herself.
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      When Shelly got home from work, she changed, walked her Labrador retriever, Sally, and left again for a yoga class to clear her mind. After class, she and her trusted friend and favorite yoga teacher, August, went to Boho Pizza, a little spot near the studio for a quick bite. They slid into their usual corner booth, the smell of basil and woodsmoke wrapped around them.

      August studied her face, eyes narrowing with that uncanny way of seeing straight through her, and said, “Alright. What’s up with you lately?”

      “Richard was missing in action last night, and the truth is too clear. It is never going to work with him. He didn’t call like he promised. I obsessed all night and went to his house about dawn.

      “I needed to see with my own eyes if he was home. “We just had a conversation about his lapses earlier in the week when I returned from the girls’ trip to Pensacola. Every evening on the trip, he called around six but wouldn’t check in again until the next morning. When I asked him, he said,

      ‘Every time we talked, you said you’d talk to me later. So, I thought that meant you didn’t want to talk again until morning.’”

      August leaned in, nodding, and Shelly went on.

      “I felt frustration but tentative relief by his explanation. It seemed he’d actually been listening. His patience and the way he nodded, gave me the impression he understood. He told a story, as he often did, about how women used to throw themselves at him. Turning it back on her, he said in past relationships, when things went wrong, the only way to make it right was through what he called ’a blow job atonement.’”

      August recoiled. “Yuck! What did you say?”

      “I laughed—sort of and played along. ‘Is that what I’m supposed to do?’

      “He chuckled, pleased with himself. And for a moment, I convinced myself we’d connected. But deep down, something felt off. He hadn’t really acknowledged me—only redirected it, like he always did. The conversation had veered from emotional honesty to sex. Again. And instead of feeling heard, I felt … handled. Smoothed over with charm and humor.

      “Looking at it now, it was a familiar pattern. I heard the truth but ignored it like I’ve always done.” 

      August folded her legs into lotus position and said, “It’s another promising thread pulled and left dangling. You’ve not been yourself for months.”

      When the waitress delivered their drinks, Shelly’s thoughts drifted. Why does it always come apart just when it feels like it’s coming together?

      “Why can’t I find someone who stays?” she asked aloud. The questions stung, not because they were new but because they weren’t.

      The truth of August’s words snapped Shelly back into the moment. “Because in Richard’s case, he is a liar and a narcissist.”

      “I’m tired of feeling insecure and second-guessing myself. He dazzled me. So charming at the start, but it was all a calculated trap. He never intended to build a future with me. He just needed someone to admire him and to conceal his flaws.” She shook her head. “He sent a text meant for another woman right after we started dating. It said he only came to my house for AA meetings. I heard that little voice—God or my gut—say, Shelly, are you going to ignore this red flag?”

      “Oof! Repeating old patterns and trying to get different outcomes is irresistible to some of us,” August echoed.

      “I tried to walk away. He begged. Gave me a sad story about the holidays without his kids, regret for falling off the wagon. I gave him another chance. Then came the second text meant for someone else, and I caught him lying again. The universe just kept handing me proof.”

      No judgment came, no softness either—just August’s matter-of-fact clarity. “When you vibrate at a high resonance, people like him can’t keep up their deception around you. It’s like trying to lie to a psychic.”

      “He still thinks he can reel me back in, demanding I have dinner with him so he can explain. I told him I wouldn’t meet him. I renamed him ‘Dick Head’ in my phone, then blocked his number. He emailed several times to confirm, like he didn’t hear me. He is such a narcissist! He is probably sitting there waiting for me.”

      August laughed. “You’re savage.

      Shelly took a sip and sat her glass down. “There is more. He future-faked me with a wedding ring. At the time I thought he was asking me to marry him. I told people. That’s what hurts most. He knew how close I am with my family. I’d confided in him about how they looked down on all my failed marriages. I think it was a calculated move on his part—getting me to ask for permission, so to speak, from my dad and son. He wanted to trap me. He thought once I told them, I’d be too ashamed to back out and he could do anything to me, and I wouldn’t leave, just to save face. But he didn’t know who he was dealing with. I heard he showed the same ring to his last girlfriend too. I am completely humiliated!”

      August narrowed her eyes. “We were scared for you. You shrunk in that relationship. Girl, I hate to say it—but none of us liked him. I’m relieved you were finally willing to face the truth.”

