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∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞

The knot had been a constant presence in her life since she was just three years old. Initially, it was no more than a delicate butterfly, but as the years passed, it had grown thicker and tighter, embedding itself deep within her heart. She had resigned herself to the belief that it could never be unraveled. Then, on one ordinary summer night in Haleiwa, everything changed.

After a delightful dinner at one of the charming restaurants in this small coastal town, he gently took her hand as they prepared to cross the street. Beneath the canopy of a star-filled sky, he peered into her eyes and uttered those three enchanting words: 'I love you.'

She whispered back, almost as if she feared her own ears had deceived her, 'You do?'

With unwavering sincerity and tenderness, he affirmed, 'Yes, yes, I do!' In that moment, not only did she believe him, but something remarkable happened—the knot that had bound her heart for so long, simply evaporated. It was gone, dissolved into the warm night air.

She had always believed that the eyes were the windows to the soul, and in his eyes, she found an inexplicable connection. His gaze spoke of a deep understanding, a recognition of her essence, and she, in turn, felt an uncanny familiarity with his soul. She pondered, 'How do I know him? Why is it that I've never truly believed these words until now, and why from a man I barely know?'

These questions would find their answers, but not immediately, and certainly not in the way she anticipated."

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞
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∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞

The fluttering sensation of a butterfly in her stomach began much like it does for many young children – an innocent and exhilarating feeling that accompanies naivety about the world. The butterfly symbolizes an unknown, tingling mixture of nervousness and excitement. However, for some children, born into less fortunate circumstances, that butterfly takes on a different, foreboding meaning. It becomes a harbinger of uncertainty, signaling the need to tread carefully, for it may be the precursor to some form of abuse.

Raphaela's butterfly feeling first took flight when she was forced to gauge her father's mood due to his drinking habits. She couldn't discern if he would be a "happy drunk" or the dreaded "get out of my face" drunk. As life grew harder and her father's drinking escalated, the butterfly transformed into a tightly wound knot in the pit of her stomach. It consumed a substantial part of her being.

Things took a darker turn when, at just three years old, her parents, in a bid to get her out of their way, left her alone in a room with the thirteen-year-old neighbor. This is when the butterfly turned into an insurmountable weight, a rock that anchored her to a world of anguish. Every afternoon, as her father lay passed out on the floor and her mother vented her frustrations in the kitchen, the teenage boy from next door would visit her.

As days turned into weeks, the rock inside her twisted and turned with each "game" he played – games like "post office" and then "doctor." During these agonizing moments, she would try to mentally distance herself, escaping to imaginary adventures where she rode horses and searched for a time when the world was different, a time before America was discovered, anywhere but in that locked room with a "doctor" and herself as the "patient."

It was during these harrowing moments that she discovered her love for horses and Native Americans. Her vivid imagination became her sanctuary, a place where she could retreat from the cruel reality. Later in life, she would come to realize that it wasn't just her imagination; it was a profound ability to recall past lives. It explained her inexplicable infatuation with Indigenous Peoples and wild Mustangs at such a tender age.

Raphaela was born in Honolulu, Hawaii, but her parents hailed from Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. They had ventured to this land with hopes of financial stability and a safe environment to raise their children. Hawaii seemed promising, sharing the same temperate climate as Brazil, with welcoming and friendly people, surrounded by the beauty of oceans and mountains. Unfortunately, they had overlooked the necessity of keeping their home safe.

Anderson, Raphaela's father, had a history of alcoholism that didn't cease upon their arrival in Hawaii. The stress of adapting to a new country and lifestyle only exacerbated his drinking. Renatta, her mother, possessed an insatiable desire for material wealth and was determined to work relentlessly to afford the possessions she believed would bring her happiness, potentially overshadowing her husband's love for alcohol.

In the early years, they both worked tirelessly, Renatta delving into the world of real estate to amass wealth. Anderson, on the other hand, yearned for children and pleaded with Renatta for them. She reluctantly agreed, driven by the belief that her husband would stop drinking, they could save money, and she could have him work the graveyard shift while caring for the children during the day. Little did she know the profound and irreparable impact this decision would have on her children.

