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For you Dad… thanks for sharing your love of puzzles with me. Here’s to leaving no regrets on the table.
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In her dimly lit Maryland condo, Isabella “Bella” Rodriguez trembled as she gazed at the open photo album in her lap. It told a story of happier times in Armenia, Colombia, where she was born and raised before emigrating to the US with her parents when she was seven.

Her father, a tall, salt-and-pepper-haired man in his sixties, approached her. “It’s almost time to go to your mother’s funeral service, Mijita.”

Bella closed the photo album and placed it beside her. “I’m going to miss her so much, Papí.”

Her father sat and wrapped his arm around her. “She’ll always be with us.”

As they sat together, mourning their shared loss, Bella thought about how much her mother had embodied their Colombian heritage. She had been the bond that kept their family unified, always encouraging her to stay connected to her roots by reading stories and watching Spanish television.

Leading up to her mother’s death, Bella had little time for such things. She was in her mid-thirties and worked in environmental development. She was lucky if she could find the time to fold a batch of laundry a week after she washed and dried it.
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The scent of sweet roses filled the air as Bella stood beside her father at the cemetery. She remained fixated on the polished wooden casket adorned with flowers as a worker lowered it into its permanent burial spot. Around her, murmurs wove a shroud. Her clenched hands and silent, quivering breaths bore the weight of her unspeakable loss. She leaned against her father, trembling.

“I’m so sorry, Isabella,” murmured one of her mother’s friends as she tossed a rose onto the lowered casket. “Your mother was a wonderful woman.”

The words of comfort offered little solace. Bella could only manage a small smile. Her father tightened his arm around her shoulder.

Her brother, Eduardo, his wife Nadia, and her godchildren, Ethan and Emma, came to her other side. Eduardo’s thick, dark curls tumbled carelessly atop his brow, framing a crooked, wistful smile. “Mamá would’ve loved all this attention.”

Bella gave Eduardo a slight, knowing grin, “Yeah, she would’ve.”

She swallowed back fresh tears, not wanting her godchildren to see her break down again.

Six-year-old Ethan and five-year-old Emma looked up at her. “Don’t be sad,” Ethan said.

“Yeah, Tía, we don’t like it when you cry,” Emma said.

Bella slipped out of her father’s embrace and tucked a stray strand of Emma's hair behind her ear. “I know, sweetie.” A small cry escaped.

Eduardo pulled her into a side hug. “You’re supposed to be the strong one, remember.”

Bella rested her stuffy head against her younger brother’s shoulder. “Not today. I’ll let you take the lead on that role.”

“I’m too much of a softy.” He sniffed. “I can picture Mamá laughing at that admission.”

Another restless cry caught in the back of Bella’s throat. She pictured her mother wearing one of her floral blouses and a sparkly hairpin to control her thick hair, tossing her head back on a hearty cackle. “Her laughter was the best. It’s been less than a week, and I can’t remember its exact sound anymore.”

He cradled her shoulder. “Hey, you’ll remember her laughter. Don’t worry.”

“There’s so much about her I never took the time to learn. Like, what did she love the most about Colombia? Did she have friends there who still miss her? Where were her favorite spots? I have so many unanswered questions.”

“You should consider visiting Colombia to reconnect with her past and learn about our roots. I can’t because of the kiddos. And now that Rachel’s out of the picture, nothing is holding you back.”

Rachel. The selfish one. Bringing up the idea of a Colombia trip would’ve landed them in a week-long fight littered with bitter side-eye glances and huffs. So many months had passed since their breakup, yet Bella hadn’t done anything differently with her life.

Part of her longed to return to her country of birth, the place with many cherished memories from her childhood.

“Isabella,” her brother’s wife, Nadia, said, “maybe a trip there is what you need.” Nadia’s cheerful voice always soothed Bella. Happiness sprang from every corner of her being, from her funky pink highlights to her plump cheeks to her pretty dresses. She defined likable to a tee.

“I agree,” her father said.

Bella glanced at her family. “Now you’ve gone and done it. You planted a seed I know will keep me awake at night.”

“We can have a sleepover, then,” Emma said.

“A sleepover it is.” Bella led her godchildren away from the casket and toward the car, waiting to take them to the luncheon.
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At the funeral luncheon, white cloths covered tables with tasteful centerpieces from her friend Veronica’s flower shop. Soft jazz, her mother’s favorite, drifted in the air as Bella received condolences from the guests.

Her friends Pat, Sandra, Emily, and Veronica approached her and asked her to join them at their table to eat. She turned to her father. “Papí, would you mind if I sat with my friends?”

“I would expect nothing more.” He kissed the top of her head like he used to when she was little. “We’ll catch up afterward.”

He took off toward Eduardo’s family, and Bella turned to face her friends.

“I’m all yours.”

Pat, with their androgynous charm, placed a reassuring arm around her and led the way.

A few minutes later, a whimsical smile surfaced on Veronica’s glossed lips as they waited for someone to serve them lunch. “Remember when your mom caught us sneaking out for that party back in high school? I’m surprised she didn’t ground you for life.”

Bella laughed. “Instead, she handed us a pack of tissues and told us not to smudge our makeup.”

Veronica was the beauty expert of the bunch. During their sleepovers as teens, she’d lead them in lessons. Bella’s mother even joined in. She taught her mother how to make herself look ten years younger with the proper cosmetics and tools. She had a knack for beautifying everyone and everything with makeup and then, eventually, with flower arrangements.

With her subtly highlighted hair swirled up into a pragmatic bun, Emily glanced around. “Veronica, the flowers are beautiful.”

“It’s the least I could do. Mamá Rodriguez loved peonies.”

“You know,” Sandra said. “I could do a tribute episode on my podcast featuring local bands playing somber, reflective tracks. You know, in memory of her.”

Emily sighed. “Sandra, timing.” She pointed to an undone button. “You should fix your blouse.”

One of her blouse buttons had come undone and revealed way too much cleavage for the occasion. Sandra picked up her water glass and sipped, sidestepping the wardrobe malfunction. “So you don’t think a tribute on my podcast would work?”

“It could,” Pat said, straightening the collar of their polo shirt and sweeping their long bangs off their forehead for the zillionth time. “Let Bella grieve first.”

“Agreed,” Veronica said. “Today is for Bella and her mom.” She turned to Pat. “Perhaps tomorrow you can swing by the flower shop, and I can trim your bangs.”

Pat shot Veronica a mocking grin. “That’s why my bangs are in the mess they’re in. You chopped them off last time.”

Veronica waved her long nails at Pat. “That’s because we were going for a softer look.”

“Well, soft doesn’t work with my baseball cap. So I’m growing my bangs out.”

“I seriously love you all.” Bella took in the sight of her crew. “I love us. And Mamá did, too.”
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Later, back at her father’s apartment, Bella cleaned the last of the dishes from his sink. She took a deep breath before launching the question on her mind since the cemetery. “What do you think about me asking for some time off from work? You know, to visit Colombia for a few weeks to pay homage to Mamá’s memory?”

“She’d be happy for you, Isabella.” A tinge of sadness trailed his words.

Maybe leaving him so soon wasn’t a good idea.

“Do you want to come with me?”

“Nah.” He shook his head. “I want to be here because this is where I feel closest to her. You understand, right?”

“Yeah, sure, I get it.”

“Your family in Colombia will be happy to see you.” His tone had lifted. “I’ll call Tío Jairo and let him know.”

Tío Jairo was her father’s younger brother and her favorite uncle. She’d love to spend time with him, but could work survive without her for a few weeks? “My biggest hesitation is that I have so many work deadlines.”

“The deadlines can wait, Mijita. Spend time with your extended family and visit the places your mother loved.”

How would her father do without her while she was in Colombia? He was heartbroken. Eduardo could check on him but wouldn’t know what to do if he broke down in tears.

“Are you sure, Papí?”

“You need this. It’s a good opportunity to honor your mother.”

She wiped her hands on her pants and followed her father into the living room. She leaned into his embrace as they stood by her mother’s piano embellished with countless family pictures. “I promise I will do my best to honor her.”

“I know, Mijita.” He glanced at their reflection in the mirror. “Gosh, you look so much like her.”

Bella saw her mother’s reflection in her own. They shared the same stocky build, thick, straight black hair, and light brown eyes. But while her mother’s eyes always sparkled with joy and mischief, Bella’s eyes dimmed by the fog of grief and uncertainty.

She stared into the mirror and imagined her mother standing beside her, nudging her with an encouraging spirit. You’ll do great, Mijita. Keep following your heart.

A lump formed in Bella’s throat. She spent so much time waving off her mother’s dramatic support.

She’d give anything to hear those over-the-top words from her mother again.
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Bella’s director had given her the green light to take three weeks off for her trip. Of course, it took lots of reassurances that she’d leave everything in good order.

She stood amidst a whirlwind of clothing as she packed for Colombia.

A minimalist, she wasn’t. What if she spilled coffee on her pants and couldn’t wash them? She was a klutz, so the more clothes, the better. “Oh, my baseball cap.” She grabbed her National’s cap off her bureau. “I can’t forget you.” She tossed it on her packing pile.

She enjoyed a sporty wardrobe and wondered how folks in her country might respond. Most Colombian women she knew wore revealing clothes that showed off their cleavage and nice asses. Nothing was sexier than a Colombian woman wearing jeans that hugged her curves just right.

For herself, Bella preferred cargo pants to jeans, polo shirts to blouses, hiking boots and sneakers to sandals and high heels. She liked comfort and practicality over style and preferred not squeezing her wide hips and big boobs into tight clothing. If she could live in hoodies and sweats, she’d never ask for another thing in life again.

“Are you ready, Mijita?” her father asked from the doorway.

She scanned her cluttered room. “I think so, yes.”

A few hours later, Bella boarded a plane bound for the country she’d left behind long ago. As the aircraft ascended, she gazed out the window at the shrinking cityscape below.

Mamá, I wish you were here with me. This journey is incomplete without you by my side. You always had a way of grounding me, of calming my nerves with your gentle words. I wish I would’ve listened more, so I’d be better equipped. 

She imagined her mother’s warm and soothing voice. Mijita, you’re strong and resilient. I know this journey holds significance for you, and I’m with you in spirit.

Tears slid down her cheeks. I miss you so much, Mamá.

In her mind, she could hear her mother’s reassuring words. I got you. You’re not alone. I can’t be there physically, but my spirit is strong enough to see you through. 

A mix of longing and hope wrapped around her as the airplane continued its course. Gracias, Mamá. 

She leaned back in her seat, guided by her mother’s strength. If only she had paid more attention to her when she was alive rather than paying so much attention to work instead.
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Hours later, Bella exited the plane, gathered her luggage, got through customs, and headed into the arrival area. Within moments, her mother’s side of the family, folks she hadn’t hugged since she was seven, welcomed her into their embrace.

“¡Bienvenida, Isabella!” her abuelo, her mother’s father, said in Spanish, pulling her close. “Look at you!” He stretched back, taking her in. “All grown up.” His wrinkled face was full of joy and cherished memories.

Tears welled as she smiled at him and the rest of her family. “It’s good to be home.”

After much chatter and laughter, the group went to her grandfather’s house in Calarcá, a small town near Armenia, nestled in the lush green hills of the coffee region.