      Shelly fidgeted with her napkin. “I am so overcome with grief for all the times I swallowed my instincts. It was fake, but I liked how it felt. When we were together, we had fun. I’d already slept with him and after months of being single, I wasn’t ready to give that up.

      “I feel I’ve lost all self-respect. I was kidding myself about Richard’s worth more than I ever deceived Jack or my dad. My dad’s dismissal hurt because I already knew it was happening again. I’d known Richard was a mess for a while. I had been here before, clinging to hope, convincing myself that this time would be different. But then he’d say all the right things in just the right way, and I’d melt like I’d never been burned before.

      “I deserve more. I want real love—so badly. But what if I’ve reached my shelf life and no one ever desires me again because I’m too old?”

      While they ate, August studied her. “First off, you are beautiful. You’re done being someone’s emotional scaffolding. Relationships shouldn’t be so much work. Real love doesn’t wear masks. You walk in and light up the whole room, and with him, it was like you were standing in his shadow, waiting for permission to shine. Honestly, it felt like he was stealing you from us. It’ll be good to have you back with your tribe, where you really belong. And I hope you know you’re still moving forward, even if your life feels like a mess.”

      They waited for the tab in silence.

      As they walked toward the car, Shelly said, “Thanks for listening to me unravel. You’re a good friend.” She wrapped August in a grateful hug. “I’ll see you soon.”
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      Later that night, sitting by her pool, Shelly reflected on what August had said. What if I’m the one I’ve been waiting for all along?

      The question settled into her like a stone dropped into still water. The pool lights glowed an icy blue, casting elongated shadows that warped across the stone. The air had dipped into a brisk, unforgiving chill—the same coolness edging her heart.

      She stared at the surface, noticing how it held both clarity and distortion at once, mirroring where she stood now: half illuminated, half hidden, even from herself.

      Beneath the blur, recognition surfaced—the first person she needed to show up for was herself. The water rippled softly, as if in agreement, hinting that her real work was only just beginning.
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            The Way Knows the Way

          

        

      

    

    
      Shelly was glad it was the weekend. She’d decided to clear her social calendar to give herself a chance to lick her wounds. She leaned against the counter of her open-plan kitchen. The Spanish tile floors cool beneath her bare feet, led into the living area. A pair of forgotten heels sat near the island, kicked off the evening before. The smooth quartzite beneath her palm felt cold, its perfection in stark contrast to the mess of emotions twisting inside her. The mosaic tile backsplash flanking the cooktop, usually vibrant, looked muted and somber.

      Her house was new, pristine, and Mediterranean. It stood like a postcard from another world. It was usually her joy and refuge, but tonight it felt heavy. The pool sat in the front courtyard of the house, a signature choice of her architect, so that stepping through the front door felt like entering a private resort. Beyond the glass doors, cool air slipped through the rows of French doors that wrapped around the pool, carrying the faint scent of bougainvillea.

      Her sanctuary of calm did nothing to quiet her racing thoughts.

      The house felt cavernous. Her plans to relax had been shot to hell. Shelly found herself standing in front of the open refrigerator and then the cupboard, staring at the contents but not really seeing them. She grabbed a wedge of cheese, a handful of crackers, then a slice of leftover cake, barely registering the bites before reaching in again. It wasn’t hunger, not really. It was comfort. It was an old habit she had learned long ago.

      Her struggle with food had always been insidious, a quiet battle she never spoke about. As a teenager, she found a well-paying gig with a runway agency to escape working on her father’s ranch. At six feet tall, she’d always felt too big, too much, like her body took up more space than it was supposed to. Keeping her weight down had been a way to soften that feeling, to make herself smaller, more palatable. But it wasn’t just about looks—it was also about power. Whenever life spun too wildly, whenever emotions overwhelmed her, this was the thing she could manage. She could decide what went in, what stayed out, what she allowed herself to have.

      She hadn’t thought about it much in recent years, assuming it was just a phase she’d outgrown. But now, in the wake of Richard’s betrayal, she seemed to be falling back into another old pattern. The more out of control she felt, the more she wanted command over what she ate. It was a quiet punishment, a way to soothe herself while also feeding the very thing that had gnawed at her for years—the belief that she wasn’t enough, she was too much, she had to fix herself to be worthy of love.

      The truth hit harder than expected—and it wasn’t just about Richard. It was her father’s indifference, her son’s disappointment, the lifelong ache of inadequacy. Why did she keep finding herself in these cycles? No matter how careful or hopeful she got, it always ended the same: her, shattered. What she feared now wasn’t love—it was herself. She was starting to lose faith real love would ever come—and she wasn’t sure how many more times she could survive this cycle.