A year later, Raphaela was born on the twenty-first day of June, the longest day of the year. She came into the world with boundless energy, her cries echoing her vitality. This was a trait that her mother would soon grow to resent. Nearly two years after her birth, on July seventeenth, her brother Roberto arrived. He was a placid and content baby, and his disposition mirrored his calm demeanor. Roberto quickly became their mother's favorite, and his chubby-cheeked, happy nature also won over Raphaela.

Although the siblings were polar opposites, the tumultuous environment within their home forged an unbreakable bond between them. The constant arguments between their parents escalated, and Raphaela felt compelled to protect Roberto, who was naturally reserved and easily affected by the world around him. She shielded him from many of life's hardships, particularly his overwhelming fear of death. She strived to create a joyful world for him to counteract his anxieties.

Whenever their mother returned from work, Roberto would receive undivided attention, while Raphaela would be led into the bedroom by the neighbor and subjected to experiences she knew were wrong but kept hidden from her family. She knew that her brother cherished the time alone with their mother, and revealing the truth would have been futile. Her mother would never have believed her. It was simpler to escape into her vivid imagination, where she became a princess exploring mountains, canyons, and rivers while riding wild Mustangs.

As the years passed, the siblings drifted apart, and Raphaela learned the art of running away. She often felt like an outsider in her own home, a punching bag for her family's problems. One day, she decided to pack a small bag with peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, grabbed a blanket, and sought refuge on the beach just across the street from their North Shore home. She fell asleep and didn't return for hours.

Upon her return, her brother unintentionally delivered a devastating blow. He innocently asked, 'Oh Raphaela, can you please go away again? It's so quiet and peaceful when you're not here.' It felt as though a knife had been thrust into her heart. Her beloved brother, the one she had cherished, had turned against her, too.

Her father, while not overtly against her, lacked the strength to oppose her mother, who believed Raphaela was "bad" and "stupid." He went along with her mother's perspective. Running away became her refuge, and by the time she was sixteen, all the police officers on the North Shore were familiar with her and used to bringing her back home. She couldn't fathom why they insisted on returning her to a place she desperately wanted to escape.

When she turned seventeen, she left for good, fleeing to Waikiki, a place where no one knew her or her painful past. This is where our paths crossed, where I met Raphaela. She had departed home at seventeen, her breaking point reached when her mother sold her horse without her knowledge. She'd had enough – enough of living with people who only wanted her around to serve as a scapegoat for their problems. She felt like their punching bag, which explained why the first purchase for her new apartment was a punching bag.

We've shared countless adventures together, including one where a plane had to return to the gate, but that's a tale for a different day and book – the book of Jay. I had always urged her to write her story, but she would simply laugh it off. However, she recognized the importance of sharing this story, and she agreed it needed to be told. I can't do it justice, so she will recount it in her own unique voice, a narrative that might resemble a spicy soup with a sprinkle of other languages and the drama that is unmistakably Rapha. It will be in her voice, as it should be, because she finally listened to my advice.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞

Signs 

"The universe bestows signs upon us— 

At first, they are gentle whispers, meant for our soul. When we don't heed these whispers, 

the signs grow louder, more frequent. . . . 

When we listen, a whisper suffices. . . 

These signs bear significance, they are our guides— 

a map— for this life, 

sent from our essence before this existence. 

Do not disregard the signs, 

slow down, 

tune into your inner voice, 

and above all else, pay heed— 

they are there with purpose!"
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∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞

I began riding horses when I was a young girl, and I got my first horse when I was eleven. She was mine - all mine. I felt peaceful and happy when I was alone and riding my horse in the hills of North Shore, feeling the wind in my hair as I galloped across the lush green hills up the mountains until I could turn around to see the gorgeous blue ocean surrounding this exquisite paradise I lived in. Heaven could not be more beautiful. I loved all the smells—guava and oranges along with plumeria and pikake on the way up the hill. The weather up this high was always cool, and it was easy to find old trails and make new trails in the woody hills of North Shore. There was a certain freedom, which could not be explained; it just had to be felt. I felt as though I were a horse—there was no disconnect between my horse, especially when riding bareback, and me. When I rode, I thought of nothing but the moment, and it was incredible—every time.

