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INTRODUCTION





Somewhere it’s written that you will do things, meet people, and go places you never thought you would, and dive headfirst into the murky waters of the unknown. In some liminal space, choices are not made, roads are not taken, and a reality you once dreamed was yours now only exists as a regret for what might’ve been. Life has you choose between door number one, door number two, and door number three, barking out the numbers like a talk show host. The crowd screams, “Pick one! Pick two! Pick three!” Finally, you muster the courage and pick your door while believing you control that choice. The door swings open, and no, it’s not a cruise; it’s a kayak on the Chesapeake Bay.


You learn to love your choices.


At nineteen, I lose my innocence about the world when my father, who keeps me safe, dies suddenly. My family is now broken and impoverished. I decide not to return to college, only to find out that an anonymous donor has paid for my tuition and will continue to pay it for the three years until I graduate. Years later, a boozy wedding reveals the mystery donor, someone I had never met but who thought enough of me to ensure my education because his niece, my friend, told him I deserved more.


On the darkest night in the middle of a violent storm, I approach a rocky precipice, ready to take that one last step into oblivion, driven by the inevitable relief that comes from a deathly silence, from heartbreak, and the unrelenting pain in my body and soul. But as the wild wind threatens to rip away my clothes and my life, I hear the pleading voice of my child begging me to stay. So I return, empty, surrendering to a life I didn’t know I wanted, soaked through and through by salt, rain, and tears.


A mere two words, rising unbidden from my throat, mean the end to a twenty-one-year marriage that I thought would last forever. Hope vanishes like a puff of smoke, leaving behind the odor of hurt, grief, and bitterness.


The dog I adopt is my only true guru, saving me from the nights I’m on my knees, barfing my tequila-fueled sorrow into the porcelain god in the bathroom.


A simple decision made on a whim becomes a life-changing encounter with an unseen world that takes me into a life that feels both alien and familiar. Love arrives like a shooting star across the heavens—brilliant, unexpected, pointing me toward the uncharted territory of the universe. I’m drawn by destiny to a land steeped in mystery and spirituality, where the ancestors are guides and sacred truths spring from the crystalline rivers, the snowcapped mountains, and the vast expanse of the ocean. An ancient ceremony amid ancestral ruins on top of a grass-covered pyramid offers the promise of eternal love from the Andean shaman who later becomes my husband.


Without money or a plan, I find a sacred space on a fallow hillside, a seed planted in the dirt that dares life to emerge. The ongoing conversation between the mountain and ocean speaks to a secret portal to other dimensions. This battleground of spiritual warfare coexists with sacred rituals that dare me to cross to the other side and meet myself, shadow and light enmeshed, while I cautiously learn to dance between the spiritual and secular worlds.


In many ways, my life feels like a pilgrimage, its events leading me step-by-step to where I am today, a place I never expected to be. I can now see how each incident transformed who I am and continues to transform who I am becoming. Each person has chiseled away at any mask I may have created to protect myself from sorrow and pain. The longing I have felt all my life has driven me to explore through books, travel, and deeper conversations with people I never imagined I would know. Priests, shamans, artists, healers, writers, poets, adventurers, and rebels have all left their mark on me. I have discovered the power of cocreating beauty and magic with others.


I call these collaborations encuentros, or encounters. Encounters occur when the full power and creative force of two or more beings are at play. Since there are no scripts or instructions, there are also no assurances. These encounters hold the life-giving energy of stars when they meet with their full force, exploding into a new nebula of light and energy. My encuentro changed the course of my life and, like two colliding stars, destroyed and then transformed me.


In April 2012, I arrived in Ecuador to attend a meeting I was unprepared for but destined to experience. I intuitively recognized my guide in an unassuming man with long black hair tucked into a baseball cap. I would learn about shamanism, mysticism, and the unseen spiritual world for the next eight years. Most importantly, I would learn about myself and recover my soul’s mystery in Ecuador’s Andean wisdom traditions.


This encounter marked the portal to an inner world I had explored as a child and had left behind as an adult. I was coming home, but I didn’t yet know it. It would take eight years of stepping one foot in front of the other, sometimes knowing what was ahead—more often, not—and trusting that each day would reveal my life to me in new ways.


The illusion that we know where our lives are going is a belief we carry unconsciously. We’re not prepared for the whimsical decision that seems insignificant at the moment but changes our life forever. In his poem “The Road Not Taken,” Robert Frost writes, “Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— / I took the one less traveled by / And that has made all the difference.” Those lines echo across time, repeating like the voice that carries over a canyon. I took the road less traveled, and it most certainly made all the difference.
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DANCING BETWEEN THE WORLDS







Between the slats of the wooden window shutters, long fingers of moonlight seep into the bedroom, casting a soft glow. No abrupt ringing of a clock nor the cock-a-doodle-doo of the neighbor’s rooster—the one I often threaten to strangle—can awaken me like this gentle luminescence.