      As Saturday morning sunlight poured into the house, her skin prickled with restlessness. She wasn’t sad, not exactly. More raw and on edge. Like she had short-circuited. She couldn’t tell if the dull throb in her chest was grief, regret, or plain exhaustion.

      Shelly paced the living room. The eclectic décor—Moroccan lanterns, Rolling Stones posters, a velvet chaise in peacock blue—felt like a reflection of her: all different, all dramatic, each chosen from a different chapter of her life. The room was a beautiful, jarring patchwork.

      Why did I do this again? The familiar question looped in her mind, too loud to ignore.

      She needed to keep moving. Sitting still was so hard. Her past self-help work had taught her she couldn’t outrun her feelings, but sometimes motion helped loosen their grip. Maybe the rhythm of her feet on the pavement would help the truth spill out easier onto the pages of her journal. She would walk Sally and then head to the corner café. The little coffee shop down the street had just enough background noise to make her feel less alone. After the dog walk, she changed shoes, grabbed her notebook, and headed for the door.

      At the café, she took her favorite corner seat, journal in her lap, latte cradled between her hands, letting the warmth of the cup radiate through her. Shelly opened the journal to a clean page and ran her fingers over the worn cover. She loved coming to this place. The hum of the espresso machine and the steady rhythm of pen on paper helped to let her thoughts unravel freely. The white noise of steam from the barista’s wand and the trivial chatter were barely audible over the acoustic guitar playing from the overhead speakers. She needed space to process, to let the tangle of her thoughts find their way out one word at a time.

      Near the front window, two lovers sat close to each other, holding hands, talking and smiling. They made Shelly’s heart ache. The tenderness between them was so unguarded. It gave her the pang of longing for the same kind of natural connection. As they laughed together, sharing quiet moments, Shelly couldn’t help but wonder why this kind of deep, trusting relationship was so elusive to her. The persistent ache in her chest inspired her. She began to write.

      Why does love always seem out of reach? I can see it but never quite touch it.

      The pain, the confusion, the deep yearning, all poured out of her as her pen hit the page. She wrote without thinking, her hand moving as if the words had been waiting to escape. She didn’t just write about Richard.  She wrote about every time she’d vanished inside someone else’s story, every piece of herself she’d given away without return, every dream she’d mistaken for love until it slipped through her fingers like smoke.

      A voice at the next table caught her attention.

      A man told the woman sitting across from him in hushed but passionate tones about his experience at a plant medicine retreat. Shelly tried not to eavesdrop, but his words landed like an electric charge in her chest. He spoke of uncovering long-buried childhood trauma, how the ceremony had revealed the truth of what he’d spent decades trying to suppress—memories of an abusive doctor who had molested him—and how the retreat had provided answers, meaning, and a path forward.

      The emotion in his voice was exposed and unfiltered. He said to his companion, “The medicine ceremony kept coming up—like a distant drumbeat, growing louder with every passing day.”

      After the couple left, she began to question why she kept seeking outside validation to fill the emptiness inside? The thought unsettled her, but it also gave her a strange clarity.

      She couldn’t change the past, but maybe it was time to stop trying to prove her worth to everyone else.

       In her notebook, she scrawled, the soul always tries to remember what the world taught it to bury. Her last entry as the light from the late afternoon sun streamed in. She closed her journal. It was time to head home, and she had an urge to call Hector.

      A new friend, Hector had led a drumming circle at a recent yoga festival hosted by her studio owners, Clover and JT. While some other yoga teachers buzzed with performative spirituality, Hector remained a calm force in the background, content to simply be. Shelly was drawn to him by his grounded energy. He wasn’t loud or overly charismatic, but when he spoke, people listened.

      To Shelly, he was a mystery. The regulars spoke of him with quiet reverence, calling him a guide or a healer, though he brushed off those labels with humility. Clover had once said Hector was a man who helped people see what they already knew but had forgotten. At the time, Shelly didn’t understand what she’d meant. Shelly had never been called to a “guru,” and if she were being honest, the idea of a shaman made her skeptical.

      But Hector’s patience and unshakable presence made her curious. She felt seen by him, as though he understood things about her she hadn’t yet admitted to herself. He had given her his number, and now a nagging deep inside told her to call him.

      As soon as she got home, she dialed Hector. She pouted in frustration when he did not answer. Within minutes he called back.

