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			LEARN TO MAKE LEMONADE

			The Optimist

			Author: Clarence Edwin Flynn 
(November 1940), The Rotarian

			“Life handed him a lemon, 
As Life sometimes will do. 
His friends looked on in pity, 
Assuming he was through. 
They came upon him later, 
Reclining in the shade 
In calm contentment, drinking 
A glass of lemonade.”

			“Choose to be optimistic, it feels better.” 
— The Dalai Lama
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			PROLOGUE: 
Meaning of Title and 
Cover Design

			The title “Your Power Within - Inner Guidance” emphasizes the themes of personal empowerment and wisdom by suggesting that each individual harbors a source of strength and knowledge inside themselves, which is complemented by the notion of inner guidance. It acknowledges that recognizing and tapping into one’s own power is the initial step on the path to gaining profound wisdom, with inner guidance serving as an instrumental resource, unlocking their full potential and navigate life’s journey with confidence and insight.

			The lotus flower is a powerful symbol that complements these themes. In many spiritual traditions, the lotus represents purity, enlightenment, self-regeneration, and rebirth. Its characteristics are a fitting metaphor for personal growth and the quest for wisdom. Despite growing in muddy waters, the lotus blooms immaculately above the surface, which parallels the human ability to rise above challenges and limitations to achieve a state of clarity and enlightenment.

			Incorporating the lotus flower into the cover design visually communicates these ideas. It signifies blossoming into one’s best self, guided by the inner wisdom that the title speaks of. The unfolding petals represent the layers of personal discovery and the expansion of one’s inner power, while the clean, radiant bloom suggests the attainment of spiritual enlightenment and the realization of one’s potential.

			

			The lotus flower is a complex symbol that embodies the path to enlightenment, the resilience of the spirit, the significance of detachment, and the splendor of creation, resonating across different spiritual avenues. It holds profound spiritual significance across various cultures and religions. The flower is commonly associated with purity, inner strength and tranquility, but its symbolism extends beyond that. The flower plays a symbolic role in various religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, and Jainism. Given its deep symbolic meanings and connection to religion, the lotus flower is considered one of the most sacred plants.

			The lotus flower’s journey from the depths to the light encapsulates the spiritual path of humans, echoing the soul’s ascent from the confines of the physical world to the liberation of the spiritual realm. Its beauty and grace serve as a powerful reminder of our own potential to rise above challenges and bloom with resilience and grace.

			Furthermore, the lotus embodies the principle of detachment. Each night, it retracts from the water, symbolizing the need to withdraw from worldly desires and materialistic ties. This act serves as a poignant reminder to maintain spiritual purity amidst life’s impurities and attachments.

			Overall, the title and the imagery of the lotus flower work together to convey a message of hope, transformation, and the infinite possibilities that lie within the realm of personal empowerment and inner wisdom.
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			CHAPTER 1

			My Chosen Path

			My chosen path revolved around family—the compass that guided me, the anchor that steadied my soul. Their laughter echoed through the hallways of our home, weaving threads of support and stability. In their eyes, I glimpsed purpose—a shared journey where we thrived together.

			Throughout the years, my husband and I nurtured our love. We weathered storms, danced through seasons, and reveled in the simple joy of being together. Dancing and travel became the rhythm of our lives—a harmonious duet that echoed across continents and our kitchen alike.

			As we planned the celebration of our 50th wedding anniversary, excitement bubbled within us. We were about to honor a magnificent tapestry—a labor of love woven with threads of commitment, shared memories, and cherished moments. Our children, grandchildren, and extended family would gather, and amidst laughter and tears, we’d celebrate the legacy we had created—a legacy that transcended time.
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			The End of My Life as I knew It

			August 4, 2023, was the beginning of the end of my life as I knew it. The doctors diagnosed my husband, Danilo Cespedes, with pancreatic cancer and gave him six to eight months to live.

			We were both in shock, trying to come to terms with the fact that our lives would never be the same. The days seemed to blur together as we navigated through the whirlwind of doctors’ appointments, treatment plans, and emotional turmoil.

			As we digested the finality of the diagnosis, Danilo was afraid at the prospect of dying. I was delicately trying to appease him but to no avail.