I rode until I was seventeen. One day, I arrived at the ranch to find my horse was gone. Everything was gone: all my tack and food and everything. The owner of the ranch had no idea I didn’t know, and when she saw me at her door with tears in my eyes, she was shocked.

“Raphaela, surely your mother told you—she sold Ku'uipo.”

I shook my head, unable to stop the tears and unable to speak. I went home and didn’t speak to anyone for a whole month, and then I left. I packed two duffel bags filled with clothes and pictures of my friends and my horse—none of my family. I went to Waikiki and never looked back. I missed riding . . . but I had a wild and adventurous time living in town.

I met Keala at Liberty House, where I worked in the boys’ department and she worked in the cosmetics area. She was my best friend instantly, and we found excitement and adventure all over Waikiki. She was married to a homebody who was kind but not very social and preferred to stay home and listen to music and watch television. (Boring!) I dated a lot and then finally found a stable relationship with a humble local boy who was an avid motorcycle rider. He owned a Ducati. We met at the University of Hawaii, where Kalani was studying sociology and I was trying to become a teacher. After graduation, we decided to move in together, which was a huge step for me but felt right. I went to work as a first-grade teacher and he went to work at Frito-Lay!

There was one problem with my relationship with Kalani, but I kept it to myself. He had a brother named Peter who Keala was definitely crushing on, in a bad way. I knew what a “killer” attention was. He gave her so much attention, and her husband gave her none. I tried to understand and not pass judgment; as best friends are supposed to do, but it really bothered me. I may be lending a hand to the cheating, which seemed inevitable. It had not happened yet, and I tried to hint to her husband she needed more attention but he was plain lazy. Kalani seemed totally oblivious to the entire thing and stated they were just friends, there was no way his brother would mess around with a married woman but . . . I wasn’t so sure.

One day while we were riding his motorcycle around the island with some friends, I saw some horses on the beach in Mokuleia, the west side of the North Shore.  This is when I got the bug again, the bug to ride horses. Horseback riding is like surfing; it never leaves your blood. I couldn’t stop talking about it, and Kalani piped in saying he was willing to try riding with me since I rode his motorcycle with him. The next weekend, we drove all over the island and finally decided to try riding at Turtle Bay on the North Shore. We booked a private ride so we could do more than just walk and he could get a real feel for riding. We walked around Turtle Bay, holding hands and talking about horses, while we waited for our ride. It was serene and peaceful there, it made me miss the North Shore, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to ride up there because someone would tell my parents. Here, in Turtle Bay, among all the tourists, I felt safe; none of them knew my family or me.

Finally, they called us to ride,  and we walked over to the stables. We were introduced to our tour guide, Sara, and given two horses who seemed rather mellow. They were both chestnut geldings, one was about sixteen hands and the other was fifteen hands. Kalani was nervous, it was so funny, and he quietly asked me to take the bigger horse. “No problem,” I replied with a wink. We mounted the horses on this cute little step stool they had and began following our guide, Sara. She was great and told us we didn’t have to follow her in a line and we could all walk together since it was a private tour. She explained to us we should not run in the sand since it is hard on the horses’ legs, so we walked out into the ocean a little and along the beach for about half a mile. 

The Pacific Ocean is hypnotizing, with its many shades of blue and the peaceful lull of the waves hitting the shore. The best part is you can see down to the sand because the water is so clear! Kalani looked so happy; he had a smile on his face the entire time.

When we came out of the water, we walked across the sand to the woods and found a good-sized trail carved out. Sara told us we were fine to canter now. I took off immediately, and when I came to the part of the trail with an s-curve, I stopped my horse and turned around. Kalani was talking to Sara then I saw him get ready to go. His horse began trotting and then Tammy yelled, “Kick him again!” Kalani did, and the horse began to canter, right then, I could tell Kalani was hooked. The smile spread all the way across his face from ear to ear. There is nothing like the gait of cantering; it feels so natural and fluid, like you are part of the horse. I began cantering again and Kalani followed. When we got to a new part of the trail, which was really small and wooded, I slowed to a walk and then Kalani’s horse slowed down.