Lying beside me on the bed, my husband is a bulky mass under the covers, his curly black hair tumbling onto his pillow. His breathing is interrupted by an occasional snore rising from his throat and the clink-clink sound of the ceiling fan, its small metal chain hitting metal on repeat. Our shared cotton sheet rises and falls with the billowing of the mosquito netting covering our bed. The room pulses with a rhythm, like a lung: in, out, in, out.


The door, slightly ajar, allows the air to escape, swirling through the narrow spaces around the wooden chest of drawers, two nightstands, and double bed that are wedged into our bedroom. I hear rustling between the bamboo ceiling and the ceramic roof, loud enough to startle me. I try hard not to imagine what it might be. The illuminated dial of the clock perched on the dresser reads 3:45 a.m. Not even the crickets are awake.


The mosquito net amplifies the heat and humidity, leaving me struggling to breathe. Pulling myself up on the damp pillows, I watch him. My mind is flooded with memories of our first months together, when I would travel to Ecuador to be with him. I can still recall the comfort of the wool blankets covering us on Andes nights so cold that I could sometimes see our breath merge as we fell asleep. Such a difference from the heaviness I now feel in this bedroom on the coast. Such a distance between then and now, he and I.


Those early months were full of anticipation of what our lives could become. We were two people from opposite worlds trying to find one another. He was born in nature, educated by ancestral stories teaching that sacred waterfalls are the source of wisdom, healing comes from the medicinal plants of the rainforest, and enlightenment is found through conversations with the spirit world. Bolivar, whom everyone calls Napo, is a sixth-generation shaman. His father had secretly advised presidents, and for years his mother had sold candy and wisdom from a cart in a gang-ridden neighborhood in Quito. His brother Carlos had followed a shamanic vision to visit the Lakota in South Dakota and eventually settled in Annapolis, Maryland, where he lived with his wife, Megan, a friend of mine. She introduced me to Carlos, the beginning of a string of events that led me to this land on the coast.


I met Carlos at a time when my life balanced precariously between success and failure. Over the years, I’d built a thriving business in personal development and leadership. Running from client to client in my Michael Kors suits and Dior slingbacks, I found my life was held together by lattes and a mobile phone. My natural rhythm had adapted to the twelve-hour days typical of an entrepreneur. I was well-suited to my work, always curious about how humans think, feel, and act. I enjoyed listening to the thousands of stories my clients would tell me, helping them finally become the authors of their lives. Seeing people shift into alignment with their hearts inspired me. It also increased an insistent nagging, an uneasiness that I could not define, suggesting a drifting in my own life.


My intense business life was offset by the beauty of living on the Chesapeake Bay surrounded by neighbors I considered close friends. On the bay, kayaking became my meditation and my escape into my elusive inner world, a stillness on the water that I could integrate into my body and soul. Those moments paddling through the waves were precious to me, a way to stay connected to my senses and the natural world that sustained me during a difficult time.


As I succeeded in my career, my personal life fell apart. My husband and I had grown apart after a friendship of fifteen years and then a twenty-one-year marriage. Battered by economic failures, job losses, and both our mothers being ravaged by dementia, we had lost our homes and our faith in each other. In 2010, we separated. My most significant loss was my son, who remained with his father—a man of integrity and the role model our son needed as he grew into young adulthood. While cooking dinner for one on dark winter nights as the wind howled over the bay, I questioned if I had done the right thing. Could I have done more? Should I go back to my marriage? Will my son blame me for the rest of his life? These questions haunted me, and no amount of wine would erase them.


Tonight, my sleep is disturbed by that same nagging feeling I remember from years ago. I lift the mosquito net just enough to sit on the edge of the bed, dangling my feet. Like most artisanal bungalows in Ecuador, the construction quality is rough, resulting in uneven floors and warped walls that leave gaps to the outside. Once, when the house was still newly built, I heard scuffling under the bed. An unidentified furry rodent emerged, dragging a tarantula into the corner of the room. After that, I poured concrete into every hole I could find. Who knew that mice could eat through it? Like Sisyphus and his boulder, my efforts to keep these openings plugged were futile. Now, I find my slippers and hold them between two fingers, shaking them before slipping them onto my feet. I have learned never to put my feet into shoes without checking for intruders.


Tiptoeing to the bathroom door, I pull my black silk robe off the hanger. It sticks to my skin until the air from the ceiling fan lifts it away from my body. Then I move slowly to the door, avoiding the boards that creak the most. I gingerly pull it closed so as not to wake him.


From the bedroom, I enter the open space of the kitchen, living room, and dining room. A large glass balcony door replaces the west wall, revealing a stunning view of the Pacific Ocean glowing under the full moon. Shadows dance between the swaying palm trees and adobe dwellings in the valley below. “There must be a breeze,” I whisper. Looking south toward town, I see a few deserted buildings with open windows that look like gaping mouths silenced by the night.