			I often shared with him my views on the afterlife, astral travel, celestial beings, and other mystical subjects. While he would listen, he seemed skeptical of these concepts. However, one morning in 2022, he awoke with a sense of wonder and excitedly said to me, “Blanca, I went to the other side last night. It was so peaceful. I saw my parents and friends and it felt so good to be there. I now understand what you have been telling me about the other side and soul travel. I was there.” After sharing this profound experience, we moved on from the topic and never mentioned it again.

			Early September 2023 as I was driving to the hospital in tears feeling helpless, not knowing what I could do to help him. I suddenly remembered that conversation from the prior year and knew that I had to remind him.

			When I got to the hospital, I said to him, “Do you remember that dream that you told me about where your soul traveled to the other side? How it felt to be there, and that there was nothing to fear about going there. That was to prepare for this experience so that you wouldn’t be scared.” After we had that conversation, his attitude changed. He was no longer afraid and accepted his fate with courage. During his illness, I continued to share with him my beliefs and told him that after he passed he had to find a way to come back and tell me whether I was right or wrong.

			As the months passed, we clung to each other for support, finding solace in the small moments of normalcy amidst the chaos. We tried to make the most of the time we had left together, cherishing every moment, never leaving one another’s side.

			Despite the overwhelming sadness that consumed us, we found moments of hope and strength in each other. We faced the challenges ahead with courage and resilience, determined to make the most of the time we had left.

			As the days turned into weeks and the weeks turned into months, we found joy in the simple things, treasuring every smile, every laugh, every I love you, and every moment of peace we shared in the confinement of our home.

			During the final two weeks of his life, Danilo talked about visions of his mother and other deceased loved ones, which provided profound comfort. He seemed to be very comforted by his mother’s presence as he spoke with her telling her that he was depending on her to guide him in this journey. The communication with his mother helped Danilo approach the end of his life on earth with a level of acceptance that surprised many of his family members.

			Danilo had always said that he wanted to die before me and when the time came, he wanted it to be just the two of us. The day before he passed Hospice had told us he would pass within the next 24 hours. His three sons and one of their wives were in the room. At about 11:00 p.m., I told everyone to go home get a good night’s sleep and come back the next day. After they left, I said to him, “Everyone is gone now. It’s just the two of us now, just like you wanted. Please let me know when it’s time. Don’t leave without saying goodbye.”

			As some cancer patients approach death, breathing patterns can change and secretions may collect in the throat. This creates a rattling sound known as the death rattle. It is a part of the dying process.

			

			While the sound is unpleasant, the person emitting the death rattle usually feels no pain or discomfort. The death rattle signals that death is near. On average, a person usually lives for approximately 24 hours after the death rattle and the dying process begins.

			I lay down by his side, holding his hand. Despite the loud sound of the death rattle, I dozed off. I don’t know for sure what alerted me. I thought I detected a difference in the rattle and awakened at about 6:15 a.m. Somehow, he found a way to make sure I was awake and present when he took his last breath.

			On January 29, 2024, at 6:35 a.m. my lifelong partner and best friend of 52 years departed from this world, creating an irreplaceable void in my heart. The profound sorrow I was feeling rendered my heart speechless, unable to express itself. The echoes of my husband’s existence remain in my soul, reverberating in my chest every time I think of him.

			Amid my grief, I found solace in the love we shared and the memories we created together. And though my life had taken an unexpected turn, I knew I would always carry his spirit with me, guiding me through the darkness and reminding me of the strength we had found in each other.

			I am grateful for the years filled with heartfelt and unwavering love, along with the deep respect we held for each other. Together, we shed tears and reveled in the happiness and laughter that define a lifetime. Disagreements between us were infrequent, and when they occurred, they were petty quarrels over insignificant issues that quickly faded away, leaving behind no resentment or silent treatment. I will always cherish the memories of the little things and precious moments that made up our 52-year journey together.

			When Danilo passed away, I felt disoriented. I had spent eight months nursing him and sitting by his bedside as he battled pancreatic cancer, disengaging from all other activities. After his death and dealing with final arrangements, I felt like a blank page with no direction, unsure of what I should be doing. I had no clue what the future had in store for me without my lifelong partner and best friend by my side.