Sara came around the corner and said, “Perfect job, you two. How’d you like the trail ride?” We told her how much we loved it. We finished up the trail ride after walking for about another twenty minutes. It was heavenly. On the way home, we talked about riding again, but at $120 a person, it seemed so expensive. I mentioned, not really thinking he would buy into it, we could lease a horse together and see how much we enjoyed it. He thought it was a great idea, so I began checking Craigslist every day. 

Finally, after about two weeks of research, I finally found a horse for lease at a ranch in Waimanalo. I went to the ranch with Kalani, his brother, Peter, and of course, Keala. She loved this opportunity, as she was swooning over Peter and any extra time they could have together made her happy. Peter hadn’t noticed yet, but eventually he would.

When we pulled up next to a round pen, we saw a man on a horse. He turned around when I got out of the car and asked, “Are you looking for Monique?”

“Uh, yeah,” I answered, a little caught off guard by the way he looked at me.

He replied, “Follow me. I will take you to her pasture.” “Shootz!” I answered, but I was thinking I would follow him anywhere. He looked like a real cowboy. He wore a black felt cowboy hat, Levi’s, which showed off his tight butt, and boots with spurs. His eyes were light brown, displaying kindness and a quiet strength, and they sparkled as he spoke with a soft Mexican accent. He was so sure of his riding ability and had such control of the horse; I longed to learn from him. As soon as I got back in the car, I tried to let it go by looking at my handsome boyfriend. Kalani smiled at me, making me realize I was just being silly.

When we got to the pasture, a lady rode over on her horse at a dead gallop. She stopped and introduced herself as Monique and her handsome quarter horse as Doc. She asked if I was ready for a trail ride and explained Dakota was the horse for lease. She pointed at the horse near the tack shed. “He is a thoroughbred gelding and needs to be ridden more often than the few days a month, which is all the time I have right now,” she stated. Monique also explained he was an ex racehorse and needed an experienced rider. I assured her I was up to the task. She pointed me in the direction of the tack shed, told me which bridle to grab, and asked if I wanted a saddle.

“Nah, no saddle, I will just grab the bridle and be right back,” I answered. I returned, called him over to the edge of the tack shed, put on his bridle, and jumped on bareback.

Monique yelled, “Follow me!” She led the way up a trail toward the top of the mountain. We walked for about fifteen minutes and went through several gates. Then, as we rounded a corner, Monique shouted, “Ready to giddy up?”

“We go!” I shouted back, and we sure did! We galloped up a large hill to the top where we could see the ocean. Behind us was Olomana, a place I had gone hiking many times. It was so beautiful. Monique was satisfied with my riding ability, so we returned to her pasture at a leisurely pace, talking story the whole way. All in all, we were gone for over an hour. Kalani and his brother had been concerned, but Keala knew better. She was not as worried as those two boys, who both breathed an audible sigh of relief as soon as I dismounted.

I was so excited. I told Monique I needed a few minutes to discuss it with my boyfriend. “No worries, take your time,” she answered. I felt someone watching me—you know the feeling when you know someone is watching and observing you. I turned to my left and saw Octavio (the cowboy) was still there, just watching, and I caught myself thinking, I wonder if he’s here for me or someone else. I don’t know why, but I was hoping he was watching me and not just waiting for Monique. I can’t explain it, but he made me feel safe, like nothing could happen to me if he was around. A little voice in my head screamed, “BACK TO REALITY, RAPHA!” I quickly turned my attention back to Kalani, afraid he would catch me looking at the sexy cowboy. Monique introduced me to Isabella, a friend who was leasing another pretty paint horse in the pasture. I immediately recognized her Brazilian accent and said, “Oi, voce e Brasileira?” (Hello, Are you Brazilian?)

She exclaimed, “Sim, e voce tambiem?” (Yes, and you too?)

“Claro, muito praze, meu nome e Raphaela, e voce?” (Of course, pleasure to meet you, my name is Raphaela and yours?)

“Que legal, meu nome e Isabella.” (Cool, my name is Isabella!)