My body aches as if I have strained every muscle, reminding me of the effort it took to build here on this remote swath of land. I run my hand over the counter, which feels surprisingly cool, remembering how I’d asked my husband to use only one sheet of granite. Instead, he used sheets of composite granite to save money, grouting them together unevenly. An L-shaped jigsaw of fake stone held together with ribbons of stained grout replaces the countertop I had planned.


Under it, a deep concrete shelf holds pots, pans, and plates, some so far back that I can’t see them in the darkness. A six-burner gas stovetop sits on the shorter end of the counter. A long rubber tube connects it to a rusting gas tank partially hidden in the nook underneath.


With a muffled thud, I fall into the low sofa in the middle of the room, facing the ocean. On sleepless nights, I sit here quietly watching the stars as if their sparkle might comfort me, but tonight the sky is obscured by the magnificence of the bright moon.


A glint in the kitchen catches my eye. I keep a bottle of Aguardiente Antioqueño on a shelf, a clear alcohol made in Colombia and named firewater for a good reason. I grew up in a Colombian family, and we always had aguardiente in the house. My mother would say it was for medicinal reasons. With its silver label, red lettering, and blue cap, the bottle is well recognized in South America.


This is my prescription for restless nights. I pour myself more than I should, anticipating its numbing effects. “This will help me sleep,” I rationalize as I grab my glass and tuck the bottle under my arm. The floorboards creak as I tiptoe toward the front door, closing it lightly behind me. Taking a deep breath outside reminds me of coming up for air under the ocean’s surface. My body begins to unwind. Chief and Bella, my rescue dogs, peer at me from their beds on the porch. They were only about four months old when I saw a posting on a rescue site looking for anyone who might want to adopt them. Chief is a medium-sized tan-and-brown dog with a strong hunting instinct. He can run faster than any dog I have ever seen. Bella is a short, stocky black dog with a long, muscular body, ears like a bat, and soulful eyes that melt hearts. They have been with us for two years, the guardians and the clowns of the quinta.


At night, they sleep in plastic tubs on our house’s small porch. With their tails wagging, they join me as I walk to the brick path that leads to the driveway. Imposing palm and coconut trees line the four-hundred-meter-long driveway that divides the top and middle levels. Tall irises and blooming bushes add vermilion, persimmon, and goldenrod splashes to the entryway beyond the handmade guayacan portico that serves as the gate to the property. The blossoms are vibrant in the moonlight, colorful companions pointing toward the upper terrace, where I arrive at the alfresco kitchen table with my glass and bottle. I pause to refill my drink and then take the warm liquid into my mouth, savoring the anisette sweetness.


Like ghosts, memories of past guests fill the kitchen tonight. I see families cooking their meals on the barbecue and hear the laughter of our past volunteers as they share food, drink, and stories of their travel adventures. During summer, this area was alive with activity, some people cooking and others diving into the pool just below the terrace, surfacing for a sip of cold beer before sunning themselves on the stone-covered patio encircling the blue-tiled pool.


They came from around the globe, narrating their histories as they watched our glowing sunsets. I often noted how we were more similar than we were different, regardless of age, gender, culture, race, or religion—all of us with dreams and goals, envisioning futures that might come true. Like a slideshow, their faces appear, connecting me to the past and reminding me why we built this place where nothing had flourished.


On weekends, we would open coconuts taken from the many trees around the property and use the white meat and liquid in smoothies. The maracuya plants would overflow with delicious fruit whose delicate flesh would be eaten with a spoon. We would check the mango and avocado plants every season, knowing it might take five years or more to enjoy their gifts. Nevertheless, we would tend to all the fruit trees and gardens on the property’s lower level for the simple joy of communing with the earth. Pruning, watering, and weeding became my meditation practice where I could find an inner stillness to nourish me as I nurtured my garden.


Chief puts his head in my lap as if he can sense my uneasiness. Bella wags her tail restlessly and moves up the stairs of an unfinished two-story structure. It’s the only building on our property with more than one floor, and we haven’t had the funds to finish it. Tonight, the structure stands over the property like a battered sentinel with gaping holes where doors and windows have yet to be installed. Colorless concrete walls enshroud the inner spaces in darkness, a favorite resting place for local bats. Carrying my glass, I follow the dogs to the building. Despite the humidity, I shiver as I enter the bottom floor and turn around.


Surveying this property, built from my tears and sweat, I don’t know if I should feel proud of my accomplishment or instead recognize the shackles that bind me to a place where I no longer belong. The question lingers with each sip of aguardiente. I’m standing in a timeless place, between a past that has abandoned me and a future that scares me. Around me, the coconut palms become silhouettes like memories I can no longer recall, buried in the recesses of my mind. It feels so unreal that two years have passed since I first called Ecuador home.