“¡Mira, Isabella!” Her prima Angelica pointed at a group of children playing soccer in the street. Her long, shiny hair trailed down her back and swung in unison with her enthusiastic energy. “This is how we used to play when we were little. ¿Recuerdas?”

“Yes, I remember,” Bella said in Spanish. “Seems like a lifetime ago.”

“For some of us, it was,” Angelica said, touching her shoulder. “Get ready for an amazing three-week vacation. We’re going to keep you very busy!”
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Bella stood in the backyard of her mother’s childhood home, the scent of bougainvillea blooms filling her senses. She closed her eyes, allowing memories to wash over her like warm waves on a sunny day. Her mother had played in that place as a child, the place where she had fallen in love and dreamed of a better life.

Her mother was gone and would never return.

Bella’s heart clenched.

“This was your mother’s house when she was a child,” Tía Carmen, her mother’s sister, said in English with a thick Colombian accent. Her aunt wore a bright pink shade of lipstick. She had painted her nails with a matching pink, which also coordinated with the rosy square pattern of her blouse. “She loved this spot more than any other in the world.”

Bella chuckled inwardly, remembering how her mother would often paint a contrasting picture, highlighting the luxuries of their life in the States compared to her challenging upbringing in Colombia with having to hang her clothes outside to dry and take cold showers.

“I can feel the love and memories in every corner, Tía.”

“Come, I want to show you something.” Tía Carmen led her through the house with a cheerful bounce. They stopped before a simple wooden door that opened into a small, sunny room. On the wall hung a delicate tapestry embroidered with the words: “Hogar es donde está el corazón.” (Home is where the heart is.)

“Your grandmother made one for herself and one for your mamá when she moved to the US. She wanted to remind your mother that she’d always have a home here.”

“I know it well.” Her mother hung her tapestry on every kitchen wall they had had in the States. Bella glanced around at the sunny room. The airy space boasted high ceilings ornamented with handcrafted tapestries that added a touch of local artistry. Large windows bathed the space in natural light, revealing panoramic views of lush greenery creating a tranquil and inviting atmosphere. The room smelled like roses and jasmine mixed with wood smoke and roasted meat. Her fingers brushed the cotton fabric of her grandmother’s tapestry. She didn’t inherit the art gene, that was for sure.
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In the following days, Bella revisited with life in Colombia. Along almost every street sat brightly painted buildings with lots of barbed wire atop the fences that kept wanderers out. “What’s up with the prison look,” she asked Angelica in Spanish one day.

Angelica glanced up and shrugged. “It protects us.” Her fake eyelashes brought out the twinkle in her light brown eyes, and the glittery blush of her cheeks created an exotic look. Her cousin wore tight pants that accentuated her curves. She looked like she dunked herself in a vat of bright blue paint and would have to peel herself out of them at the end of the day.

“Protects us from what?”

Angelica shot her a wry smile, “Oh, you know, the usual—thieves, stray animals, and maybe the occasional overly inquisitive relative.”

“Ah, I see, I’m overly inquisitive?” Bella laughed. “I could probably use some of that barbed wire back in the US. Crime is on the rise in my neighborhood.”

Angelica offered her a grin, “Exactly! Don’t knock it until you try it.”

“Seriously though, is it that dangerous here?”

Angelica shrugged, maintaining a lighthearted tone. “Every place has its issues, but we like to think of it as being prepared rather than scared. It’s a way of life here, and we don’t let it bother us too much. Plus, it adds a certain rustic charm, don’t you think?”

“Rustic charm, yes, of course. Exactly what I was thinking.” Either that or it’s the latest trend in ‘edgy’ exterior design. Nothing says ‘welcome’ quite like the possibility of tetanus!

Aside from the rustic charm of barbed wire, people took time to relax and savor moments. It was in stark contrast to her fast-paced American life.

When it came to lifestyle, family was essential in Colombia. Generations lived together and cared for each other. Her abuelo was closing in on his ninety-second birthday and still doing his part despite having prostate cancer the year before. Colombia didn’t seem like the kind of environment where they had places like her mother went to at the end—the Brightside Community Assisted Living Facility. Here, loved ones checked in on and took care of each other. In the US, strangers did.

Lo siento, Mamá.

“People live by a different time scale here,” Bella said in Spanish that could’ve used refinement.

“How do you mean?”

“No one’s rushing.”

“Where does everyone rush to?”

“I don’t have a clue.”

“Seems silly,” Angelica said, leading them toward a street vendor selling fruit.

“Yeah, we tend to do many silly things in America. We make many plans, overstuff our calendars, and attempt to control the trajectory of our lives. We’re busy, busy, busy, yet we run out of time.”

“That’s not busy.”

“Then what is it?”

“Stupid.” Angelica flipped her hair over her bare shoulders and marched them toward a wrinkly man serving fresh mangos.

“Well, tell me how you really feel,” Bella said in Spanish.

“I believe I just did.”

Touché. 

Angelica reminded her of an innocent child living life without a filter. She meant no harm.

Bella’s ex-girlfriend Rachel operated without a filter, too, but not so innocently. Rachel ruined their future many months before. They had planned to sell their condos and buy a home together in the suburbs. Then, they’d rescue a dog from their favorite animal sanctuary, Hearts United for Animals. They even planned to adopt a toddler once they settled into their new life. Bella calculated everything, and then Rachel threw a match to all that when she slept with her work colleague, Gwen.

“Two mangoes, please,” Angelica ordered in Spanish.

The sun-weathered man handed them each a sliced mango.

A minute later, as Bella wrestled with the memory of Rachel, she bit into the succulent fruit. Eating a mango on the streets of Calarcá is a million times better than hearing another lecture from Rachel about her CrossFit routine.

The warm, sweet fruit juice tickled her tongue. She closed her eyes, reveling in the pleasure of it. She’d spent too much time blaming Rachel for everything that had gone wrong between them. They were different in many ways. Rachel wanted to squeeze as many projects and tasks into her day as possible. Bella longed to pause and take life in.

In Colombia, she could do that.

She exhaled slowly. It was time to let go of anger and resentment and embrace the present moment.

Bella and Angelica turned a corner and ran into a group gathered around a street performer, a young man playing a guitar and singing in Spanish. His voice was soulful and raw, and drew her in. She stood at the edge of the crowd, swaying to the rhythm of the music, experiencing a profound sense of vitality and tranquility.
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“Here, family comes first,” her primo Felipe told her in Spanish one evening as they gathered around the table for dinner. His long, curly dark hair cascaded down in a low ponytail, loose pieces framing his face, while a groomed beard accentuated the chiseled contours of his features. “Meals are important.”

“It’s so different from my life in the US,” Bella admitted, attempting not to screw up her Spanish. “Over there, we eat in front of the computer watching videos or the news.”

“You don’t eat meals together?” Ana, Felipe’s wife, asked. She was an elegant woman with flowing auburn hair and a warm, confident smile. She buttered her arepa bread while keeping Bella’s gaze.

She shook her head, embarrassed by the truth. “Most days, my meals consist of a frozen entree I microwave, then eat in front of my computer as I work.”

“Oye!” Felipe pulled his lips tight like he’d been sucking on a lemon.

The heat rose to her cheeks. Way to toss the States under the table, Bella.

She changed the subject, talking about the beauty of the country instead. But Ana and Felipe seemed determined to keep pressing the issue, lecturing her about how important it was for families to gather around the dinner table each night.

“It’s much more than eating food. It’s a chance to connect,” Ana said. “We share stories and catch up on what has happened since our last time together. It brings us closer as a family.”

“During your stay here, you will see,” Felipe said. “We’ll spend more time together. We’ll go to the park and have a picnic soon.”

Bella raised her fork. “I love to eat, so here’s to picnics.”

“Great!” Abuelo said, his white mustache moving along with his words. “Because we have lots of food to eat.” He scooped up a heaping portion of beans and restocked her plate. “¡Comer!”

Eat, they did.

A few hours later, stuffed, and tired of sitting, Bella and her grandfather retreated to the balcony.

“This is just the beginning, Nieta,” Abuelo said as they stood on the balcony overlooking the emerald hills of Calarcá. “I’ll travel with you next week to see your Tío Jairo and Tía Maria. They’re returning from Bogota and can’t wait to see you.”

She loved how her mother’s and father’s side of the family kept in touch.

“I’m so happy I get to spend time with all of you.”

“Somos familia.” He squeezed her hand.

They, indeed, were family. But would her family in Colombia accept her as her family in the States did? From what she had read, Colombia had a strong queer community. So, hopefully, yes.

He continued in Spanish, “And we’ll always be together, no matter where we are.”

[image: ]


The next evening, Bella sat at the table with them to eat dinner. The smell of arepas and ajiaco filled the air, and laughter echoed against the bright walls of her abuelo’s house. Peace settled in her as she soaked in her childhood’s familiar sights and sounds.

“¿Qué tal tu día, Isabella?” Tía Carmen asked, passing her a steaming bowl of soup.

“My day was wonderful. I enjoyed it a lot,” Bella said in Spanish. “I walked around the city with Felipe and Ana today. There’s so much life here.”

“¡Excelente!” Tía Carmen beamed. “It makes me happy to see you enjoying your time here. By the way, I love that baseball cap. Red is such a bold color. I could add some gems to it to make it sparkle.”

“I’m good, Tía.” She tucked some of her loose strands behind her ears. “I kind of like it plain.”

“Bueno, Querida,” she said on a disappointed note.

That disappointment lingered in the air like smoke from frying an arepa too long.

Oh, hell, it’s just a baseball cap. So what if Tía sticks a few gems on it?

“Bella, mi amor,” Abuelo said, interrupting her thoughts. “I have something to show you.”

He rose from the table and disappeared into the back room, returning moments later with a small, old-fashioned puzzle box.

A jigsaw puzzle sat in it. Its faded colors and worn texture hinted that no one had touched it in decades. The pieces inside were small, delicate, and painted with intricate patterns.

He gazed at it like one would stare at a sunset after reclaiming their vision.

“This is special to you, isn’t it?” she asked in Spanish.

“It belonged to my father, your great-grandfather. He bought it in Europe during one of his long journeys around the world.”

Bella touched one of the puzzle pieces. “Have you put it together yet?”

“Sí, mi amor.”

His gaze continued to linger over the puzzle.

“Do you want to work on it together?”

He lit up like a five-year-old. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Once Bella helped her aunt clear the table from dinner, she handed her the baseball cap. “Make it sparkle,” she said in Spanish.

“Sí?”

Bella nodded, and her aunt wrapped her in a tight hug.

After that, she and her grandfather spent the rest of the evening huddled around the puzzle, lost in conversation and concentration. The warm glow of the overhead pendant lights cast a cozy ambiance over the room. Tranquility swathed her as she worked on the puzzle with her abuelo, a level of peace she hadn’t encountered since she left the country as a little girl. Her life in the US centered around stress and technology. She could get used to a relaxed lifestyle for a while.

Her abuelo held the final piece between his worn fingers, the same olive tone as hers. “Would you like to do the honors?”

She extended her palm, accepting the piece. He watched her with pride as she secured it into its place.

“Now for the fun part.”