      Shelly leaned back in her chair, the phone pressed to her ear as she spoke to Hector about Richard and what she’d just journaled. Her hands trembled as she bared her soul to him. “Hector, I’ve spent years surrounded by love vampires. I feel like I am about to break open.”

      Shelly could almost see Hector now, in his little meditation room, candles lit, palms resting loosely on his knees as he listened. His long pause seemed charged with knowing. He didn’t turn away from anyone’s pain or struggles; he saw it all and held it with love and understanding. It struck Shelly that she wanted the type of intimacy Hector cultivated—the ability to see another fully, warts and all, and to recognize how universal their suffering was.

      “In the drumming circle, you taught us to acknowledge our pain, to face the dark parts in our shadows. Facing the fractures diminishes them. How do you sit with everyone’s darkness and not drown in it?”

      “Shelly, we work in groups. It has to do with community, being part of and having connections. Through the process I can show you how to love the darkness away. There is intimacy within the group—it makes the pain worth it. We’re stripped down to who we really are, and we see our lessons in others, realizing how universal our suffering is. That’s what connection is. Seeing one another fully, without judgment, and holding space for the truth—no matter what it is.”

      Her shoulders sank as she thought about what he said. “I want to learn. I’ve been sitting with everything that happened with Richard, and it’s just … so much. The other men I’ve been with weren’t perfect, but at least they loved me. Richard was hollow. I propped him up and filled his emptiness, and he mine. He tricked me into bringing him into my family and used my pride against me, making me feel like I couldn’t walk away without looking like a fool. I should’ve seen it earlier, but I didn’t.

      “I never felt at ease. I should have listened to my inner voice. I betrayed myself by not listening. I’ve spent so many nights wondering what he was doing when we weren’t together, especially when he was away in D.C. I’d get this nagging gut feeling something wasn’t right, but when I brought it up, he brushed it off. He always had some perfectly rehearsed story—just believable enough to make me doubt my own intuition.”

      Quiet lingered a moment before Hector asked, “Why did you believe him?”

      She wondered—why did I think he was the one? Was it the timing? The loneliness?

      “I wanted the search to be over,” she admitted. “But he thrived on keeping me off-balance. The second I felt safe, he picked a fight or created chaos to make me uncomfortable. It’s like he didn’t want me feeling okay without him. Maybe I was just comfortable with being controlled. It’s a default that makes me feel normal.

      “I wanted so badly to believe he was the man he pretended to be in the beginning. But no matter how much I tried, the fear never went away. He made me question myself, made me feel like I was the problem. And the worst part is, I let him. He would disappear for hours—sometimes days—and then come back with flowers or promises. I looked past it, every single time. I hate myself for it.”

      Hector said, “Don’t hate yourself for trusting. Being open to others is not the issue. Someone like Richard feeds off control. Keeping you unsettled kept him in power. Love isn’t manipulation. The issue is why you continued to trust someone who consistently proved they didn’t deserve it. The real question is what makes you do it?”

      Her resolve grew steadier. “I guess every time I let someone in, it takes so much of me. With Richard, I just did not have the energy to keep going through the process. It’s exhausting. But every time I overlooked his deceit, he thought he was getting away with the lie because I didn’t say anything, I drifted further from myself. Thinking, maybe this is as good as it gets. For a while, getting some of my needs met was good enough. Moving on felt like failing.”

      Her last word hung in the air.

      “Holding on to something broken isn’t success and letting go isn’t failing,” Hector said. “It’s brave to choose yourself over the illusion.”

      “I’ve worked so hard, Hector—eighteen years of AA, therapy, diving into every dark corner of myself. I’ve faced so many truths, but this? It feels like I’m back making the same mistakes. No matter how much work I do, I’m never enough—like I’ve learned nothing. That’s what hurts so much. Why do I keep falling for it, Hector? Why can’t I find something real and safe?”

      “What do you really want? Not what you think you’re supposed to want, or what others expect of you. But you!? Don’t be afraid to ask for it.”

      Her thoughts raced. “I don’t know. I’ve spent so much time thinking about what they needed and if I was right for them. I’ve never really asked myself if they were right for me. I want peace. I’m tired of chaos. I feel like I’ve become afraid of love and the pain and disappointment it brings.”

      “Then you need to start with you, Shelly. The love and validation you’re searching for can’t come from Richard, or anyone else for that matter. It has to come from you. You are enough. You’ve always been enough. But you need to believe it for yourself.”