Chief nudges me, insisting I follow him. I follow the dogs up the concrete stairs. I pass the small alcove tucked behind the landing and hidden from view, my refuge when I need to hide. The second floor is empty, the space interrupted only by concrete columns that support the floor and ceiling. I pause on the veranda and look out to the horizon across the dilapidated shacks, fields of withered wild grass, and dead corn stalks that populate this rural village. My chest begins to heave. I cannot reconcile the intelligent, accomplished woman who helps others live their dreams with the woman standing on this cement platform in the middle of the planet. With a deep breath, I release some of the grief I hold clenched in my chest, which has been pried open by the fiery aguardiente swallow by swallow.


Only a few years earlier, I stood under another full moon on the dock outside my Chesapeake Bay apartment and begged for an answer to my question, “Where do I belong?” I prayed for a quieter life, one with meaning and grace. I had a profitable business doing work I enjoyed. I lived in a beautiful spot on the Chesapeake Bay with people who shared their lives with me. My son and his father lived a few minutes away, allowing for frequent visits and shared holidays and birthdays. I had good friends and a life many would envy. Back then, I had what most would term “success.” And yet I could not quell the longing in my heart.


From childhood, I’d lived with mystic dreams and visions. They were accepted as ordinary in my family, whose Colombian culture was rooted in the elders’ stories about spirits and visitations. Passed from generation to generation, lessons on anima mundi—the soul of the world, an intrinsic connection between all living things—permeated the mythologies and fables my parents shared with me at story time. There was no skepticism around unseen forces real enough to move material things, playful spirits that might suddenly cause a door to slam or a lamp to turn on.


Although these experiences seemed normal within my family, the external world had taught me to keep them to myself. I recalled the day in kindergarten at my Catholic school when I told another child I could see spirits. English-speaking children from white, upper-middle-class families had bullied me. I was a dark-skinned, curly-haired little girl who was too skinny to fit into her uniform and spoke only Spanish. I didn’t look or sound like anyone they knew. Finally, by mid-year, I had learned enough English to tell my classmate of my “secret powers,” hoping to avoid the endless teasing.


That child told the class nun, who was sure I was possessed by a demon. My parents were summoned immediately. I sat contritely in an oversized chair, my Buster Brown shoes dangling in the air outside the Mother Superior’s office as my father and mother tried speaking to her in English and then in Spanish. My mother, a wise, beautiful woman whose presence would be felt in any room she entered, came to my defense. In Spanish, she told the nun that I had a vivid imagination and was talking about imaginary friends, a familiar concept to teachers. There were no demons and no need for any kind of exorcism. My parents left with me after the nuns offered understanding smiles and empathetic hand-holding.


That afternoon, I received my first lesson in hiding my access to the unseen world over milk and chocolate chip cookies. “Don’t tell the Americans,” my mother instructed. She placed the snack on the kitchen table and sat next to me, her favorite apron—the one with drawings of fruits and vegetables—tied around her waist. Gently, she put her hand over mine and explained, “They won’t understand. Tell your father or me. But don’t tell anyone else.”


Confused, I asked my mother, “Did I do something wrong?”


“No, not at all. You have something special, and other people here won’t understand it. Remember that small gold cross you wear under your shirt, the one from Colombia? It’s like that. You keep your cross and gift hidden because they are precious, but you always carry them wherever you go. Like a special secret that you only share with us. Understand?”


As I remember my mother’s words, my hand unconsciously moves to my chest, and I wrap my fingers around the small gold cross that I never take off. She meant to protect me, and following her counsel did that. Adults excused me as a shy and quiet child and later as a loner who didn’t quite fit into the extroverted culture of middle school and high school. Books became my escape into alternative realities where I could travel to exotic places and experience historical events without leaving my bedroom. I discovered poetry, finding comfort in how the poet expressed her worldview through rhyme and lyricism. Such an orderly and musical way to describe the unexplainable appealed to me. I felt strangely at home in those undefined spaces, with ease that seemed to come from a memory of belonging to the unknown.


I adapted to the outer world to meet the expectations of a culture that narrowly defined success through money and status. Yet I knew that I was missing a vital piece of myself. Such a yearning to reunite the sacred with the secular hurt my heart, a kind of inconsolable lament that ran silently beyond my life’s activities.


In April 2012, I accepted a friend’s invitation to Ecuador, never anticipating how this impulsive decision would change my life. There I met a charismatic individual, a shaman, who would entice me to an unexpected journey. Behind his deep, enigmatic eyes, I discerned a potent blend of spirituality, strength, and wisdom.