			

			His death marked a significant turning point, the final chapter of my life on earth with Danilo. Yet, I was confident that our bond would persist in a spiritual form. The bonds we share with our loved ones does not end with their death; they simply transform. Maintaining a positive connection beyond death is vital for the well-being of souls on both sides of the curtain of life on earth and the other side. I conveyed this belief, which brought great solace to Danilo in his final days. He would often tell me, “I will always be by your side and will be waiting for you on the other side, but you better not show up with another guy.”

			Since his passing, I’ve had two significant spiritual experiences with my beloved husband.

			In mid-March, my sister called me in an emotional state. She cried as she said, “Blanca, I went for a reading with Denise at Celestial Circle and Danilo came through. He was very chatty, talking about the events of his memorial service and in awe of the number of people that had attended. He wants to talk with you and asked that you call.”

			You may think, where does one call to the other side, 1800-HEAVEN? Of course, I knew she meant to make an appointment with Denise at Celestial Circle, and I did. My appointment was a couple of days later that week. When I connected with the medium, she said, “There is someone here that wants to say something.”

			I said “Okay” in apprehension, not sure what was going to be said. To my shock and pleasant surprise, she said, “He said tell her she was right.”

			I immediately burst into tears, knowing that it was my dearly departed husband coming back as I had asked him to find a way to come back and tell me ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. During the forty-minute reading, he told me how grateful he was for the care I had given him during his illness and that he could not have asked for a better nurse. He also said that if I had not agreed to marry him, he would’ve never married as his life plan included one wife and that was me but only if I agreed to marry him. He said that he would always be by my side and that of our family. He asked that I not give up on writing as he would inspire me through my journey as an author. Although I cried for days after this experience, it was extremely comforting for me to know I could maintain communication with my husband. That our relationship would continue on a spiritual level as he would still be my most ardent supporter.

			The second experience was a much more tangible and supernatural one. In mid-June, as I slept on my side, I felt my bed move and sensed some commotion behind me. I tried to turn around to see what was going on behind me and what had caused the bed to move, but I was immobilized. I was conscious but could not move my body. Just then, my soul exited my body, and I saw Danilo lying down beside me. He was looking strong, vibrant, and handsome, appearing to be in his late 40s. I was so happy to see him. I touched him, and he felt real.

			I said, “Oh my God, you came back, it’s really you,” I babbled on. He responded, “I only have ten minutes, then I have to go.” During those ten minutes, he told me that he was happy on the other side and thanked me for our shared experience and for taking such good care of him during his illness. However, he was concerned as he could see how his illness was taking a toll on me. Every day, he would pray it would be his last so that he could release me from the burden. He said, “You look much better now.” I told him that taking care of him was my pleasure and I would not have wanted it any other way because I knew that if it were me on that bed, he would’ve never left my side nor allowed anyone else to care for me. He assured me that he would always be by my side and would always love me. This experience was very comforting for me, knowing that he was doing well and that we could still communicate.

			My partner’s absence left me grappling with a mix of emotions - grief, confusion, and a sense of loss. I felt adrift and unsure of how to move forward without him by my side as his absence upended my life, causing the routine and familiarity of my life to disappear. I felt like a part of me was missing, and I struggled to envision a future without him. For example, we shared a deep connection through our travels to many different countries and the mere thought of boarding an airplane without him evoked powerful emotions.

			

			There was no place I wanted to go and confined myself to our bedroom in an intentional search for solitude. I reduced my life to the simple things: reading, writing, watching Lifetime movies, and sleeping a lot. I’d spend days in my bedroom, as it was my sanctuary where I had spent quality time with him. Being in that room comforted me, as his presence was still palpable. I only ventured out of my bedroom to the kitchen to get something to eat.

			Although I looked forward to talking to friends and family from time to time, I avoided meeting anyone, because I wanted to be alone in that kind of hermetic bubble I had created solely and exclusively for myself and my spiritual connection with Danilo. I did not want to know what was going on outside of my little bubble whether it was someone else’s personal drama or national drama on the news. Intentionally isolating myself, creating a cocoon of solitude where the outside world would only intrude when I gave it permission to do so. I recognized that even as I secluded myself in my own isolated world, life continued to unfold. The world spins, seasons change, and stories unfold. As I was in hibernation, winter gave way to spring, and spring blossomed into summer, yet I stayed within my cocoon. Nevertheless, I recognized the need to reconnect gradually with the rest of the world. Peeking from the confines of my cocoon, I began to explore the world that had continued to evolve outside my secluded haven.