“That wasn’t the fun part?”

In a playful move, he opened his arms wide and smushed the completed puzzle into a messy pile. “Demolition is my favorite part.”  

Ah, she loved her grandfather even more then. “You have no idea how much I needed this,” she laughed, enamored with his wit.

“Oh, I think I do.” He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her. “Now, let’s dance.”

“Oh, I don’t⁠—”

“Trust me, we Colombians dance,” he said in Spanish.

He grabbed her wrist and hurried them off to the patio.

Under the warm glow of fairy lights strung across the patio, Bella bumbled through the rhythm of the music. Her family clapped and cheered as her cousin Juan, with his polished appearance and confident style, guided her through Salsa steps, laughing and joking. Though she stumbled and fumbled through the dance, she connected with her family and culture. Each beat of the drums unlocked a part of her soul that had long been dormant.

“You already have it, Nieta,” Abuelo called out, beaming with pride. “That is what it means to be Colombian, to dance with your heart.”

Bella searched for the right words in Spanish. “I don’t know where the rhythm is coming from. In the US, I can barely count a four-beat, let alone move to it. Maybe it’s the altitude. Or did you put something into my coffee?”

“That’s my Bella, already in research mode uncovering our secrets,” Tía Carmen laughed, hugging her tightly. “I assure you it’s none of the above. It’s all you.”

They continued laughing and dancing into the night.

As Bella’s first week ended, she marveled at how effortlessly she had danced into the rhythm of her family’s ways, each day a new step, a new beat in her journey. Rolling her eyes at her initial apprehensions, she eagerly stepped into her second week. What other family quirks and traditions would unfold to add more colors to her already vivid list of experiences?

Every few nights, she’d meet with her father and Eduardo online to tell them about her experiences, sharing pictures and funny stories as she captured them.

“Bella, never forget this family and its fiery spirit are part of you,” Tía Carmen told her one afternoon as they sat on the porch, sipping Tinto, a small, strong, black coffee. “Colombia is your home, no matter the miles.”

“Gracias, Tía. It’s like having a piece of Mamá with me when I’m here.”

“Your mother’s laughter, her spirit, they’re here, in every corner of our lives, here and in the US.”
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One day during her second week, Bella and her abuelo took a short bus ride to visit with her father’s brother and wife, Tío Jairo and Tía Maria. She was close to them, as they lived in New York City for most of her younger years, and they’d spend holidays and vacations together. Her cousins still lived in the States, and they occasionally met up.

Tío offered to pick them up, but Bella didn’t want to put him out. They would just be arriving back from a nine-hour trip from Bogota. Knowing her aunt, she would’ve liked to prepare for their visit by cooking and cleaning their home to the extreme. Bella and her abuelo didn’t want to trouble them. So, they designed a simple day trip to allow them to enjoy each other’s company without any extravagant planning.

They agreed to meet at a local festival on the outskirts of their home in Barcelona, a quaint town about thirty minutes away from Calarcá. When she saw them, she ran into their open arms. “Oh my gosh, it’s so good to see you both.”

“Ah, mi sobrina, it’s been too long.” Tío Jairo stood back and smiled. His salt-and-pepper hair and beard mirrored her father’s. “You look great.”

“I feel great!”

She turned to her aunt. “You look amazing, Tía.”

She waved off her compliment. “Ah, don’t be silly.” Tía Maria was a graceful and hospitable woman with golden highlights placed to disguise her graying hair.

They hugged her abuelo as well, and they spent a few more minutes catching up before they embarked on the street festival.

The streets came alive with a riot of colors, echoing the diversity of Colombian traditions. Elaborate parades wound through the thoroughfares, featuring traditional dance troupes bejeweled in dazzling costumes that mirrored the nation’s cultural montage.

The rhythmic beats of salsa and cumbia beckoned people to join the spontaneous dance celebrations that erupted on every corner. Vendors showcased an array of delectable delicacies, from arepas to empanadas, enticing the senses with their savory aromas. Artisans displayed handcrafted goods, showing the country’s artistic heritage.

Amidst the energetic crowd, families and friends came together, sharing laughter, stories, and the joyous spirit of the occasion. The festival became a joyful collage of Colombian identity, where generations converged to celebrate their heritage and create lasting memories in the pulsating heart of the festivities.

“How about a walk through the hillside?” Tía Maria asked.

Bella looked to her abuelo. “What do you think? Are you up for it?”

“How do you think I stay so fit?” The wrinkles around his wise eyes lifted along with his smile. “There’s nothing like the views around here.”

“Off we go,” Tío Jairo led the way down a street and toward a dirt road to the outskirts of town.

Tía Maria’s passion for the local flora and fauna transformed the stroll into an enchanting journey. They meandered through nature’s embrace, making the day a memorable blend of familial bonds and the breathtaking beauty of the Colombian countryside.

The world seemed healthier atop the hillsides—ripened berries intermingled with the earthy scent of the soil. The sun warmed her skin as she bent down to pick a few cherries, savoring the smooth texture under her fingertips. Amidst the rows of robust coffee plants, she experienced a profound sense of peace.

“Your mother used to love spending time here,” Abuelo said. “She’d sit under that guava tree and read for hours.”

She looked over at the gnarled old tree, its branches laden with fragrant fruit. A sadness panged in her chest. “I wish I could’ve spent more time with her, Abuelo. I was so busy working and planning life. I ignored her dinner requests and rushed through shopping dates with her. I feel guilty about that. She was right there for me to enjoy, and I tossed those moments away like they’d always be there for me.”

“Ah, Nieta, life has a way of taking us on different paths,” he sighed, touching her shoulder. “You’re here now, connecting with her roots and yours. That’s what matters. Did you know this is where your mother met your father?”

Tío cradled her shoulder and whispered into her ear. “Your tía and I will give you a little time in this spot with your abuelo. We’ll be right over there,” he pointed to a bench near a creek. He led his wife away.

Bella turned to her abuelo. “Can we sit under the tree?”

He took her hand and led them toward it.

As they settled to the ground, Bella probed. “Tell me more. How did they meet?”

Her grandfather’s eyes lit up with a nostalgic gleam as he recounted the story.

“Your mother visited here with her friends. Your father was a young man who worked in the coffee fields. They met at a festival in the town square. Your mother couldn’t take her eyes off him. They danced together all night long. The rest, as they say, is history.”

Her parents were young and in love. What a gift.

“I’m glad I came here.”

Her grandfather patted her hand. “I’m glad you did, too, Nieta. You never know what kind of experiences life has in store for you.”

“Abuelo,” she began, ready to unleash a question she had been holding onto. “Do you ever wish we had stayed here when I was younger?”

Abuelo’s comforting gaze met hers. “Mi nieta, life takes us on unexpected paths. Your mother and father made choices for our family’s future. They found a new home and built new lives. What I wish has nothing to do with anything. It simply is what it is.”

Her eyes scanned the fields below as they sat in comfortable silence, soaking up the gorgeous farm view. Her gaze shifted to a woman in the distance who tended to a plant. The woman’s dark, curly hair bounced in the breeze as she worked. She wore a wide-brimmed hat, shielding herself from the sun. Her skin glowed with a golden tan.

Abuelo lost in his thoughts, gazed out into the distance. He didn’t notice the beautiful woman.

She couldn’t keep her eyes off her.

Now, there’s a sight I’ll likely never enjoy in the States—a stunning woman on a farm pruning coffee bean plants.

The rhythmic motion of the pruning and the sun-kissed glow of her skin mesmerized Bella.

“That’s Cami,” her grandfather interrupted her thoughts. “Her family owns this coffee farm. I see her out here occasionally. She enjoys spending time with nature.”

And I bet nature enjoys spending time with her.

“That’s a nice way to spend an afternoon.”

“Efectivamente.”

“Indeed, for sure.”

She continued enjoying the sight of the beautiful woman working in the field, savoring the aroma of the earthy scent. It was a moment she would carry with her, a snapshot of a place and time that welcomed her like a lost friend.
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In the last week and a half of her trip, Bella’s family treated her to ventures like a butterfly park, a journey to the town of Filandia, and a local mall that looked like any mall in the States, full of stores, ice-cream shops, and kiosks.

Along with her mother’s side of the family and Tío Jairo and Tía Maria, she immersed herself in Colombian life, learning traditional recipes from her tias, dancing to the rhythms of cumbia and salsa at gatherings, and listening to Abuelo’s stories of days gone by. Each experience brought her closer to discovering who she was and where she came from. She loved how both sides of her family still could mingle together after all those years.

One afternoon, as she sat beneath a tree with a notebook, she jotted down her thoughts, unraveling the threads of her grief. Her mother’s death had shaken her foundation. It had also spurred her to rediscover her roots.

“Bella,” Tío Jairo, visiting for the day, called her from her abuelo’s front porch. “Come and see this.”

She joined him. “¿Qué pasa?”

He pointed to a cluster of vivid yellow and white butterflies dancing around the garden. “Your mother loved these mariposas. She believed they represented the souls of our departed loved ones watching over us.”

Tears welled up in her eyes. Colombia had been there quietly, allowing her the space to return, heal, and grow.
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As the end of her vacation approached, Bella vowed to return more often and stay longer each time.

The morning her plane lifted off, bound for Dulles International Airport, a kaleidoscope of emotions trickled in her—sadness at leaving her family, gratitude for the time spent with them, and hope for the future.

Te amo, Mamá. She gazed out the window. The overgrown landscape receded below her. Thanks for putting up with me still. I’ll try to keep things interesting for you down here.


CHAPTER TWO
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The sun barely shone when Bella’s alarm jolted her from a restless sleep. She groaned at the workday ahead. Two months had passed since she had returned from Colombia, and her daily routine sucked the life out of her.

She drove the hour-long commute to her job as a development officer for a non-profit environmental advocacy organization. Drivers weaved in and out of lanes. Jerks went too slow in the fast lane and too fast in the slow lane.

When she arrived, she bought a bagel and coffee from the café on the lower floor of her twenty-five-story office building. She braced for a day of meetings to find solutions to the typical challenges of nonprofit work.

She managed to survive her workday and the headaches that came along with it. The two bright lights that got her through it were talking with her dad at lunch to learn he won five hundred dollars from a raffle and getting a blurry selfie from her godchildren saying they couldn’t wait to see her at Sunday lunch.

She had missed her family while in Colombia, but they had at least connected through technology. The kids would’ve loved the street festival and the butterfly park. Maybe one day they could all take a trip together.

Later, she met her friends for a drink at Veronica’s apartment. Bella sat on the couch, rubbing her eyes. She needed a good night’s sleep, not a night out.

“Everything okay, Bella?” Sandra leaped over the back of the couch and landed by her side. Her bedazzled jean jacket shone too brightly for Bella’s current mood.

“Yeah, just missing Colombia.”

Sandra folded her legs underneath her. “We should do a podcast episode about it.”

Bella raised an eyebrow, “On missing Colombia? Really? For whom? The two people in the mid-Atlantic region who might tune in to that story?”

“Well, homesickness is universal. The topic might stick,” Sandra said with a mischievous glint in her eyes, already brainstorming ideas for their podcast venture.