This encounter occurred at a crucial juncture in my life where I was feeling lost and alone after enduring years of hardship and loss. A devastating divorce following twenty-one years of marriage, the loss of two homes, a painful separation from my son, financial bankruptcy, and the heart-wrenching experience of witnessing my mother’s battle with dementia had sapped my courage and resilience.


When I met him, I needed someone to guide me on the spiritual journey I’d always known I would take but had no idea how to begin. I would learn about shamanism, mysticism, and the unseen metaphysical world for the next eight years. I would take a perilous journey to recover the mystery of my soul in the Andean wisdom traditions. However, I never anticipated that I would lose myself in that world. I was resigned, tired, and unaware that I was surrendering my will to this man.


Now, years later, a profound emptiness fills me on this moonlit night between the hills and the ocean, and hope eludes me. My sobbing chokes me. The fears I have forced into a box break through. The aguardiente is merciless. A naked truth blindsides me. I have sold everything I owned and used most of my life’s savings to fund my ultimate dream of creating a retreat space for healing. In attempting to merge my sacred and secular worlds, I have forsaken myself for an illusion and handed my soul to a stranger.


An errant mosquito buzzes an insistent scolding in my ear. The muggy air conspires to suffocate me. Images of my past dart back and forth in the corners of the alcove like little nightmares I can’t escape.


I collapse from the overwhelming shame I feel at being trapped and deceived. I want to hide not only from him but from everyone, even from the voice in the glass that insists I can survive this. Feeling the burn of the aguardiente in my throat reminds me that I am still alive and resilient. But tonight it isn’t enough.


In the moonlight, I fall to my knees and dissolve into a puddle of regret, shame, and self-condemnation. I plead with the moon, “Who do I forgive?” There is no answer, no grand revelation as she bears witness to my breakdown. I become a ball of despair, contracted into a fetal position on the hard concrete floor. I watch as tiny black ants parade over the unfinished floor until, at last, an uneasy sleep overtakes me.


When I wake up, my face is against the cold cement. My clothes are damp from the night’s tears and the morning mist. The sun has risen, and Bella has come to cuddle against my body. I squint against the morning light, my eyes feeling the sting from the evening’s crying. My hands wander over Bella’s smooth fur as she licks my fingers, then my face. I can’t help but smile at her innocence, this little being who stayed at my side all night without asking for anything but an affectionate stroke. Slowly, morning enters me as I open my senses to the swaying trees, the songs of the birds, and the salty taste of the sea air that wafts up the hill to my lookout.


I wonder, Is this what despair feels like? Hopelessness and grief so heavy on the soul that it will crush me? This place I built as an oasis for healing—mine and others’—is a mirage, like the illusion of life-giving waters in an endless desert on a nomadic journey.


I slowly pull myself up from the floor and stretch my rigid body, unsteady and still feeling the aguardiente’s effects. An intense burst of wind hits my face like a slap, demanding that I shake off the evening’s lamenting. Light, like crystals, glitters and sparkles on the moist grasses in the valley below. Farm noises—a horse neighing, the rooster crowing, and my neighbor’s pig grunting—float up my hill in a cacophony of voices. Still harboring the questions from last night, I hear a new sound in the wind.


As if someone is standing next to me, the voice below the wind whispers into my ear, “There is still hope.” I recognize the voice as mine, only different, more melodious, and wiser in its encouragement. As the workers arrive, the same voice commands, “Get up, go. You have work to do.” I brush myself off, run my hands over my face and through my damp hair, and call Bella. “Let’s go, Bella. We have work to do.”


It will be another two years before I rise and save myself.
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THE ENCOUNTER







My mother used to say that luck comes in seven-year increments, seven lucky years followed by seven unlucky years. I would say that it all depends on when you start counting.


My seven unlucky years were 2004 to 2011. I experienced so much loss in those seven years that I didn’t think I would survive. I remember saying to my friend Judy, “I don’t think I can go on. How can I continue?”


Judy is not only one of my dearest friends but also one of the wisest and most authentically spiritual women I know. She is what we call an “old soul.” She understands my metaphysical nature. My first overt explorations in spirituality and metaphysics happened in partnership with her. I’d long counted on her advice and valued her perspective.


She didn’t answer but instead asked me a series of questions. “What would happen if you lost one more thing?”


“I’d deal with it,” I answered.


“And what would happen if something else occurred after that?”


“I’d deal with that too.”


“And what would happen if you lost a hundred more things?”


My chest contracted, no longer able to support the idea of such loss. I stopped breathing and instantly felt as if I would die.


My head dropped as I answered softly. “I would stop. I couldn’t go on.”


She didn’t say anything else. That night, a dream confirmed her cryptic answer.


In the dream, two young knights, twins in armor, stood face-to-face wielding their swords. I knew that I was both. Their battle seemed endless, neither of them winning over the other. Soon, the goal of victory was surpassed by the simple desire to stop. Suddenly, one of the knights paused and laid down his sword. Kneeling in front of the other, he bowed and surrendered. The other knight pulled him to his feet and embraced him, and they merged, becoming one whole person. I woke up.