      Tears welled in her eyes. “I don’t even know how.”

      “Start by listening to your own voice—the one that tells you what’s right for you. Not what fear demands.”

      “That sounds so simple. But I was trained to serve others’ needs from a very early age. Really indoctrinated.”

      “It’s not simple. It’s a lifelong practice. But it’s where freedom starts. You’ve been doing the work—every time you face the hard truths, every time you show up for yourself, you’re getting closer to the peace you’re looking for.”

      “I don’t feel like I am, though,” she admitted.

      He said, “Hindsight is always clearer, but don’t be hard on yourself. People like him are experts at manipulation. They know exactly how to make you doubt yourself and see what they want you to see. These lessons, as hard as they are, have brought you closer to the truth. You’re waking up to patterns that have been part of your life for years. It’s not about where you are now, but where you’re going. That’s progress. A lifetime of repeated patterns and habits take time to change.”

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t feel like progress. It feels like I’m lost, drifting in an endless sea, with no land in sight. Just more water. I’ve tried so hard and I don’t know how much more I can take. I want to feel safe. Loved. Seen. Is that too much to ask?”

      He waited a moment before responding. “No, it’s not too much to ask. It sounds like you’ve hit a bottom. Rock bottom is the best place to start healing. I think it’s time you come on a real retreat to help you dig deep and finally find what you’re searching for. I’m doing some cutting-edge work designed to help create space for healing. You’re carrying so much weight—old pain, old patterns, old fears. And you’ve done an incredible job of facing them. But it’s time for something deeper.”

      “Deeper?” she asked, almost in a whisper.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m leading a medicine retreat coming up in Peru, unlike anything else you’ve done. Have you heard of ayahuasca? It’s a sacred plant medicine from the Amazon that helps you release what’s holding you back. It doesn’t fix you—you’re not broken. But it helps you peel back the layers of the onion, so you can see more clearly. The medicine circle is a space where time and judgment fade away. Everyone brings their stories, their pain, and their hopes. And the medicine? It shows you things you can’t see. What you’ve been too afraid to face or too blind to see.”

      She’d heard whispers of ayahuasca lately, but it sounded like crazy people did it—people who were braver than she was. “I overheard a guy talking about ayahuasca at the coffee shop this morning. And then I got the inspiration to call you, so maybe the universe is trying to get my attention.”

      “Mmm. Ayahuasca isn’t for everyone, and these types of therapies are not to be taken lightly. But when people are ready, it comes to them. It begins to come up in conversations. You’ll feel drawn to it, and it’ll call to you, in a way. It’s a teacher, an ancient guide. The word itself means ‘vine of the soul.’ The Quechua people believe it connects you to a spirit bigger than yourself. It’s made from two plants and unlocks deep, spiritual experiences.”

      Shelly gazed out the window as Hector spoke, and his words wove themselves into her mind. Vine of the soul. It was poetic and tugged at a part of her she didn’t often acknowledge. She imagined a vine winding its way through her, pulling at old hurts, old beliefs, things she had buried so deep they felt like part of her DNA. How could a plant be the answer?

      “The ceremony isn’t always easy. The medicine reveals truths you might not want to face. It’s often described as a feminine energy. Nurturing, but fierce when it needs to be. And there’s purging. Crying, vomiting, letting go of all the toxic emotions and energy no longer serving you.”

      The mention of purging made Shelly’s stomach twist. A visceral recoil surged through her body as it unearthed memories from her modeling years marked by a desperate need for weight regulation. Back then, purging had felt like her only refuge, a way to manage the chaos she couldn’t name. Hector’s description made her pause. The same exact experience shifted from control to purification. Her past had taught her that vomiting was to be avoided at all costs. If she succumbed to it, it meant one of two things: she had lost a battle with food, or she was physically ill. Either way, it signaled failure. Neither had ever been acceptable.

      “The ceremony itself is simple,” said Hector, “but it’s sacred. We set intentions at the start, and then the medicine guides us to remember our true essence. You do it with a group of fellow journeyers. It’s not going to give you all the answers, but it’ll help you ask the right questions. And you’re not alone in it. The circle is filled with people on their own journeys, but somehow, we’re all connected. There’s laughter, crying, silence, everything. And when it’s over, you leave feeling lighter. You’ll begin to know who you are. The integration unfolds over time, but the transformations are lasting and profound.”