Emily entered the room wearing one of her signature tight buns and carrying a tray of cocktails. “You should feel special, Bella. She never asks me to be on her podcast.”

Sandra rolled her eyes. “Emily, we’d never get past your introduction because you have too many credentials.”

“I like my nose in a book. What can I say?” She handed out drinks. 

Pat came in from the kitchen carrying a mug. “Okay, so we’re brainstorming again. I can do a segment on the historical significance of homesickness. Did you know society once considered it a deadly disease?”

Veronica popped her head in from the kitchen, her two braids swinging in the wake of her curiosity. “Did someone say deadly disease? I could bring some deadly nightshade from the shop if you’re doing it vlogging style. You know, for ambiance.”

Bella laughed. “You’re all something else. Honestly, Sandra, sure, let’s record a freaking podcast together. Why not? If it can offer solace to another person, alleviating their sense of isolation, then absolutely.”

“That’s the spirit! But seriously, I’ll treat anything you share with respect. And who knows, you might get a sponsor, and I can share some of the profits with you.”

“Always with the hustle, Sandra.” Emily sat beside her and tapped her elbow into her side.

“What can I say? I love what I do.”

Emily twisted her face into a half grin. “I wonder what that’s like.”

Sandra unfolded her legs and leaned toward Emily. “You’re not happy?”

Emily smoothed her hands over her tightly pulled-back hair. “Yeah, when I’m out for a run or in Pilates class. But work is work. I do it because businesses need their taxes filed, and I’m good at it.”

“Okay, well, maybe there is a podcast in the future for us after all.”

Bella sipped her cocktail. “I get what Emily is saying. I’d love to have your enthusiasm about work outside of work. You never stop. I’m envious.”

“What are you talking about, my friend? Your work is saving the planet. You love being an environmental supporter. You’d plant erosion defender plants past midnight if given the opportunity.”

She rolled her eyes. “Meeting with potential donors and writing grants isn’t exactly digging in the soil to save the ground from washing away.”

“You’re ornery today.” Sandra wrinkled her nose. “Have you called your family in Colombia recently?”

“I call them occasionally. But it’s not the same as being there.”

Sandra squeezed Bella’s hand. “Maybe you’ll find a way to spend more time with them soon.”

“Maybe.” She ached with the hope that one day, she’d be able to return for another visit and come to life again. 
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Tío Jairo called her a month later.

“Hola, Tío!”

“How are you, mi sobrina?”

She loved her uncle’s affectionate greeting. “I’m doing okay. Just missing Colombia a lot these days.”

He chuckled. “Ah, I’d feel the same way, especially after your aunt and I recently traveled to the Santa Rosa hot springs. Oh, mi sobrina, it was like heaven on Earth. It rejuvenated your tía Maria and me.”

Her spirit lifted at the description. “That sounds incredible. I wish I could’ve been there with you.”

“We missed you, Bella,” he said. “Speaking of which, I have something to discuss with you. Tía Maria’s nephew, you know, usually stays in our guest cottage with his wife? He must travel to his wife’s family in Cali for six months. His mother-in-law is undergoing chemotherapy, and he needs to care for her.”

Her interest piqued. “The guest cottage will be empty for six months?”

“Yes, exactly,” he confirmed. “Starting two months from now. I thought you could stay there during that time if you’d like. It’s a chance for you to spend some extended time here in Colombia.”

Bella’s heart raced at the idea. But, just as quickly, reality set in. “That sounds amazing. But you know I have my job and responsibilities here.”

“I know how much your work means to you. Remember, life is meant for experiences, too. Your job will always be there, but opportunities like these might not come again.”

She sighed, torn between her desire to reconnect with her roots and her obligations in the US. “I appreciate that. But I don’t know if I can leave my job for six months.”

His tone turned thoughtful. “Could you ask them if they’d consider remote work for six months? Explain to them how meaningful this time in Colombia would be for you, personally and professionally. Your work involves fundraising. Could you tie it into a project related to Colombian culture or environmental initiatives?”

She hesitated. “I don’t know. It’s a big step.”

“Bella, sometimes the biggest steps lead to the most stunning destinations. Think about it, mi sobrina.”
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Bella visited her father the next day, seeking his wisdom. Sitting in the living room, she talked with him about her conversation with Tío Jairo.

Her father’s eyes sparkled. “This is a great opportunity. I hope you take it.”

“But work, you know?”

“You’re responsible and dedicated to your work. Like your uncle suggested, why not ask your employer if you can work remotely from Colombia for a few months?”

She hesitated, her fingers tracing the edges of a photograph of her family that she had placed on the table. “Susan is a classic Type-A director who needs to point her finger at every sentence and see butts in seats for eight hours. If she could get away with it, she’d have us sleeping on the floor and eating out of the vending machine.”

“What the hell kind of place are you working at?”

“I never had a problem with it before.”

“Before?”

“Before I went to Colombia.”

He stretched his gaze up to the ceiling. “Ah, yeah, Colombia can have that effect.”

“How did you ever leave there?”

“Just because something’s pretty doesn’t mean it comes without limitations.”

“Fair enough. I’d still like to make sure that’s true for me. I can’t seem to get past the rigidity of life here now that I’ve spent afternoons taking siestas, eating carbs without preservatives, and going almost everywhere by foot instead of by car.”

“Isabella, you’re a valuable employee, and I’m sure they understand how much your family means to you. Besides, you mentioned you’ve been swamped with work lately. Why not offer to write those grants while in Colombia, the ones you haven’t had time for? It might help convince the mean boss lady.”

Her workload had increased, so quiet time in Colombia could help her get through the pile of grant proposals. “My director will question if I can pull it off. Collaborating with the team could be a struggle. It’s a huge ask.”

“Darling, you’re one of the most dedicated and hardworking people I know,” her father reassured her. “Since when do you back down from a challenge? Who is she to dictate your life?”

“This edging toward retirement years adds some different layers in you I haven’t seen before.” She swiped her hand down his shoulder. “I’m kind of liking it.”

“March into her office and tell her what you want to do. What do you have to lose?”

Bella chewed on her father’s words, weighing the pros and cons in her mind. Working remotely from Colombia could be a welcome respite, a chance to reconnect with her roots while still being productive. The slow pace and familial warmth might foster more creativity and focus, allowing her to tackle those looming grant proposals with renewed vigor. However, the proposal wasn’t without its potential pitfalls. Connectivity issues could hinder collaboration with her team, and she could already imagine her director’s raised eyebrow at such an unconventional request. Her boss wasn’t a dragon lady, just a dedicated woman who wanted to maintain a perception of control over her office.

“I need to think about this.”

“What if you told your boss that you’re needed to support an uncle who’s recovering from surgery?”

She stretched her eyes wide. “A lie?”

“A small one.”

“Papí! You want me to lie? You, the one who dragged me to church every week to sit in the front row pew to learn how to live by the Ten Commandments. Thou shall not give false witness against your neighbor. Last time I checked that means thou shall not lie!”

“Don’t act like an innocent nun, Mijita.” He laughed. “You lied many times growing up.”

She opened her mouth to defend. But yeah, she did—many times. 

“If it helps you secure the needed time. Sometimes, these little stories we tell ourselves can catalyze real change and growth.”

“In other words, they can lead us to our fate. God’s plan?”

He cocked his head in agreement. 

“It is a cool idea, Papí. I didn’t take too much Family Medical Leave when Mamá was sick.” Bella sighed. “I should’ve used it all.”

“Now, don’t go doing that to yourself. Your mamá expressed she didn’t want everyone hovering over her. You did as she wished. You kept yourself functioning and focused on something other than her sickness. So don’t dishonor that wish by allowing guilt to settle over it.”

Bella shook out her hands to release the pent-up tension. “Mamá did demand I still work.” She exhaled a sharp breath. “So I guess in some ways, work kind of owes me the flexibility, seeing as I didn’t take it all then.”

“That’s my girl.”

“Thanks for the idea.”

“That’s what fathers are for, Mijita. Life is short.” Her father squeezed her hand. “Talk to your boss. The answer is always no if you don’t ask.”

“I may as well ask, then.”

“You may as well ask.”

“I will miss you.”

“It’s six months. Then you’ll come back, and we’ll have endless conversations about life in Colombia. Your mother would be packing your bags right now if she could.”

And with that, Bella shifted in her chair and rose. “I’ll let you know how the conversation goes. I’ll talk with her on Monday. What time are you getting to Emma’s birthday party tomorrow?”

“I’m on balloon duty, so you’ll catch me there by one o’clock.”

She left her father’s house playing a conversation with her director in her head the entire drive home.
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For weeks, Bella had helped Nadia plan and prepare for Emma’s sixth birthday party. She had created the invitations and emailed them out to guests. Working her magic with cake mix, she baked a giant sheet cake and decorated it with pink and yellow flowers. When the day arrived, she helped her father inflate balloons and hang funky streamers across the living room.

As the guests arrived, her heart fluttered. The room soon filled with laughter and chatter. Emma’s eyes widened with delight.

“Bella, this is amazing!” Nadia pulled her into a warm hug. “Thanks for putting in so much effort to make Emma’s birthday special.”

“Of course! She’s my godchild. I wanted to make sure I helped make her birthday unforgettable.”

Throughout the party, Bella captured precious moments on her phone, determined to preserve the memories in case she did find herself living in Colombia for six months. As the day unfolded, she played games with Emma and her friends, laughed at their antics, and savored the joy that filled the room.

Later, tidying up with Nadia and Eduardo, she reflected on her situation. Six months was a gigantic ask. A sick uncle. Could she lie? She’d keep that in her arsenal as a last resort. If Susan declined the idea, she would load the lie on her tongue and launch it without guilt. 

A woman must do what a woman must do to get things done.
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Bella studied the company’s remote work policy by the fading light, looking for issues that might block her from pursuing her uncle’s invitation.

She didn’t find any.

Determined, she drafted a detailed proposal for her boss. She outlined the benefits of remote work and emphasized her commitment to completing the pending grants in six months.

“Working remotely will allow me to be more efficient,” she wrote, “and it’ll also provide me with the opportunity to reconnect with my roots in Colombia, ultimately benefiting our organization’s international advocacy efforts.”

She paused, rereading her words.

How can Susan say no?

Ugh, how can she say yes? Susan ran a tight ship. That company was her entire life. Something like this could take the place off-balance.

Bella would have to ensure she could make it work so her physical absence wouldn’t hamper the team and their mission. So, she refined her proposal, selecting the best arguments and polishing her words. She practiced her speech in front of the mirror, envisioning her boss listening to her solid plan.
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The next day, Bella clutched her folder to her chest.

Don’t screw this up. Shoulders back. Head high. Lie ready on the tongue. 

She took a deep breath and knocked on her director’s door.

“Come in,” Susan called out.

She opened the door and stepped into the office. The sunlight cast Susan’s face in mellow tones, highlighting the crinkles at the corners of her eyes. With her precise bobbed haircut and tailored suit, Susan intimidated her.

Maybe she has holes in her undies. 

Her office was simple and neat—no photos hung on the walls. Of course, she never had time to collect them while working. A computer, a basket of Post-it notes, and a few books covered her desk. The window stretched several feet wide, the lines of the blinds drawn back to let in the sunlight.