This dream showed me my answer. I had to stop fighting and surrender all my ideas of how my life was supposed to be so I could have the life I was meant to have. In that moment of clarity, every loss became a gift, eliminating what did not serve me on my journey. This hard-won understanding was both enlightening and painful.


The walls of my bedroom seemed to contract as I sat up. My space became small and suffocating. I rose from the bed, put on my fluffy white robe and terry cloth slippers, and left the apartment with Finn, my British golden retriever, who had been sleeping in the alcove. Finn had come with me to this place by the Chesapeake Bay after my separation. Navigating the outdoor spiral stairs of my tiny apartment, I followed the sound of the tide lapping at the stones by the pier. At the water’s edge, I dropped to my knees and sobbed. Being all white, Finn shone through the darkness like an angel comforting me with his presence. The salty spray from the water moistened my face like holy water sprinkled on a penitent. At that moment, I accepted the invitation to a deeper life without judging the one I was living. I felt a kind of grace and freedom in giving over to what I didn’t know but trusted.


I sat on one of the stone benches with Finn until the sun slowly rose, a soft glow on the horizon morphing into gold, red, and orange ribbons streaking across the sky. Finn nudged me. I put my arms around him and wiped the droplets that had anointed my face. We then walked carefully up the slippery lawn and climbed the staircase to the place that had become my sanctuary.


My journey to Ecuador starts in 2006 when my friend Megan introduces me to Carlos Luna, a traditional Ecuadorian shaman. She is one of the few friends who knows of my metaphysical experiences. She encourages me to share them with Carlos, explaining that he could help me understand them.


“Who is he?” I ask Megan when she first mentions him during a walk on the B&A Trail through Severna Park.


“I met him in DC, and we’ve been dating. It’s gotten serious. He’s a deeply spiritual man, and he’s from Ecuador. He’s a psychologist and a shaman,” she explains matter-of-factly as she stoops to tie her sneaker. I wait for a moment, and as she stands, she adds, “He has explained so much to me about my work as a transpersonal psychologist that has opened my eyes to new ways to deal with trauma.”


“I don’t know what that means, Megan. Is he some kind of priest or medicine man?” I’m curious but wary since Megan has been in other relationships that have not turned out well.


“Not quite. Shamans are wisdom keepers for their tribes and society. They’re healers. The difference between them and traditional healers is that they heal the soul. They can do that because they interact with the spirit world. Carlos comes from a lineage of shamans going back six generations. He’s the real thing, Alicia, and I know he can help you understand your past extraordinary experiences and maybe help you develop that intuition you have.”


I hesitatingly agree to meet him. “Okay, Megan. I’ll talk to him, but honestly, I’m not sure what difference it will make.”


“You’ll see,” she says cheerfully, taking my arm. “Come to the house tomorrow afternoon. I’ll let him know you’re coming. I’ve already told him about you.”


“It’s a date!” I say, hiding my doubt behind our laughter.


After my walk with Megan, I return home and scan the Internet for information on shamans and shamanism. I find photos of Indigenous men dressed in caps or headdresses, mostly Peruvian or Amazonian, blowing smoke and drinking ayahuasca. I read a few articles that further confuse me. When I arrive at our meeting, doubt is heavy on my mind, like a blanket. Nevertheless, I still hope he might explain this lifelong sensation of being different and, as I would half-jokingly say, dropped off on the wrong planet.


I enter the house through the side door into the kitchen. Megan is making tea and has placed a plate of cookies on the kitchen table. “Hey, so glad you came!” she says excitedly. “He’ll be right here.”


A few minutes later, Carlos appears in the doorway. He seems to fill the opening. “Hola, Meganita,” he says, hugging Megan. “Is this your friend?”


“Yes. Alicia, meet Carlos. Carlos, this is Alicia. Her parents were Colombian, so she speaks Spanish too. I’m sure you’ll have lots to talk about.” Megan sets two cups of chamomile tea on the table. “I’m going for a run. I’ll see you later.” Then, after kissing Carlos’s cheek, she leaves through the side door.


Turning to me, he says in a heavy Latin accent, “I am so happy to meet you.” Carlos moves deliberately, as if each step and each turn of his body were planned. Even the air surrounding him seems to flow around his movement. “Please sit down, Alicia.” He motions to the chair at the table under the window.


I keep my eyes on him as I turn toward the chair. He’s a thick man, not very tall, with a colorful bandana holding back his long, graying hair. A full mustache punctuates his broad, tanned face. A necklace made of tiny shells and beads, with several puma teeth, gives him a formidable appearance. Rings of turquoise, silver, and lapis lazuli embellish his hands, and a colorful tagua bracelet adorns his wrist. I notice that he wears an embroidered guayabera, a traditional South American cotton shirt for men, typically worn loose. He wears it neatly tucked into his jeans—a fondness for food shows through the shirt, which tightly hugs his torso.