“Beleza!” (Wonderful!) I shouted with joy.

This really sealed the deal for me: somewhere serene and breathtaking to ride, and someone to ride and speak Portuguese with. I was thrilled and convinced it was a sign for me to stay. (Not even realizing where the sign was pointing.) Kalani agreed it was a good idea and was excited he could learn to ride and speak Portuguese at the same time. Even though he only had time to ride on the weekends, he thought it was perfect.

I rode almost every day after work, and on the weekends Kalani would come out and we would ride the trails together. He was borrowing a horse from one of the young girls at the ranch in exchange for buying feed for her horse. It worked out perfectly; the horse was older and calm but could canter when asked to. Kalani was rather meek with the horses, which was interesting but honestly, a little irritating. I wanted someone who made me feel safe and protected, probably because of the abuse I endured as a young child. I have to confess I looked for the sexy cowboy every day, just to watch and observe. I didn’t know it at the time, but he was doing the same thing. 

The sparks were obvious and completely unexplainable. This man was a small man physically, but he made me feel so safe and protected. I knew I could ride to my very best ability because I believed no harm could come to me when he was around. He was strong, yet always calm, never raised his voice, and didn’t seem extremely emotional. I got the sense I had to be careful not to hurt his feelings because I could crush him in a second with my mouth, which has no filter. I kept it as professional as I could. He was gentling a two-year-old colt in the round pen at the front of the ranch where I had first seen him. I had been around horses most of my life, but I had never gentled a baby horse and had always wanted to; needless to say, I had hundreds of questions. 

This poor man answered them all one by one, and this became my daily ritual Monday through Thursday. I drove to the barn after work, rode on the trail, stopped at the round pen on my way out, and asked question after question or just watched him work with this colt. He was a skilled cowboy. He was firm and gentle and never yelled or hit the horse. I admired him for this because I had seen so many cowboys punching, hitting, and yelling at horses. This man displayed more patience than I had ever seen before, yet the horse consistently did what he asked—the horse wanted to please this man and I could see why.

After about three months of this, I was surprised one weekday afternoon when I was pulling up to the round pen and saw Kalani’s motorcycle approaching. He was surprised as well to see me leaving so early, as I generally did not get home until about 8 o’clock every night and it was only 6. I told him I was learning how to gentle a horse, and I kept telling myself I wasn’t doing anything wrong. So, I rationalized if I wasn’t doing anything wrong, then it would be okay to have Kalani watch with me. Well, let’s just say it did not go well. I asked my normal questions and Octavio answered, with a little less enthusiasm than usual, and Kalani gave me the stink-eye while looking at his watch the whole time.

When we got back to his house, I took a shower and as soon as I was done he asked me dozens of questions. The bottom line was I felt I wasn’t doing anything wrong and he felt like I was flirting. I agreed to decrease my time at the round pen if he agreed to stop harassing me about it. I saw his point; I would be upset if he spent a lot of time with another girl, but I still wanted to learn how to gentle a horse and, to be honest, this man completely fascinated me. It was almost haunting, I couldn’t figure out why I was so attracted to this stranger and why I had this nagging feeling I owed him something—not something tangible, but something emotional.

The upcoming weekend was my birthday. Kalani, Peter, Keala, and I decided to spend the day at the barn. Kalani rode the horse, who he had been riding on the weekends, and Peter and Keala rented horses from the owners for the day. We rode all day long and came back to the pasture and made a chorrasco (barbeque) with Isabella, Monique, and some of their friends. We ate and drank Smirnoff until after dark. It was time to take Spirit back to his stall—everyone was afraid to ride in the dark—so I rode him bareback to his stall ahead of the gang as they cleaned up. When I got back to his stall, Octavio was there, and he said Spirit’s owner was upset we were out until after feeding time. I explained we fed him already, and I had walked him back the whole time, not run him.

Octavio said, “Don’t worry, I will fix it for you,” and he gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek and said, “Happy birthday!” When he kissed me on the cheek—the kiss and hug definitely lasted longer than it should have—it sent shivers all the way down my spine and gave me goosebumps. I knew it was just a kiss on the cheek; again, I hadn’t done anything wrong, but . . . it felt like he had kissed me before. It was magical. I had to shake it off—had to!