She approached the desk. “Hi, Susan. Thanks for meeting with me.” 

“Of course. Have a seat,” she gestured to the chair across her desk. “What’s on your mind?”

Bella presented her proposal with confidence. She highlighted the benefits of remote work and how she could complete pending grants within six months.

“Working remotely from Colombia would allow me to focus on these grants without distractions,” she explained, “and the one-hour time difference means I can still be available to collaborate with the team during regular business hours.”

Susan jotted notes.

When Bella finished, her boss leaned back in her chair.

“You presented a well-thought-out request. But I have concerns about communication and collaboration with the rest of the team. How do you plan to stay connected while you’re so far away?”

“I can use the same thing we used during the pandemic days, video conferencing and project management tools.”

She cocked her head. “And what about any unexpected challenges? Are you prepared to handle them from such a distance?”

“I face unexpected challenges daily. Whether I’m in my cubicle or in Colombia, I’ll handle them.”

Susan tapped her designer pen to her chin at the same pace her oversized wall clock ticked.

“This arrangement would benefit everyone involved,” Bella added. “I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make it successful.”

Susan studied her face, considering the proposal and the woman before her. “This is a slippery slope kind of decision for me. Everyone will want the same deal. I’m not able to offer that to everyone.”

She swallowed, reaching into the darker regions of her soul. The lie sat front and center, ready for action. 

“My godfather is having surgery in Colombia in two months.” Godfather? Couldn’t you just say uncle? Her godfather lived in Queens and hadn’t spoken to her since she was twelve. “He will need some help getting groceries, keeping his garden going, cleaning his house, cooking, and getting him to his follow-up appointments. I want to be there for him. I’ll have plenty of time to do my work as well. Please take some time to consider my proposal, given these circumstances.”

Susan narrowed her eyes.

Bella’s belly churned. So much for keeping karma in a good place.

“My mother suffered from cancer,” Susan said. “I’m thankful I was there for her. I’m sure you were also glad you lived nearby when your mother got sick.”

A wave of guilt rushed in. She should’ve spent more time with her mother while she was alive. “Yes, I sure was.”

“Given the circumstances, of course, you can go.”

Caught by surprise, Bella leaned into a strange bow pose. “Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome. We’ll work out the logistics as we get closer.”

“I promise I won’t let you down.” The air lightened, and a renewed sense of purpose and gratitude surfaced. 

Bella rose, shook her director’s hand, then headed toward the door. 

She wanted to bounce.
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After two careful months of planning and preparation, Bella finalized her travel plans. She filled the days leading up to her departure with meticulous planning. She prepared detailed notes for her colleagues, ensuring a smooth transition during her absence. She set up video conferencing tools and project management software and confirmed her Colombian workspace would be conducive to productivity.

On her last day in the office, she knocked on her boss’s door and entered. “Well, I guess this is goodbye for now. I’ll let you know when I’m settled in with my technology and ready to work. I expect that’ll be in a week.”

“Make sure you keep in touch with the team and remember that communication is key. Good luck,” Susan added, extending her hand for a reassuring handshake.

“I’ll do my best.” She shook Susan’s hand with newfound confidence.

“And I wish your godfather a speedy recovery.”

She bowed her head. “Thank you.”

When she returned to her desk, she stared out the window at the bustling cityscape below, her thoughts racing with all the possibilities ahead. Colombia—her homeland, family, and roots—called out to her, and she answered.
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Bella spent lots of time with her family and friends in the two months leading to her departure to Colombia. She would miss them, but as they reminded her, they were just a video call or text message away.

They were thrilled for her, even her godchildren. “Maybe one day we can go to Colombia with you, too,” Emma said.

“We’ll do that,” she said, hugging her in front of the airport ticketing counters.

After hugging the rest of her family goodbye, she walked away, rolling her oversized luggage toward the counter. “I’ll text you once I arrive,” she said over her shoulder, blowing them a kiss.

Her father pretended to catch it and hold it to his heart.

Bella turned, and tears immediately sprang to her eyes.
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“Goodbye, Rockville,” she whispered as she boarded the plane a few hours later. She heaved an exaggerated sigh. “Hello, Colombia.”

As the aircraft soared into the sky, she closed her eyes, envisioning the life over the next six months that awaited her in Barcelona, Colombia.


CHAPTER THREE
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In her first few days back in Colombia, Bella spent time with her mother’s side of the family in Armenia. She felt right at home despite the years since she moved to the US as a child.

Three days later, Tío Jairo picked her up to drive her to his chalet in Barcelona.

Bella spent almost every summer vacation with Tío Jairo, Tía Maria, and her cousins in New York City, where they lived. After retiring, her aunt and uncle returned to Colombia to enjoy their retirement years. Their pensions allowed them to live comfortably.

“Are you ready, Bella?” he asked. His graying beard hid a gentle smile that reminded her so much of her father.

“Sí, Tío.” She took another glance at her peaceful childhood home before closing the door of his SUV. It would be a forty-five-minute drive to Barcelona. First, they had to navigate through the chaotic El Centro in the heart of the city in Armenia, Colombia.

El Centro was like a jungle of concrete. A stark contrast to the tranquility of her childhood home. Graffiti covered most of the closely packed buildings. The streets worked as both a sidewalk and a parking lot. Vendors sold their wares on the street, filling the air with the hint of cheap perfume and cooking meat. Shop awnings shielded shoppers from the blistering sun that toasted the road with its unrelenting heat.

“So let me warn you,” Tío Jairo said, “The traffic is crazy, but it’s controlled chaos. Stay calm. I know what I’m doing.”

A set of four motorcycles squeezed beside them, barely missing her uncle’s side mirror. One backfired as it sped by her.

Controlled chaos, my ass. 

“Is it always like this?” She drew a deep breath to steady her nerves.

“I guess I’m used to it. Believe it or not, this used to be farmland. When your grandparents first married, they lived here. They had to go by horse to Circasia several miles away to buy groceries. Your grandmother couldn’t stand the commute, so they moved to Circasia. Then, a few years later, they built up El Centro and Armenia, and your grandmother decided she wanted to move back.”

“Hard to believe horses grazed fields here.”

“Don’t worry, Bella. Soon, you’ll feel right at home. After we get out of this place.”

The disarray assaulted her senses as she and Tío Jairo navigated the bustling streets. Exhaust fumes filled her nostrils, mingling with street food vendors grilling arepas and empanadas. Car horns blared. Street dogs darted in and out of the road. Engines backfired.

The cacophony of impatience and urgency made it challenging to relax.

“¡Oye!” Tío Jairo said at a motorcycle as it zipped past them. “I bet that jumpstarted your heart.”

“It’s a bit overwhelming,” she admitted, glancing around at the sea of people pushing past one another to go about their day.

“Spend a little more time here, and you’ll get used to it.” He glanced at her. “You look like you’re melting.”

“I’m used to air conditioning. No one has it here.”

“You’re lucky if you find a fan in houses. Even the airport doesn’t have air conditioning.”

“Oh, I know. The airport doesn’t have any fans either.”

“We’re in our hotter season right now. It lasts for a few months. You’ll acclimate to it.”

As they left El Centro behind, winding roads carried them up into the hills surrounding Armenia. She noticed the stark contrast between the bustling city center and the worn-down houses that clung precariously to the slopes. Like a deck of cards, they looked ready to collapse.

“It’s a pity,” Tío Jairo said. “The earthquake of ninety-nine destroyed most of Armenia and left these homes on the brink of collapse. People here work so hard, but it’s not always enough.”

She and her uncle continued to drive through the hills surrounding Armenia, taking in the sights of the dilapidated homes. Heartbreakingly beautiful, they clung desperately to life despite their brokenness.

“So devastating,” she whispered.

Tío Jairo’s forehead creased. “It shook everyone’s lives. Many people lost loved ones and homes.” He paused, stroking his chin before continuing. “People here are resilient.”

“Do you get earthquakes often?”

“We’re in the Ring of Fire, Bella. We get them. Colombia builds things better now, though. If another big one happens, we’ll be in better shape than before.”

Another big one.

She swallowed hard.

As they drove farther inland, some houses looked better cared for, with overflowing gardens and bright paint on their walls.

“Look at how things change a little farther away from El Centro,” Tío Jairo pointed toward a senior woman tending her garden. “These people are doing their best to make a living despite everything.”

The woman carefully watered her plants.

Continuing their journey, she turned her gaze inward, reflecting on her privilege and how she hadn’t yet done enough in life to improve the lives of those around her. She had no right to get upset about minor disruptions and inconveniences. The chaotic El Centro and the crumbling houses on the hillside were stark reminders of all the work that still needed to be done, both within herself and in the world at large.

That thought breathed new life into her and the work she did every day as a development officer and grant writer back in the States.

Before long, they traveled on a well-maintained roadway, and the view changed dramatically. The air cooled down, and the green hills stretched before them like a blanket of promise. Fluffy white clouds, like friendly faces, dotted the bright blue sky.

Now we’re talking.

Tío Jairo pointed out sights along the way, telling stories about his childhood that made her laugh and want to cry all at once. As they drove past small villages and towns, she felt as though she was being transported to another place and time, far away from the hustle and bustle of modern life.

She rolled her window all the way down, allowing the scent of fresh grass and wildflowers to fill her senses.

“This is what I’ve always loved about our country.” Tío Jairo released a contented sigh. His hands relaxed on the steering wheel. “There is something in these lands that makes you feel alive.”

“It sure is striking.” She drank in the surreal view of cows grazing and birds flitting about, their cheerful chirps filling the air.

Descending into the valley, the quaint town of Barcelona appeared with its whitewashed houses beautified with flowers. The aroma of bread and coffee beans filled the air, mingling with children’s laughter and locals conversing on sidewalks.

“We’re almost home,” Tío Jairo announced, turning onto a narrow cobblestone street that led into the heart of Barcelona.

The car finally pulled to a stop in front of a charming chalet protected by a locked gate and more of that barbed wire with the rustic charm. He climbed out of the car, unlocked the gate, and drove them into the garden paradise.

Once parked, she stepped out, taking a deep breath of the crisp air as she gazed at her new surroundings. Though the hardships faced by those in Armenia still concerned her, the serenity of the farmlands surrounding Barcelona offered her a sense of peace.

Ignorance sure was blissful.

He got her luggage from the trunk and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Your new home is waiting.”

She rolled one of the smaller suitcases as they walked toward the chalet paradise. “I’m so happy, Tío.”

As she entered the front foyer, she took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of fresh-cut flowers. “This is the main house, the chalet, we call it. I’ll show you your guest cottage in a moment.”

She scanned the open floor plan decked with hand-carved furniture and tailored upholstery.

“It’s much different than my old apartment in New York City, right?”

“A little.” She took in the two-story open floor plan. Massive guadua trunks worked as support beams, leading to a ceiling made of bamboo sheaths. The home boasted shades of orange, green, and blue, creating a cheery atmosphere.

“Let me give you a tour. We’ll leave your luggage here for now.”

She let go of the handle on her suitcase. “Let’s go.”

The first level was the heart of the home with a grand kitchen area, an elegant dining room with hand-carved wooden furniture, and the main bedroom with a vast, glass-ceiling bathroom. The sunlight poured into the space. They climbed an open staircase to the top level with three additional bedrooms. Each bedroom had a porch, offering delightful views of the gardens.