			As I navigated the practicalities of life without him, I also had to come to terms with the emotional void his absence had left behind. Memories of our time together flooded my mind, both comforting and painful in their reminder of what I had lost.

			Amid this uncertainty, I recognized that it was essential to reinvent myself and my existence in his absence. It became imperative for me to discover the new direction my journey should take now that I was on my own. It was a daunting task, but I knew I had to move forward, to honor his memory while also carrying on my own with my destiny for part two of my life. It was going to be a journey of self-discovery and healing, one that would ultimately lead me to a place of acceptance and peace.
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			Opposites Attract

			Danilo and I were like night and day, yet as the saying goes, “opposites attract.” Despite our stark differences, we shared a 52- year relationship filled with its ups and downs—thankfully, with the ups far outweighing the downs.

			Reflecting on my life with Danilo, I thought a lot about why opposites attract and concluded that the reason opposites attract is to bring balance into one another’s lives. Balance is critical for leading a fulfilling and happy life, as having too much of anything is not good for you.

			Our 52 year relationship taught me you are not someone else’s other half or better half. In order to have a long-lasting relationship, you must acknowledge your individuality before you can pronounce yourself a couple. Know yourself, your wants and needs.

			Danilo was an inevitable part of my life’s journey, despite my initial reluctance. His determination was unwavering as he continued to court me for several years until I finally agreed to go out with him. His refusal to accept rejection and his repeated efforts to win me over suggested that he, being a few years older, knew deep down inside that this relationship was part of our combined destiny.

			The cosmic connection center of the universe had ensured our relationship would happen. Or, at least, that we would meet.

			

			
					Danilo worked in the produce section of the supermarket where my family shopped. I first noticed him when I was about thirteen years old, while at the supermarket with my mother. He was always trying to get my attention, and I hated it. I tried to avoid that section of the supermarket. You may think that thirteen is too young, but I was a mature-looking and acting thirteen-year-old.

					He was the best friend and schoolmate of the boyfriend of one of my first cousins. He once sent a message to me through my cousin, saying, “Tell her that if I don’t marry her, I will never marry.” My reply had been, “He should prepare for a life of bachelorhood.”

					He was friends with my father from the local barbershop and from fixing cars in the parking lot of the building where I lived, although Danilo did not know that his friend was my father.

					His sister was my mother’s hairdresser. He lived with his sister, half a city block from our apartment building.

			

			The synchronistic events that culminated in our meeting could not have been coincidental—it was our destiny—our life’s journey; that brought us together to experience this destined relationship.

			We had three sons, five grandchildren, and one great granddaughter. Danilo was a great dad and Papa. As we raised our children, Danilo was ahead of his time as a “Mr. Mom.” In the early to mid-eighties, this role wasn’t common, especially in our machismo laden Latino community where childcare was often considered a woman’s responsibility. Fortunately, Danilo stepped up and shared household duties, taking care of the family. We found the perfect balance, capitalizing on each other’s strengths. Despite challenges, we persevered, emphasizing that household tasks shouldn’t disproportionately fall on women.

			Unbeknownst to him, Danilo was a role model by example. In the last six months of his life, numerous young men called to express their gratitude for his being an exemplary model of a father and husband for them to emulate. These were the same children that visited our home throughout the years.

			With Danilo’s unwavering support, I achieved my educational pursuits, a successful career with ExxonMobil, and my post- retirement career as an author. He was not only supportive but accommodating even when I was being somewhat unreasonable.
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			What’s in a Name—Reclaiming My Identify

			Do you ever feel you need a reprieve from your day-to-day life? You want to unplug from your daily routine so you can rejuvenate.

			For forty-plus years, I had followed an orderly, goody-two-shoes kind of life, always doing the right thing, and following the rules. There were no crazy stories, no unhealthy, lustful relationships. No secrets. No intrigue. I’m sure many would say, “What a boring life.” That could be in the eyes of some. But it had been a busy and productive life thus far.

			There’s a common saying that one’s true life begins after 40. The notion that life begins at 40 is a popular adage, with a wealth of life experiences contributing to this notion. It suggests that people often reach a stage of self-realization and confidence at this age. While it’s not universally true for everyone, many do find that the accumulation of life experiences by the time they reach 40 provides a clearer understanding of their personal desires and values.