“Muchas gracias.” I said, knowing Spanish was his first language and trying to show him how grateful and composed (ha-ha!) I was. Keala drove up with everyone in the car, and then there was a little drama over the owner being upset and Kalani trying to fix it. It was the one time Kalani and Octavio were on the same side arguing about the same thing. Come to think of it, it was the last time they ever spoke, but none of us could have known this at the time.

I didn’t go to the barn for the next couple of days and there wasn’t really any reason in particular—just a feeling. I couldn’t grasp the feeling, but it definitely agitated the knot in my stomach, so I avoided the ranch and blamed it on the girl Kalani had been leasing Spirit from. The girl and I spoke by text message, and to be honest, I can no longer even remember her name, but we told her she could keep the feed and we were done using her horse. She apologized, but it was too late. Kalani knew I was hurt. Someone would think I would do something damaging to a horse, and he was upset she had blown up on my birthday. He blamed my weird behavior on this incident, but looking back and being honest; I was weird because the kiss on the cheek was like a bolt of lightning, which struck me. I could not stop thinking about Octavio’s soft lips on my skin and those strong arms holding me a little longer than normal.

To stop everyone from asking me when I was going back to the barn, I decided to go back and try to act normal. As I drove onto the ranch, I didn’t see anyone. Good sign, I thought. I got to my pasture, grabbed my bridle, and hopped on bareback. I rode for about an hour up the trails and did not see anyone. It felt good to think and just relax. I felt my thoughts drift to Octavio a lot while on the ride, and I thought to myself, I must get away from this man or I am going to mess up this relationship with Kalani. I have to stop screwing up relationships. I figured I would try to avoid him as much as possible. I went back to the pasture and dropped feed for some horses and then drove out to the front of the barn.

I saw someone jump out onto the small road. Why should I be surprised it was Octavio?

“Howzit?” I spoke out the window, trying to act normal. He smiled and said, “I am getting ready to go on a trail ride because my colt is finally ready. Would you like to join me?”

“Uhm . . . sure,” I managed to whisper.

“Go back to your pasture; I will meet you there in a few minutes.”

I smiled, turned my Jeep around, and headed back to the pasture. I got out of my car, called to Dakota, and then I sat on his back for a minute. As I sat there, I thought about those pivotal moments in one’s life when, in just a few seconds, we can alter our paths forever. Then there is no turning back, the fork is closed and we must stay on the new road we choose. Was I ready for a new road? I had no idea. What if I was imagining this man had feelings for me? What if I was just stroking his ego? What if he was like most other men and it was just the idea of “getting” me, especially if I was with someone else? What if I was imagining his feelings of love and concern came across in his eyes? What if . . . two most haunting words!

I freaked myself out. I knew something would happen. I jumped off Dakota, jumped back in my Jeep, and drove out of the pasture. I passed Octavio and he looked at me like I was an alien. I said, “Sorry, Keala just called me and her car broke down. I have to go help her. I will ride with you next time.”

He just looked at me, sad and confused, and said, “Okay, no problem.”

I felt bad, but running away is the only thing I know how to do well. So I ran, and guess what? I did not go back to the barn. I called Monique—actually not true; I chickened out and had Keala call her and tell her I started working toward my master’s degree and would not be able to ride anymore. I ran away from him, from horses, and myself—again!

––––––––
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∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞∞

I pretended that the choice I made was all about school and the rising gas prices, but deep inside, I knew I was running from him. Why was I so scared to confront him, to say, "Let's just be friends?" Perhaps he wasn't even interested in me, but it was another lie I told myself. As months passed, another school year began, and now I was teaching while pursuing my education online. Time seemed to fly by, but something was missing. I longed for horseback riding, and Kalani and I were drifting apart in more ways than one.