As they walked, Tío Jairo spoke of their family. He talked about how life had treated them over the years and the stories he gathered that he wanted to share. Her uncle had always been a steady presence in her life.

They made their way to the backyard haven where fruit trees swayed and birds chirped. On the left side of the garden sat a guest cottage with big windows.

“That is your new home.” He led her to it and opened the door.

Bella took in the charming living room and kitchenette. “This place is heaven.”

“The bedroom and bathroom are over there.” Her uncle pointed to a colorful set of doors. “Towels are on your bed.”

“Gracias.”

“I bought you a fan, too! It’s in your bedroom.”

“You are a godsend.”

“You can hook directly into the internet by connecting near the window or Wi-Fi. We get a nice strong signal here.” He pointed to a wooden desk with a few plants. “You can place these plants elsewhere and use this space for work.”

“Everything is so perfect.”

“I’ll get your luggage. Wait here and have a better look around.” He dashed off.

She took in all the vibes: the comfy sofa with pink and yellow pillows, crocheted blankets draping over a recliner, polished pans hanging from hooks in the small kitchen.

Her new home for six months.

Tío arrived back with her luggage. “Get settled. Tomorrow, I’ll take you to my favorite coffee shop and introduce you to Cami. She makes the best coffee in Barcelona.”

Cami.

The woman in the field, Cami?

How many Cami’s could there be in their small town?

“I thoroughly look forward to it.”

“Let’s meet for dinner in the chalet around five o’clock?”

“Dinner. Yes. Sounds wonderful.”

“Tía Maria will be thrilled to see you. She’s out getting fresh produce.”

She walked her uncle to the front door and closed it behind him, shutting out the lingering sounds of laughter and distant conversations beyond his chalet. Her fingers brushed over the smooth door surface, a gentle farewell to the world outside. The dim light from a solitary lamp cast a whispery, golden glow across the room, illuminating the details of her temporary sanctuary.

She drifted around the room, her eyes tracing the patterns of the tapestries adorning the walls. She moved languidly, slipping out of her shoes and walking toward the window. The curtains billowed as a soft gust slipped through the room, carrying the distant scent of blooming flowers.

She took a short nap, texted with her family and friends, then showered.

At five o’clock, she reunited with her aunt and uncle for dinner on the patio. They ate plantains, rice, pork, and bread, then finished with coffee. As the evening stars painted the sky, Bella spotted her uncle stifling a yawn.

“Let’s call it a night,” Bella said.

Her Tío rose to his feet. “Hasta mañana?”

“Sí, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She bid them goodnight and ventured back to her new digs.

After unpacking her things, she sat on the edge of her bed. Her gaze turned upward, drawn to the ceiling, where intricate designs painted in muted colors greeted her. In the glow of the lamplight, the patterns came alive, casting delicate shadows that danced along the walls.

With a contented sigh, she lay back and stretched out, limbs unfurling like a sleepy cat, and allowed herself to sink into the plush mattress.

As she drifted off to sleep, the stillness of the night swaddled her. The room became a haven of tranquility, a world all her own.

Then, a subtle shift disrupted the silence.

A distant bass throb, rhythmic and insistent, pulsed through the air.

What the hell?

She furrowed her brows, caught in the twilight between wakefulness and slumber. She rose, looked out her window, then opened her door.

The music grew louder, filling her sanctuary with its persistent melody. It came from across the chalet’s garden and pool and over the barbed wire fence.

The town center.

Of course.

No one promised her a trip filled with sunshine and bumblebees.

Back in her kitchen, she stared at the package of Ducales Colombian crackers her aunt had placed on top of her fridge. She took them down, tore open the package, and ate an entire sleeve within minutes.

Afterward, she walked back to the bedroom, crawled under the covers, and leaned against the pillows. The beats reverberated through the walls as if taunting her to complain.

Over the next few minutes, the juxtaposition of the rhythmic sounds against the stillness of her room both disoriented and strangely comforted her. She closed her eyes, envisioning the enchanting woman in the Barcelona farmlands. Sleep embraced her as the melody in her heart carried her thoughts away.


CHAPTER FOUR
[image: ]


The sun-soaked cobblestone streets of Barcelona, Colombia, welcomed Bella and her uncle with a charming blend of history and contemporary life as they entered the town center’s heart. The streets, bathed in warm sunlight, exuded a sense of tranquility that permeated the air. Street dogs and early morning risers filled the space.

“I guess all the party animals decided to go to sleep finally,” Bella said.

“I forgot to warn you. Colombians like to party.”

“So I’ve discovered.”

Around the streets’ edges, colorful buildings with ornate facades stood proudly. The architecture was a captivating blend of colonial and modern styles, reflecting the town’s history and evolving character. Some buildings displayed intricate wrought-iron balconies garlanded with flowers. In contrast, others boasted large windows that allowed glimpses of the life within. The colors ranged from pastel shades of pink, blue, and yellow to earthy tones that harmonized with the natural surroundings.

The town’s centerpiece, a charming fountain gilded with intricate sculptures, stood at the heart of the main square. Tall palms and other tropical trees provided patches of shade, offering respite from the sun’s rays and adding natural grandeur.

A warm breeze carried the tantalizing aroma of brewed coffee, drawing them toward “Café del Sol.”

“Vamos, Sobrina.” Her uncle led her toward the entrance. “You’ll love this place.”

The quaint coffee shop beckoned her with an aqua-blue facade, its front window a masterpiece of craftsmanship. Comprising of small square glass panels framed in wood, it acted as a radiant portal, inviting the sun to cascade through, infusing the space with a warm, inviting glow.

Stepping inside, the scent of freshly baked pastries mingled with the aroma of Colombian coffee, creating a heady concoction that wrapped around her like a familiar embrace. Hanging lightbulbs embellished trellises that arched gracefully above, shining a soft, golden glow upon the collection of ceramic tiles covering the floor.

Optimistic sayings graced the walls, painted in Spanish and English. They stood as silent sentinels, urging all who entered to embrace the day with hope and vigor. Brick walls added a touch of rustic authenticity, their rough surfaces a harmonious contrast to the delicate porcelain figurines showcased within wooden and glass curio cabinets.

The multi-level flooring led the way to cozy nooks and some recessed areas, inviting patrons to descend three steps into a haven of intimacy. Oversized wood-framed chairs accessorized with cushions bearing cheerful patterns beckoned guests to settle in and lose themselves in conversation or contemplation. Tables decorated with small, potted succulents offered the perfect resting place for steaming cups of coffee and plates of flaky pastries.

At a corner table, a puzzle awaited completion, its scattered pieces a silent invitation to partake in the shop’s leisurely rhythm. And beyond, the counter area boasted a blackboard backdrop, its surface was ensconced with whimsical sayings celebrating the elixir of life—coffee—and offering inspiration to all who gazed upon them.

In that cozy haven, sprightly conversations unfolded. The vibrant essence of Colombia mingled with the comforting hug of a cup of coffee. Every element whispered tales of warmth and hospitality, from the dainty porcelain to the framed affirmations.

“Let’s find the perfect table, Bella.”

She scanned the room for an empty place. She spotted one by the window, where the sun’s golden rays danced on the white-washed tabletop. “That looks like a nice one,” Bella said.

“I agree. Let’s take it! I’ll order our drinks.”

Bella made her way to the table.

“Señor Rodriguez, amigo! How are you today?” A beautiful voice rang out from behind the counter, a harmonious blend of warmth and cheerfulness.

There she is. Cami.

Bella’s heart skipped a beat.

The woman’s smile brightened every corner of the café as if the sun had taken refuge in her eyes. With nimble fingers, she set about grinding beans and frothing milk, each movement fluid and precise.

“Estoy bien, Cami, gracias,” Tío said. “You always know how to make people feel welcome,” he said in Spanish.

“Two lattes?” Cami asked.

“Of course!” Tío said.

Moments later, Cami began work on their drinks. She adored the barista’s infectious energy, a vision of effortless grace. She was a Colombian beauty. Her dark, curly hair framed her face in a wild halo that danced around her shoulders. Her slender frame exuded health and vitality, and her choice of jeans and a colorful blouse showcased her sun-kissed skin.

As she expertly poured the steaming liquid into two cups, her gaze flickered toward Bella. A sudden flush crept up Bella’s cheeks. Cami artfully swirled the foam atop each cup. The young woman took pride in her craft, her love for Colombian coffee shining through in every detail.

“Here you are, Señor Rodriguez.” She slid the finished drinks toward him with a flourish. “I hope you both enjoy them.”

“Gracias.” He cradled the cups and returned to their table. He set one down in front of her. “Here you are, Sobrina—the best coffee in Barcelona.”

“The best, eh?” Her eyes never strayed from Cami as she moved about behind the counter. Eventually, she glanced at her latte. She crafted an intricate leaf design in the foam—proof of her skill and passion for her craft. In that small gesture, she brought love and dedication to her work and those around her. “What makes it the best?”

“It’s first quality.”

“What does first quality mean?”

“First quality Colombian coffee is made from the finest, handpicked Arabica beans. These beans are grown at high altitudes, usually above twelve hundred meters, where the climate is cooler, and the rainfall is plentiful. This results in a slower growing process, allowing them more time to develop, contributing to a more robust flavor.”

Intrigued, she leaned forward, absorbing every word. “And second quality?”

Her uncle smiled, sipping his latte before continuing, “Second quality coffee typically comes from beans grown at lower altitudes, and sometimes, they are not as meticulously handpicked. This situation can result in a mix of ripe and unripe beans, affecting the coffee’s consistency and flavor. While it’s still enjoyable, it doesn’t have the same depth and complexity of flavor that first quality coffee has.”

She furrowed her brows, processing the information. “It’s all about the altitude and picking process?”

Her uncle nodded. “That’s right. But there’s more to it. First quality Colombian coffee also undergoes a rigorous sorting and washing process to remove defective beans and impurities. This ensures that the best ones make it to the roasting stage.”

“And what happens during roasting? Does it affect the quality, too?”

“Yes. Roasting is an art. It’s where beans develop the flavors. The roast master must carefully control the temperature and time to bring out the unique characteristics of the beans. Too much heat or too little can ruin the flavor profile.”

“How do you know so much about this?”

“I have all the time in the world to study.”

Each sip of her drink mildly reminded her of the Colombian highlands, with its subtle mountain flavors and a hint of cool breeze. “Is there a third quality coffee?”

Her uncle chuckled, “Ah, the third quality is usually what you find in instant coffee. It’s made from the leftovers—the beans that are broken, too small, or didn’t make the cut for the first and second quality. It’s still coffee but lacks the depth and nuance of higher-quality beans. And sometimes, it may even have insects in it.”

She took a thoughtful sip of her latte, appreciating the richness of the flavors dancing on her palate. She glanced back at Cami again. They locked gazes, and her body tingled. She returned her attention to her uncle. “Here’s to bug-free coffee.”

Bella basked in the moment’s gentle embrace. Strangers chatted around her, joyous notes of laughter ringing through the air. She closed her eyes, allowing the tranquility to seep in.