			For some, maturity marks a period of gaining self-confidence because not everyone has lived their life the way they wanted. For example, some people didn’t know themselves or their true desires, so they followed others advice instead. Or they might have chosen or been compelled into a relationship with the wrong life partner. A fear of social judgement often leads them to take the path of least resistance.

			Sometimes with age and the realization that half of one’s life has passed comes the liberation from old fears and complexes. For such individuals, turning 40 is a sort of blossoming a period of growth and empowerment, where individuals feel liberated from past constraints and are more inclined to focus on personal fulfillment and new beginnings. Once the kids are grown, there’s more opportunity to focus on self-discovery, to sever ties with the past, and to forge ahead with new relationships. It’s a period of renewal and self-empowerment that many embrace.

			

			However, it’s important to recognize that personal growth and the pursuit of self-confidence can happen at any age, and life’s journey is unique for each individual. Some may find this blossoming earlier or later than 40, and that’s perfectly okay. Everyone’s timeline is different, and each person’s story unfolds in its own way. The key is to remain open to growth and change, regardless of age.

			From 1975 to 1998, everything had been about school, work, raising children, maintaining a relationship, and keeping a home. I transitioned from being a daughter to being a wife, mother, student, and employee. There hadn’t been a time when I focused on me—on what I wanted to do. The idea of blossoming at this age definitely resonated for me as I had spent many years prioritizing the needs of others. With these responsibilities lessening, I found myself free to pursue my own interests and passions.

			I was exhausted, and I wanted to take and make the time to focus on my wants and needs. I needed to nourish and energize my soul. But here’s the thing: I had been taking care of so many people for so long that I did not know where or how to take care of “me.” That “me” that I had sacrificed to marriage, motherhood, and work. That “me” that I hadn’t had the chance to get to know since I married at 18 years of age.

			I needed to get to know myself as an adult. Throughout the years, I hadn’t stopped long enough to get acquainted with the adult “me.” I intimately acquainted myself with Blanca Céspedes, the wife, mother, and employee. I did not know Blanca De La Rosa, the adult.

			Some may argue it’s just a name, no big deal. Right? Some may even say that I’m overreacting and exaggerating the symbolic power of my name. But everyone recognizes themselves by their name, which represents their personal history.

			The Céspedes name represented my husband’s history and heritage; it was his identity, his life, not mine. I wanted to explore the powerful influence my birth name would wield over my life—the life I’d been born to live.

			

			The first thing I had to do on the road to that reprieve was to ease the burden that changing my name had imposed. I had to reclaim my identity. I spent twenty-three years living as someone I could not fully embrace.

			Over time, using my married name became bothersome. I resorted to introducing myself by my first name only. A coworker would tease me, saying, “What are you, like Pele or Madonna, known by your first name only?”

			A name change after marriage is a personal decision that women make for several reasons. I, like so many other women, took it as a given, as it was the tradition. Some husbands take it personally if their wives do not adopt their married names, claiming: one family, one name. However, no one should feel guilty or pressured either way.

			For me, it was not the right decision. Even after twenty-three years of being a Céspedes, which was five years longer than I had been a De La Rosa, I still could not get accustomed to using someone else’s name. In 1998, I reverted to using my birth name. Ahh, what a relief.

			It was a liberating sensation akin to the relief one experiences when taking off a tight garment or shoes. This marked the beginning of my journey of self-discovery to acquaint myself with my adult self. The name change had empowered and invigorated me with a newfound sense of strength and vitality. I was born a De La Rosa, and I intend to die a De La Rosa.

			The paperwork required to change my name legally was tedious, but the hardest part of the entire process was the discussion I had with my husband. It was tough, as he immediately took it personally. It was difficult for him to comprehend my sense of losing my identity, feeling disconnected from my roots, and the unnaturalness I felt in using his name. He was not happy, and it took him a while to acclimate to the name change. He eventually relented, accepting the name change with one caveat: he did not want anyone to call him Mr. De La Rosa.

			Two years after the name change, I took the finding myself a step further and Danilo and I divorced, but we remained friends, best friends, supporting each other’s endeavors. Our friendship was solid and dependable providing a foundation of support and understanding that empowered us to face life’s challenges with confidence and strength.
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