      Shelly’s thoughts lingered on Hector’s words. She could picture a sacred circle with mountains and rivers surrounding it. She could almost hear the drums and the ceremonial songs called icaros come alive inside her.

      Can I let myself be so vulnerable? Can I trust the medicine to guide me? Can I trust myself?

      “So it’s not about fixing yourself. It’s about remembering who you are?” The words came out quieter than she intended.

      Hector said, “Exactly. And Shelly, our divine purpose is to remember. Come to the retreat.”

      “It sounds … terrifying, but also like exactly what I need. Let me see if I can rearrange some things at work.”

      After hanging up, Shelly flipped through the scribbles in her journal from the drumming circle, fragments of questions she hadn’t yet answered. She’d chased healing for years. But this one felt different, stirring something ancient and certain, deep in her soul.

      It was time to take action.

      She ran her fingers over the pages, letting the words sink in. Her heart felt heavy from everything she’d been carrying, but she saw a small ray of hope. The echo in her mind from Hector’s words about letting go and trusting the process was disquieting.

      Shelly turned a page and scanned the cryptic phrases she’d written at the coffee shop:

      Why does this still hurt? What am I holding onto? Love doesn’t fix it. What will?

      She was tired of the hamster wheel of redundant questions. She was in a rut. One she never seemed to be able to get out of, so she’d decided to decorate it instead. But the rut no longer served her.

      The answers to her questions felt urgent. It wasn’t the retreat that scared her; it was the possibility of truly facing herself without distraction.

      Shelly leaned back and let her eyes drift to the ceiling. She thought about the conversation with Hector, how he urged her to see herself clearly, to stop seeking answers outside of herself. She had spent so many years chasing validation in her relationships, hoping that love, or someone’s approval, would finally make her feel whole. But it hadn’t. The men in her life had come and gone, each leaving a different kind of scar. Now, sitting alone in her beautiful home, surrounded by the life she’d built, she realized how much of herself she’d poured into everyone else and how little she’d saved for herself.

      The thought brought a familiar pang of shame, but it was quickly followed by a flicker of curiosity. There was still a feeling she was missing a crucial piece of the puzzle.

      Two days later, with a mix of hesitation and determination, Shelly picked up the phone and called Hector. “I’ve been thinking about the retreat. I am scared I can’t let go, but I’m ready to try. I want to feel whole for once.”

      “I had a feeling you might be.”

      What if I find something I can’t handle?”

      “You will see what you need to see, not what you want to see,” he said. “And the circle? It’s a space where you’ll be seen, fully and completely. Several people from JT and Clover’s studio in Austin are going.  It will be a mix of people with stories that will complement your own.  You’ll handle it,” he said. “You’re stronger than you think, Shelly. The medicine doesn’t work for you. It works through you. You have to trust yourself in the process. The work isn’t easy, but it’s worth it. You’re worth it. Did you know this is exactly the type of thing Bill Wilson did?”

      Shelly raised an eyebrow, immediately thinking of the Twelve Steps and the Big Book. “Bill Wilson? The AA guy?”

      “Yes. He had a profound spiritual awakening after using belladonna. Back then, it was part of something called the Belladonna Cure. They used it to help alcoholics detox. It caused hallucinations, but for him, it also opened a door to something greater.”

      The revelation had startled Shelly. “Why isn’t this part of the story? I’ve been sober for eighteen years, and no one’s ever mentioned this.”

      “It is actually referenced in the Big Book. But it fell out of favor because it was risky—dangerous even. Even though it worked for him, the people administering those types of therapies didn’t have the expertise to lead the journey. So, the program focused on the spiritual steps instead. Ayahuasca is similar, but the side effects, like headaches and stomach issues, are much less severe with ayahuasca. And let’s be honest, a hallucinogenic plant like Belladonna leading to sobriety probably wouldn’t play well in the mainstream. It’s not exactly the message most people want to hear. Over time, people sanitized the story. AA focused on the twelve steps and left out the messy parts. And that’s fine; the principles work for a lot of people. But the truth is, Bill Wilson found his turning point in AA through an experience that let him see beyond his own pain and ego. It’s not a path for everyone, but it was for Bill. Big pharma wants you hooked for life. But the medicine ceremony? It’s different. When you’re ready for the work, it’s more of a one-and-done, with some small tune-ups every few years.”

      Shelly sat quietly processing his words. Then she exhaled, long and slow. “Okay. I’ll do it. I’ll go.”