“How about some bread?” Tío asked.

“Sure, I’ll get us some.” She rose from her chair.

Her uncle’s hand stopped her. “This is my treat.”

He walked over to Cami again and conversed with her. “So,” her uncle began in Spanish, “how was your weekend? I heard you’ve been developing some cultural classes for the community. How is that going?”

“Ah, yes! My weekend was lovely, thank you for asking,” she said in English with a Colombian accent. “I’ve been planning a course on the history of Colombian coffee and its impact on our culture.”

“Sounds interesting,” He leaned against the counter. “Hey, how are the puzzles coming along?”

“Wonderful! And yours?”

“I have one going all the time now, thanks to you.”

Cami chuckled. “I’ve turned you into a puzzle addict, Señor Rodriguez. I’ll have to start charging you for my services.”

Her uncle was knowledgeable about coffee and apparently puzzles, too.

Bella took in her beauty, the way her beaded bracelets cradled her delicate wrists, and her blouse dipped at the right place to show off the contour of her breasts. 

“Yes, and by the way, your English keeps improving every time I come in.”

Her gaze traveled back up to Cami’s captivating smile.

“I completed my immersive English studies in Armenia six months ago. It took me two years. I’ve been practicing with anyone who speaks English now. Thankfully, I get a lot of practice while doing puzzles with customers at the corner table. Tourists love it, and I get to hang out with them when it’s quiet.”

“Puzzles are calming and rewarding. I’m happy you reintroduced me to them. Now my wife and I spend time solving them.”

“Yes, puzzles have a way of bringing people together, don’t they? It’s like solving a mystery but without the crime.”

Bella wouldn’t have minded solving a mystery or two with her.

She wondered what it would be like to join Cami in her silly puzzle-solving adventures, giggling at their mistakes and basking in the absurd joy of completing a jigsaw.

Toss the puzzle pieces in the air. I’ll get on my hands and knees and help you find every single one of them.

“Right, Bella?” Her uncle asked.

Both sets of eyes focused on her. Her cheeks warmed, and she lost her grip on her cup. Coffee spilled in front of her and onto her lap. “Uh, what am I agreeing to?” she stammered, grabbing napkins to wipe up her mess.

Ah, I’m a geek with no game.

“That time slows down here in Barcelona,” Cami said. She followed Bella’s hands as she wiped the mess. “Need a hand?”

She shook her head quickly, composing herself. “I think I got it all.”

“So?” her uncle asked. 

“Right, yes. To time slowing down.” She managed to lift her empty cup in a toast. 

“By the way, Bella, this is Cami, the best barista in Colombia.”

Cami blushed.

“Nice to meet you, Cami.”

She tilted her head coyly. “It’s a pleasure.”

Her uncle and Cami lingered over their conversation without a care. She wished she could find the unfiltered joy they showed as they conversed. They seemed genuinely happy. They didn’t need to save the world or get a promotion. They appeared content, living their tranquil lives nestled in the foothills of the Andes mountains. 

Everything seemed so simple in the quaint Colombian town. No one rushed. Everyone smiled. People lingered over coffee mugs. Give her a week, and she’d probably be ready to board a plane back to her busy life in the US again. She wasn’t hardwired for relaxation. She had two speeds. Fast and faster. She admired people who could relax, and wanted to learn how they did it.

“Thank you for sharing, Cami,” her uncle said.

“I’ll bring the bread to you once I heat it.”

“Gracias.”

As her uncle returned, she watched Cami with envy. She had everything Bella sought: a sense of belonging, connection, and purpose. 

“She’s nice,” Bella cradled her empty coffee cup.

“Her whole family is nice. She and her brother Carlos run this coffee shop, and the rest of their family manages the farm where the coffee beans grow. Now and then, Cami will help with the pruning.”

She glanced at her, appreciating her gentle movements as she prepared their order. 

When she returned to their table, her warm gaze met Bella’s.

“Here you go!” she said, balancing the plates with bread and a fresh latte for Bella.

Her charm electrified her.

“Th-thank you, Cami,” she stammered, her fingers brushing against Cami’s as she took the plate.

“De nada. I hope you enjoy it.” 

Suddenly, something nudged her ankle. She glanced down at a pint-sized Yorkie with fur that shimmered with a golden hue reminiscent of autumn leaves in the late afternoon sun. “Oh, hello, little guy.” She patted his head, and he sat. “Aren’t you a cutie?” His eyes sparkled like liquid amber.

“That’s Tobi. He’s our friendly greeter.” Cami turned and walked away with a cute bounce in her step. Tobi trotted by her side, his tail wagging like a metronome set to a happy tune.

Bella admired the way Cami’s hips swayed with each step. She carried a quiet elegance.

“Are you okay?” her uncle asked. “You look a little flushed.”

“Yeah, of course. It’s a little warm in here, no?”

“It feels okay to me.” He shrugged. “It’ll take some time to adjust to the lack of air conditioning.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.”

She focused on the bread and stopped ogling the hot barista. She broke off a piece and ate it slowly, savoring its delicious flavor. What kind of life did Cami live outside the café? She surmised one filled with laughter, puzzles, and a profound connection to the world around her. She sipped her latte, savoring the sweet flavor. It created a symphony on her tongue, grounding her in the present moment.

She fixed her gaze back on Cami.

Her apron was an artistic delicacy, smudged and worn. Her eyes twinkled as she conversed with a customer.

“Did you know,” Cami’s voice carried across the room, “that our town’s artisan showcases are at risk? If we don’t act soon, we may lose some of the most beautiful parts of our heritage.”

“Ah, sí,” the patron said. “I’ve heard about that. It’s not just the artisans, but our coffee fields too, isn’t it?”

“Sí.” Cami’s curls bounced. Each twist and turn of her hair mirrored the conviction in her words. “I’m convinced that if we join forces and root each other on, we can cause a stir!”

Their conversation flowed, full of urgency and hope, and Bella drank it up—a woman passionate about maintaining culture and community. She wished she could be composed enough to join the chat, but she’d probably spill more coffee or say something awkward. So she continued to listen.

“Your dedication is admirable, Cami,” the patron’s voice carried respect, a gentle affirmation that caused a subtle blush to grace Cami’s cheeks. “Seeing young people so invested in our town’s future is refreshing.”

“Thank you.” Her voice sang a melody of modesty and determination. She gazed at the patron with sprightly sass, her eyes twinkling with enthusiasm and tenacity. “I want to do my part.”

Bella gazed around the bustling café. The last drops of the latte left a bittersweet warmth.

She and her uncle spent another half hour chatting and enjoying the atmosphere before he asked, “Ready to go?”

“I suppose.” She rose from her seat. “Gracias, Cami. The coffee and bread were delicious.”

“De nada.” Cami’s eyes met hers for a fleeting moment—a connection that sent a delightful shiver through her. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

Tío Jairo waved and offered his gratitude. She cast one last glance at Cami before leaving the café. The door closed behind them with a jingle, and she stood on the sun-soaked streets of Barcelona again.

She walked away from Café del Sol with a surge of optimism. She couldn’t wait to explore what the place had to offer.

But first, “Tío, let’s go to the store and get more Ducales Colombian crackers.”

He laughed. “You, too?”

“Que?”

“I’m addicted to them, too.”

She hooked her arm with his. “Then Ducales, here we come.”


CHAPTER FIVE
[image: ]


The cozy living room of her uncle’s guest cottage provided Bella with a tranquil backdrop as she settled into her work routine. She sank into the comfy couch and opened her laptop, typing away as she moved through her professional duties in the virtual world.

With a few swift clicks, she entered the digital realm of her work meeting. The faces of her colleagues appeared in separate video boxes on the screen, each bearing an expectant expression. Her director’s voice ushered in a discussion that demanded her keen attention.

“As we move forward with the fundraising campaign, we need fresh ideas to engage our donors.”

She focused on each word, wanting to get all the valuable information. The dialogue flowed, and they exchanged ideas. She remained anchored in the virtual conversation.

Her colleague Donna turned to her. “Bella, considering your wealth of experience, you should focus on personal stories. Donors often connect more with real people and their journeys. You’re great at capturing that.”

The recognition of her experience and the suggestion to focus on personal stories resonated with her. It was like a nod to her storytelling prowess and a reminder of the power of connecting with real human experiences.

“Thanks, Donna. I'll keep that in mind. Personal stories do have a way of making the cause more relatable. Your feedback means a lot.”

The meeting soon ended. As everyone left, Susan asked her to stay on. “How’s your godfather’s recovery?”

Of course, she had to ask. “He’s doing much better now. Thank you for asking.”

Mamá, thanks for giving me your ‘creative storytelling’ gene.

“Great, I look forward to seeing what you can do with Donna’s suggestion. She’s amazing. I love her ideas. Be sure to tap into her if you run into trouble. We want to raise the bar on this project. Be sure to put your focus on it.”

“Understood. I’ll report back soon.”

For the next few hours, Bella tried to brainstorm for the fundraising campaign, but her ideas felt forced. Frustrated, she closed her laptop and looked out the window. The tranquil view sparked a decision: a change of scenery to inspire creativity.

Packing her essentials into her bag, she slipped into sneakers and ventured outside. The cobblestone streets greeted her with familiar charm, leading her toward Cami’s coffee shop.

The rhythmic beat of her sneakers on the cobblestones harmonized with the distant hum of street vendors setting up their stalls. As she turned corners, the town unfolded its character—colorful and alive. Approaching Cami’s coffee shop, she noticed the inviting glow of warm light seeping through the rustic windows, a beacon drawing her closer to the promise of a cozy haven amidst the town’s charm.

The bell above the door chimed as she entered, and a man greeted her. He had impeccably styled, short, wavy dark hair that danced in rhythm with his easygoing demeanor. His mischievous smile played upon features that hinted at a well-lived life, with laughter lines etched at the corners of his expressive eyes. His casual attire echoed a sense of effortless charm. He waved cheerfully from behind the counter, and she reciprocated.

“¡Hola! ¿Cómo estás?” he asked.

“¡Hola! Estoy bien, gracias.” She glanced around, disappointed she didn’t see Cami.

“Make yourself at home,” he continued in Spanish, gesturing toward the seating area. “How about a coffee?”

“Yes, please, café con leche!” She loved coffee with milk.

“Ah, sí. My name is Carlos, and I’ll bring it over to you.”

She found a quiet corner near a window and carefully set up her workspace, arranging her laptop, notepad, and pen in an orderly fashion. As she settled into her chair, she took a moment to take in her surroundings: the murmur of conversation, the clink of porcelain cups, and the gentle hum of the espresso machine.

Bella opened her laptop in the comforting atmosphere. The conversations and clinking cups created a rhythmic pulse matching her heart. She stared at the blank screen, ready to write her ideas.

Then Tobi arrived by her side. “Hola, cutie.”

He wiggled his body and reached up. “You want to come on my lap?” He squirmed some more. “Okay, then.” She scooped him up.

“Have any ideas for me?”

He cocked his head.

“I’m going to take that as a no. Looks like I’m on my own, eh?”

Carlos brought her coffee to her. He smelled of a blend of earthy spices and cedar, a fragrance of careful grooming. “Would you like anything to eat with that? Perhaps some bread?” he asked in Spanish.