Sensing my uneasiness, he moves the plate of cookies close to me. “Megan made these. I love chocolate chips,” he pronounces. His eyes sparkle like a child’s as he slowly puts one into his mouth, savoring the melting chips on his tongue. I can’t help but smile at his delight with the still-warm cookies.


So, this is a shaman? I think. All images of headdresses and blowing smoke disappear as I watch this paradox of a man in front of me. I can see how he could be an imposing figure. It isn’t the person but the energy around him that comes across as direct and enveloping me. I am sensitive to how energy flows between all living things, lessons I learned from my ancestors and my parents. I am watching a masterful conductor and, at the same time, a trickster or magician. Alarms go off in my head even as his smile invites me to open up to him.


I sit down with Carlos at the kitchen table and take a cookie. I sip tea as he pulls back his chair, sits down, and eats another cookie. His eyes are both smiling and piercing, as if he can read my mind and is enjoying the story he discovers.


“Well,” I begin, “as Megan told you, my parents are Colombian. I was born in the United States a year after they moved here. My father insisted that we live as Colombians, so we spoke Spanish at home, learned all the myths of our culture, and danced cumbia in the living room every Sunday. One of the things that made me feel different than people here is that we would have certain experiences that were normal to us but not normal to others. My mother told me not to tell anyone, and I told only a few people. Megan is one of those people. She didn’t think I was crazy.”


By now, he is focused on me, listening with curiosity as he evaluates my story. “What kind of experiences did you have? Were they visions, dreams, voices, or simply knowing something you didn’t know you knew?”


“Depends. All of the above,” I answer. Gradually, I begin to tell him of my experiences and the things that happened in our house, which my parents interpreted as visitations from friends and ancestors.


I pause. “Does any of this make any sense to you? Megan says you’re a shaman, and you can help me understand these experiences and even develop my intuition more. But I don’t really understand what shamanism is. Can you explain this to me?”


Carlos spreads his hands and arms on the table, reaching toward me. “Shamanism is the oldest wisdom tradition in the world. It is based on a cosmovisión, or a cosmic worldview, that incorporates the earth, matter, cosmos, and spirit. Each is real and part of what makes us human and spiritual.” He pauses before continuing. “In our tradition, everything has a life force that emanates from the soul. We are all brothers and sisters with the earth and all living beings. We all come from the same place,” he states, wiping a bit of chocolate from his cheek.


Strangely, this makes sense even though my mind keeps telling me it sounds like New Age woo-woo. I can’t deny that his words feel like a truth I know but mistrust. “Then why don’t more people know about it?” I ask, my skepticism seeping out of my words. I recall all the New Age gurus barking their miracles at the lonely crowds of seekers hoping for redemption. That’s not me, I think. I begin strategizing how to leave gracefully without hurting his feelings.


I notice a flick of Carlos’s eyes, as if he senses my doubt. He turns his gaze toward the window, searching the trees for an answer. Sighing, he continues. “Humans have forgotten our connection with the Creator. Instead, we choose materialistic things and lives of productivity over the simplicity of the natural world and the rhythms of creation.”


As I listen to him speak of this connection, I recall the sensation of being in my kayak on the Chesapeake Bay. I long for the freedom and openness that only nature can provide. Paddling always feels like communion with life, a merging that ebbs and flows like the waters of the bay, a rhythm that moves me deeper into my body and soul.


Carlos rises from the table and slowly moves to the kitchen sink for a glass of water. He pauses to wipe the counter before returning to the table and our conversation. “For shamans, the unseen world is as real as the seen world. We easily access both at any moment. Everything is filtered through the wisdom passed down from generation to generation. I am a sixth-generation shaman. The shaman’s role is to serve our community using that wisdom for healing the mind, body, and, most importantly, the soul.” Then, chuckling and making a dramatic sweeping movement with his arms, he adds, “We are the doctors of the soul.”


I smile at his drama, but I’m not convinced anyone can heal a soul. It’s not that I don’t believe in miracles; I do. But I have become jaded by all the false teachers, the influential New Age gurus, and the existential promises of enlightenment from so-called spiritual practices. At the same time, I can sense a crack in my skepticism driven by a longing to find a truth that I know exists but don’t know how to access. Is it possible that this man with a childlike quality in a bearlike body could be the one to reveal the elusive road to my unanswered questions?