      After finishing her call with Hector, Shelly sat in the stillness of her house. A sense of calm settled over her. Why had this part of the story been erased? Was it fear? Stigma? Or was it just easier to pretend healing had to look one way? If it worked for Bill Wilson, why not her too?

      It wasn’t the urge for drinking—those cravings had long gone. But she couldn’t help wondering if she’d traded one addiction for another. Was she addicted to love? To the idea of being validated by someone else? She hoped the retreat could help her answer these questions. Was this her chance to break free from the cycles she thought she’d never escape?
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      The van full of passengers hummed along the highway toward the Peruvian retreat center. Music filled Shelly’s ears with a low and steady beat emanating from the one loose headphone dangling out of the right ear of a very large man seated next to her, staring out the window. Something moody and familiar played. Behind her sat Clover and JT and behind them, two others she did not know.

      Shelly turned toward the man and studied his profile for a moment, wondering if he was famous. He looked like the guy she’d seen in an old Nike ad. His jaw was tight, his hair tousled. The sunglasses hiding his eyes made him look distant, even though he sat beside her.

      “Hi, I’m Shelly Green,” she said as she stuck out her hand. He introduced himself as Dare but didn’t say more.

      She shifted her focus out the window, trying to concentrate on the towering palms and thick tangle of green surrounding them. The jungle felt alive with a buzz she could almost hear; a presence older and wilder than anything back home. The ancient energy reminded her why she’d come —to step away from her patterns, to heal, to find something she’d lost along the way. She wasn’t here for Richard; she was here for herself. The memory of him would fade in time, but the failures were always hanging over her.

      Why? The word pounded through her skull, pulsing like a migraine. Why can’t I stop thinking about him? Why does my mind keep replaying every lie, every betrayal, every moment that should’ve been enough to make me run and never look back? He was emotionally unevolved and a womanizer, a liar, a man who spun beautiful words like silk and wrapped them around her neck until she could barely breathe.

      And yet.

      And yet.

      The obsessive loop had her in a chokehold. It had been almost a month, and still she was clawing at the wreckage, trying to make sense of something that never would. Why wasn’t I enough?

      “Where’d you go just now?” Dare’s voice cut through the fog of her thoughts.

      She glanced at him. “I’m not sure this retreat is a good idea?” she said.

      Dare glanced sideways. “You’re already in the car, sweetheart. A little late for second thoughts.”

      She rolled her eyes despite herself. His teasing cadence made her feel both challenged and charmed at once.

      Dare chuckled. “I won’t talk you out of it. I could hold the door open while you tuck and roll. Seriously, don’t jump,” he teased. “It’s not that bad. I love these retreats. Life-changing. I remember how unsure I was the first time. It’s easier if you can just surrender and let go.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first bad decision I’ve ever made. I haven’t jumped out of moving cars before, but don’t tempt me.” She grimaced. “I don’t mean that.” She twisted in her seat to pull one leg up beneath her. “I think … I don’t know what I think yet.”

      Dare was quiet for a beat, then drummed his fingers against the head rest of the seat in front of him. “Maybe you’re overthinking it. We’re simply two people who got thrown into the same car. And now we’re heading to the same place, and we’re supposed to unravel our core wounds along the way. Maybe it’s really that simple.”

      She froze under his gaze, startled by the sudden feeling, wondering if he could see beneath the layers she kept so carefully in place. She spoke quickly, trying to fill the silence. “Maybe you just have a way of making things sound good.”

      Shelly glanced at Dare’s reflection in the rearview mirror. He sat with his head tilted; his unruly curls and faint stubble made him look a little wild, like someone who didn’t overthink things. She wondered if he was temptation or trouble.

      He carried a low-key kind of magnetism, the sort that didn’t ask for attention yet drew it anyway. Shelly noticed. Against her better judgment.

      She was here to heal, not to get sidetracked by a charming stranger with a crooked smile.

      The van hit a pothole, jolting her into his shoulder. His glasses slipped down his nose.

      “Hell of a ride,” he muttered.

      “If Indiana Jones shows up, I’m out.”

      He chuckled. “I hear there’s a boulder chase on day two.”

      Was time really going to be different like Hector had promised? Was she finally ready? They drove farther along winding roads. An ox-drawn cart passed in the opposite direction laden with fruit. Shelly stared at it through the dusty window, transfixed by the animal’s slow, deliberate movement. The cart sagged under the weight of ripe mangoes, pineapples, and bananas. The farmer guiding the ox looked weathered but calm, hands steady on the reins.