To be completely honest, I started to believe that he might be attracted to men but wasn't ready to admit it. I wasn't sure why I thought this way because I would have been content with remaining friends, and he knew I held no judgments. Maybe it was his family's opinions that concerned him. Regardless, I began spending more time with Keala and Peter, perhaps because I felt their connection whenever I was with them. I couldn't comprehend Keala's reasons for staying with her husband despite being deeply in love with someone else, nor could I fathom his motivations for being "the other man." However, as I mentioned earlier, it wasn't my place to judge, and I enjoyed their company. This became another point of contention between Kalani and me. He believed that my involvement in this affair was causing harm to everyone, and I was just as guilty.

So, we mostly agreed not to discuss it. Kalani's brother advised him to stay out of it, and he seemed to heed that advice more than mine. To clarify, I didn't endorse cheating, and I still don't. But, for reasons you'll soon understand, I felt compelled to help. I firmly believe that we should refrain from passing judgment on others until we can walk on water ourselves. Once I can sprint across the Pacific  Ocean and reach Tahiti, I'll start my judgments. Until then, I'd ask you to reserve your judgments as well, or you might not like my story so much.

Another colleague at work, Laura, began spending more time with Keala and me as well. Laura was having issues with her boyfriend, I was having problems with Kalani, and Keala was dealing with double trouble. We took walks at Ko'olina, a place that brought us joy, and went swimming at Honu Beach in Waianae. One night, while the three of us were stargazing at Honu Beach, we started discussing past lives. Laura mentioned she knew someone named Shelly who conducted past life meditations, which intrigued me more than a mere past life reading. With meditation, I felt I could have more control and discover my past lives, believing I could do it better than a psychic. So, the three of us decided to give it a try.

We drove to Shelly's house in Manoa, a charming little place filled with women and cats. Cats are said to be psychic, and the atmosphere was indeed charged with psychic energy. About eight women, including us, gathered there, eager to explore our past lives. Shelly would be our guide through the meditation. She looked like a modern-day witch, and when I gazed at her, I could almost imagine her stepping out of Salem. She had long, blonde hair and striking bluish-gray eyes, eyes that held secrets. She had a way of making us feel at ease, as if we'd known her all our lives, even though we had just met her. Most importantly, she created an environment where we felt our thoughts and experiences would be accepted without judgment. Everyone seemed to emit the same vibe, as if we were all on the same page, wanting to understand what aspects of our past we needed to remember to make our current lives easier.

Each of us found a comfortable spot on the floor except for Laura, who was a bit cramped but too polite to complain. Shelly began by explaining the process we would undergo. She said she would take us back to our childhood, then progress backward in our current lifetime to our birth. From there, we'd go back even further, before birth, and enter a hallway with multiple doors. Shelly instructed us to close our eyes as she counted backward and to visualize the hands of a grandfather clock moving in reverse. When we reached the hallway, she explained that each door would lead to a different past life, and we should choose the one that resonated with good vibrations. For our first experience, she advised against revisiting past lives filled with pain or hurt. She encouraged us to relax, open our minds to possibilities, and engage all our senses, as each sense could help awaken memories, especially our sense of smell. I was getting increasingly excited, sensing a profound purpose in this endeavor, and a feeling that it would help me discover something important.

And then it was time to begin. Shelly's voice was soothing and calming as she instructed us, "Close your eyes, get comfortable, and picture a big grandfather clock." In my mind, I conjured an image of my mother's grandfather clock, which stood in the entrance of my childhood home. With a gentle and tranquil tone, she continued, "Imagine the hands of the clock moving backward, slowly at first, taking you back to when you were about five years old. Think of a pleasant memory from that time. Remember where you were, what you looked like, and how it felt to be five."

I held onto this memory in my mind, transported back to a time when I was truly five. I remembered my birthday party and playing outside with my friends. We were bobbing for apples, a game that isn't played much anymore, probably because sticking your head into a bucket filled with everyone else's saliva and trying to bite an apple that others might have already bitten isn't the most appealing prospect. But, nevertheless, the memory was a good one, and I felt confident in my ability to recall it.

Shelly's voice gently guided me further: "Now, the hands of the clock are moving backward again, a bit faster this time, taking you back to your infancy." I briefly held this thought, recalling a moment in my playpen when my mother angrily hurled a glass against the wall, shouting profanities in Portuguese as the glass shattered near my playpen.
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