Carlos’s eyes shift from a passive softness to a sharp intensity focused on my face, as if he were excavating my memories. Something inside me surrenders, a bursting of unfulfilled questions and the fear that I might lose my only chance at answers. On faith, I confide to him a lifetime of experiences from childhood to the current moment. Like a flood, they come forth, one after the other. These are stories I have not told anyone. I sense that only by revealing these experiences to Carlos could he possibly help me understand them. He occasionally comments, punctuating his remarks with a smile or a joke to lighten the mood.


I am falling into his voice, a melodic tone that mesmerizes me and anesthetizes my resistance to sharing what had been buried. We are somewhere else, out of time, having this conversation like two old friends who have not seen each other for many years. Between questions, we laugh out loud and eat more cookies. An unusual affection is unexpectedly growing in my heart. With a surprising cadence and tone, Carlos’s voice lulls me into a deep sense of safety. As I become more comfortable, more memories arise, and I share them with him. Slowly something unfolds within me, hurting like the ache of a fist that has been closed tightly, then finally opens to free and stretch the ligaments.


I confess, “I’ve never told anyone these things, and honestly, I don’t know why I’m telling you.”


He pushes his chair around the table so he’s closer to me and reaches for me. His thick fingers encircle my hands, now cupped together tightly, as I hold back tears.


“Yo sé,” he acknowledges. “That is why we are the doctors of the soul. Dios te bendiga.” His voice softens with the blessing.


The wind has picked up outside, jostling the branches of the trees nearest the house. The frilly kitchen curtain blows into the room as if waving to us in slow motion. I haven’t noticed any movement in the room until this moment, aside from Carlos and I and the ebb and flow of our conversation. The breeze makes the hair on my arms stand up, a momentary chill bringing me into my body. The scent of lilacs catches me by surprise. I fidget, feeling the stiff wooden chair against my lower back. He is talking, but I can’t hear him any longer. As if it’s underwater, the room seems to blur and his voice becomes an echo of sounds I don’t recognize. It isn’t drowsiness, although at first it feels like that. I imagine being in a fishbowl, swimming and looking at the outer world with fascination while feeling safe and secure in my little enclosure. My tiny fish mouth spews bubbles. Am I still talking? Yes, I can see myself through the glass fishbowl, back in the kitchen, talking to Carlos, sharing more of my history and asking him questions I’ve held on to for so long.


A strong gust of wind charges through the open window, pushing a small ceramic vase over the sill. Before we can move, it crashes to the floor, breaking into pieces under the table. The sharp sound breaks my trance, a kind of surfacing from the waters that had held me moments ago. Suddenly I feel alert, not in a nervous way, but energized. The heaviness I carried in my body is replaced by an inner expansiveness, as if I have left the fishbowl’s confinement and entered the immense ocean.


Carlos is already under the table, sweeping the shards from the vase into a dustpan. With surprising agility, he lifts himself from the floor and empties it into the trash. Then he turns to me, asking, “How was your swim?”


For a moment, I stop breathing and can’t answer. My face must have registered surprise. He smiles and, from the other side of the room, asks again, “How was your swim?”


“It was great,” I awkwardly answer, stunned by the question. I take a deep breath. “Why are you asking me that?”


He wipes his hands on the dishcloth by the sink. Approaching the table, he scans my face as he sits down. “Your memories confuse you, but at the same time, they keep you safe. If you don’t know the answers to your questions, you do not have to take responsibility for the direction of your life. That keeps you in a tiny bowl when you could be swimming in the ocean.”


I take another deep breath but say nothing. So many questions run through my mind. How can he know what my imagination is showing me? Where did I go during our conversation? Peering out the window, I hear the birds singing, now hidden in the shadows of the branches as evening approaches. Where did the time go?


For a moment, Carlos becomes serious. He leans back in his chair as he extends his arms toward me. He reaches for my hands and again cups them in his. “Alicia, if you had been born into our tribe ages ago, your gifts would’ve been recognized and nurtured. But in this culture, no one accepts other realities that cannot be seen or explained but only felt with the heart. I invite you to explore this unseen world with me. I can help you better understand who you are and how to serve others without hurting yourself.”


I feel a ribbon of warmth from his hands flowing up my arms and into my chest. The image of a sunflower bursting open in my heart space appears. Suddenly, all rationalizations, the need for proof, and any confusion or doubt dissipate. “Yes, I would like that,” I say softly, fighting back tears. Carlos stands, pulls me to my feet, and wraps his burly arms around me as I bury my face in his chest. I’m not sure how long we stand there together. I pull my face back and notice that the sun has set and fireflies have appeared in the garden. I take that as a sign that this is the next step on my journey.


When Megan returns, she finds an empty plate and two old friends laughing and joking in Spanish. “Well, I see you got along and liked the cookies,” she says with a knowing smile. “I ran some errands and had a great run. So, what did you decide?”


Carlos and I glance at each other, and he answers. “Es valiente. Es guerrera.” She is brave. She is a warrior. “I will help her understand her heritage and gifts. Sí?”
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