      Shelly smoothed the fabric of her pants, a small ritual she used to steady herself.  She willed the rustic, earthy setting to relax her, even if just a little. The way the ox bore its burden, unwavering, putting one foot in front of the other. No rush, no resistance, just forward motion. She thought about all the things she had convinced herself she’d figured out—her past relationships, her career because it was expected of her, bearing the consequences of decisions made for her long ago. How much of what she thought she had worked through was truly resolved, and how much had she simply carried with her, adapting to the weight instead of releasing it?

      She unclenched and flexed her fingers, willing them to relax. Maybe the retreat wasn’t about finding new answers. Maybe it was about finally setting down the load. Eighteen years sober. Shouldn’t she be further along? Free of this doubt, this frustration? She had expected sobriety to bring peace, to quiet the aching parts of herself. Instead, it felt like an endless loop—progress, then some new unforeseen setback, like a cosmic joke she hadn’t figured out the punchline to yet. Clearly, she’d misunderstood what healing was supposed to be. It certainly wasn’t about reaching some perfect clarity where nothing hurt anymore. It seemed to be more about learning to lean into the pain, even when the weight still pressed down. She knew her sponsor called this “should-ing” (shitting) on herself, but her mind wouldn’t cease with the guilting and shaming.

      Until Richard, she’d found wholeness, strength and peace in her self-imposed break from dating. Then she’d fallen for another alcoholic, repeating an old pattern she thought she’d outgrown. How many times would she have to circle the same wound of hurt, doubting herself and feeling foolish. Still, one small mercy remained: this time, she’d gotten out sooner. She caught her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her lips pressed together like she was bracing for impact.

      While everything surrounding the retreat was designed to soothe and center, her own heart felt anything but serene, caught between hope and doubt, healing and hurt. The calming environment was a stark contrast to the storm of thoughts and emotions swirling inside.

      At last, the van turned onto the long gravel lane leading up to the retreat center. They entered a gate on a curving road and drove through dense, lush greenery that enveloped the minibus.
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      Shelly’s oasis of self-discovery was bordered by tall fences on three sides and flanked by the Luminara River on the east, ensuring that the outside world stayed firmly out of reach. The setup created a sanctuary where participants were physically and emotionally insulated from the chaos and distractions of the outside world. To her, the tall fences symbolized boundaries—perhaps the ones needed for healing—while the river suggested a natural flow of cleansing and renewal which reinforced the retreat’s purpose as a place for transformation and inner growth. A walking path circled the perimeter, winding past gardens and a sparkling pool.

      At the end of the drive stood a modest welcome center, its wooden beams and thatched roof blending into the natural surroundings. After Shelly and the back two rows emptied, Dare stepped out of the van and stretched long and slow, his shirt lifted just enough to reveal the cut lines of his abs. Shelly tried to look away, but it was too late. He smiled when he caught her looking. Shelly climbed in the back seat to retrieve her bag off the third-row bench seat. When she turned to exit, Dare took her by the hand and helped her out. The moment they touched, a warm, needling spark ran up her arm.

      I am here to heal myself. She repeated her mantra silently to quiet the pull she felt for him.

      She spotted ten small wooden cabins nestled alongside the crystal-clear river. Towering trees created a lush backdrop. Other than bird sounds and rustling leaves, it was like the rest of the world had switched off, and her senses suddenly became magnified.

      The group of six from the van approached the check-in desk at the welcome center with their luggage. A large signboard elegantly outlined the next four days in delicate, color-coded script—talks, meals, free time, and healing sessions flowing in a rhythm that suggested life here moved at a sacred cadence. Shelly liked order and routine. Knowing what to expect helped put her mind at ease.

      After leaving the check-in area, Shelly noticed a handful of guests. They moved silently among the grounds in flowing white garments that fluttered in the breeze, each step they took seeming intentional. The nearly identical attire worn by both guests and staff was comforting—like everyone had shed their everyday roles to connect with something greater. The white imbued them with an ethereal grace and served as a reminder of the purity and intentionality this retreat demanded. Shelly opened unexpectedly to new possibilities.

      At the center of the compound stood the maloca—a large, circular, open-air structure with short wooden walls and a high, thatched palm roof. Through the openings, she could see twenty pallets laid out on the packed dirt floor where the healing ceremonies took place. It loomed like a temple, humming with sacred energy. The maloca was the heartbeat of the retreat, a healing portal where time seemed
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