“I’m good for now. I’ll let you know if my stomach starts to growl,” Bella replied in Spanish.

Despite her resolve, the cursor blinked in an empty abyss. The river project in Rockville, Maryland, was vital to her. She believed in its potential to transform the community and restore a valuable natural resource. But the words to convey its significance remained elusive, trapped somewhere between her mind and the screen.

Her gaze wandered out the window, where the world beyond offered a silent invitation to unlock her creativity. The cobblestone streets told their own stories, whispered by the passing footsteps of locals and tourists alike.

She returned to the document, determined to break through the barrier that blocked her ideas. The clatter of dishes and conversations reminded her that creativity was a living entity that could ignite unexpected moments of connection.

Bella exhaled and typed about the river project’s goals, the community’s aspirations, and potential environmental impact. She detailed its history, significance, and stories of those connected to it. But her words lacked passion and urgency. They were merely flat descriptions on the screen.

She leaned back in her chair, frustrated and disheartened, and closed her laptop with a sigh that echoed her defeat. Her creativity had abandoned her when she needed it the most. Accountability counted when working remotely, and she didn’t want to disappoint.

Then Cami entered from the backroom.

Oh, hello.

Bella’s eyes jumped to her jeans, which clung to her slender hips. She wore a pair of worn leather boots, adding a rugged charm to her ensemble. 

If those jeans hugged any tighter, they’d be on a first-name basis with her calves.

Her dark curly hair bounced with each step, her serene presence brightening the café even more. “Hey, Bella!” She walked toward her table and glanced down at Tobi in her lap. “Oh, I see someone’s made himself right at home.”

“He’s a trusting one, for sure.” She picked up her coffee cup to sip and missed her mouth completely.

“Oh gosh,” Cami giggled. “Here’s a napkin.”

“Thanks.” She took it and wiped her mouth. “As you can see, I’m struggling to focus today.”

“It’s early.” Cami wiped a spot of coffee near her laptop.

“Any words of advice for a struggling writer taken in by the beauty of Barcelona?”

Cami’s brows knitted together. She leaned against an adjacent table, her features illuminated by the gentle light of the hanging bulb. “You know what helps me?” she whispered as if sharing a secret.

“Do tell, por favor.” A flirt trailed Bella’s sentence.

“Solving puzzles.”

“Puzzles?” Bella asked.

Well, then, toss the pieces and see where they fall.

“Something about fitting all those little pieces together helps clear my mind and open my creativity.”

She glanced at the oblong table in the corner of the coffee shop, surrounded by a dozen chairs. Puzzle pieces lay scattered upon it in all its multicolored glory. The puzzle glowed in contrast to the shiny black surface of the table around it.

“Give it a try, Bella,” she encouraged. “Puzzle-solving encourages patience, concentration, and the ability to think critically—skills that can help with any laptop task.”

Her relentless positivity touched her. With work in mind, the idea of solving puzzles initially seemed silly. But, secretly, the lure to ditch her serious mindset, go with the flow, and enjoy the process tempted her. Especially with Cami there to nudge her.

“Okay, I’ll give it a try. Just for a few minutes. I do need to get some work done today.”

She stood and gathered her belongings. Her pen rolled to the floor, so she bent to get it and whacked her head on the table’s edge on the way back up.

Cami gripped her wrist. “Are you okay?”

She rose and rubbed the back of her head. “Yes. I’m fine.”

“Don’t worry about your things,” she said in English with her adorable Colombian accent. “Keep everything here for when you’re ready to work. Except for your coffee, of course.”

“Of course.” Bella picked up her coffee cup and headed toward the puzzle table. Cami followed. She studied the scattered pieces, their colors and shapes forming a chaotic mess. She couldn’t imagine how anyone would find solace in such a mess. Her abuelo and uncle did, so maybe she could, too.

“How do you even begin?”

Cami’s eyes lit up with playful mischief. “That’s the fun part. Finding the edges first would be best, then work toward the center. It’s like putting together a story, piece by piece.”

Bella chuckled, grasping the metaphor. She picked up a random piece and examined its shape, turning it left and right until she found its match.

Cami handed the puzzle box to her. “This is what it’ll look like.”

She examined the intricate design on the box cover—a traditional Colombian landscape with colors that leaped off the surface.

“One piece at a time,” she advised, then walked away.

Bella sought out the straight-edged pieces. Her thoughts shifted from her work to the task.

A few minutes later, she had finally connected the first few edge pieces. It was a small achievement that sparked something inside her, reminiscent of the simple joy of creation she experienced while solving a puzzle with her grandfather a few months back.

“See?” Cami called from across the café. “You’re already progressing.”

She glanced up to meet Cami’s gaze. A warmth spread across her cheeks. She wanted to impress her, to prove she could let go and enjoy the moment without judgment or expectation. With renewed determination, she returned her focus to the puzzle, her fingers deftly sorting through the remaining pieces.

The coffee shop around her faded, replaced by colors and intricate patterns.

“Look at you go!” Cami said as she returned to her side, holding a tray of steaming cups. “You’re doing great.”

“Thanks.” Bella kept her eyes fixed on the puzzle. She couldn’t afford to let distractions pull her away now. She had to see it through to the end.

The time sped by for Bella as she worked on the puzzle. The smell of coffee and chatter lulled her into tranquility, and satisfaction grew with each piece in place.

“Voilà!” She secured the final piece. The completed three-hundred-piece puzzle vividly depicted a Colombian landscape—the image of the home she longed to reconnect with.

“Wow, you finished it!”

She looked up to see Cami beaming at her, eyes twinkling with pride.

“Thank you. I needed this. Not just the puzzle but talking to someone who gets the issues of a creative mind.”

“De nada, Bella. It’s good to let your mind wander. You never know where it might take you.”

A delightful lightness bubbled up within her. “If my mind wandered anymore, it might end up in space.” She took a move from her grandfather and went into demolition mode, dismantling the puzzle in a few swift motions.

Cami giggled. “You could’ve admired it for a few seconds longer, no?”

“And miss out on all the fun?”

Bella placed all the loose pieces back into the box and handed it to Cami. “You’ve helped me more than you know.”

“Anytime. I’m always here if you need me. If you ever want a tour of Barcelona, ask. It gives me a chance to practice speaking English, too.”

“Your English is better than mine.”

“You’re too nice to be a liar.”

Oh, if you only knew.

Bella stood, lighter and more grounded than when she had entered the coffee shop earlier. She gathered her things into her bag and slung it over her shoulder, the weight of it a reminder that she still had work to do.

“Adios, Bella!” Cami called out as she walked through the door.

“Adios, Cami.” She turned back for one final glance at the woman who had unknowingly made her day. “I’m going to take you up on that offer.”

“I hope you do.”

Her bounce increased with each step she took away from the café.

Back home, she reopened her laptop with determination, hoping the puzzle-solving from earlier would indeed help to spark her creativity. And just like that, the words finally flowed. She expressed her passion for the river project—emphasizing community involvement, preservation, and people’s connection to nature.

As her fingers moved, her creativity ignited. She weaved a narrative about the river project and its people, stories, and vision for the future. When she hit “Save,” accomplishment washed over her. She had found her voice, and her words had flowed.

Now on to find someone willing to tell their personal story to boost the project’s emotional impact. She regretted her initial confidence over the task in the last team meeting. What if she couldn’t find someone? She could send out an email campaign to their subscribers asking for volunteers. But they already sent out three emails in the past month to that list for other asks.

She stretched her arms above her head and stood to brainstorm.

Then her phone buzzed with a new message. She picked it up and read the notification from her brother.

“Hey, sis, I wanted to let you know that Papí fainted in the kitchen earlier. He hit his head and had to go to Urgent Care, but he’s okay now. He doesn’t want you to worry. We just wanted you to know.”

Don’t worry? 

She dialed her brother’s number and pressed the phone to her ear.

“Hey, what happened?”

“Hey, Bella. Don’t worry, Papí’s fine now,” he reassured her. “He said he got up too fast from the chair after his coffee and got dizzy. He fainted and hit his head on the counter. It was a small gash, but he’s back home now and resting.”

A gash?

“I can book a flight back tomorrow if he needs me.”

“Is Colombia that bad where you’d want to come back and clean his scalp staples?”

“Staples?”

“He hit his head, Bella. Yeah, staples. He’s fine. Hold the flight plans. He’s just a lovable, stubborn fool.”

“So, he’s definitely okay?”

“Yeah, he’s watching TV and complaining about how his soccer team is losing. He’s fine. He would be very upset if you flew home over this.”

Relief and exasperation washed over her. “Tell Papí to take it easy. If he ever feels dizzy again, he needs to sit.”

“I will. And Bella, don’t stress too much. He’s tough, you know.”

Tears welled up, blurring her vision as a knot tightened in her chest. Suddenly, she wanted to be there, by her father's side, sharing in his complaints about the soccer match, witnessing the mundane moments that suddenly held profound significance. What if something more serious happened in her absence?

Panic surged through her, an overwhelming sense of being powerless against the unpredictability of life.

She took a shaky breath, attempting to compose herself. “Thanks for letting me know and for caring for him.”

“Don’t get all mushy on me. We siblings must look out for each other. It’s as simple as that.”

“Give the kiddos a hug.”

As she hung up, the room felt emptier, the distance more pronounced. Thankfully, her brother and Nadia were there to keep an eye on him.

Life was unpredictable. But it offered her several comforting points, like a supportive family and, as of late, joy in the smile of a Colombian woman.

Oh, and Ducales crackers. She walked over to the kitchen and opened a new package of them that Tía Maria had left for her.


CHAPTER SIX
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The next day, Bella spent time video conferencing with potential donor clients for another project she had taken the lead on. She also sent her river project narrative ideas to the team, avoiding the part about not finding a personal story yet.

At their team meeting soon after, Bella braced when it came to talk about the river project.

“These ideas are good, but I was hoping you’d incorporate a personal story like we originally discussed,” Susan said.

Bella groaned inwardly. With being so far away from the States, how would she ever find someone suitable to interview? She leaned into the issue. “Do you have anyone in mind to interview?”

“That’s typically your department,” Susan said. “Do you want Donna to find someone?”

Say yes, and she’d admit to the inconvenient remote work arrangement. Say no, and she’d experience hell for the next few days trying to make such a connection from a different continent. “I’ll handle it.”

After the meeting disconnected, she called her father. He didn’t answer. So, she called her brother.

“Is Papí with you?”

“Nadia drove him to get a coffee and donut. I told you. He’s absolutely fine. His hair’s not. He’s got a five-inch staple gun line down the back of his head. Give it a month, and no one will know.”

She shuddered at the mental image of her father sporting a staple line on his head. “I can’t believe he’s still going for coffee and donuts after that. Mamá would kill him.”

“You know him, always acting like he’s invincible,” her brother chuckled. “Seriously, Bella, he’s all right. We’ll make sure he takes it easy for a few days.”

“Thanks, Eduardo.”

“Anytime, sis. Don’t worry too much, okay? We’ve got this.”

She couldn’t do anything from Colombia. She was grateful for her family’s reassurance, but the concern lingered in her mind.

“Hey, are the kiddos free?”

“If by free you mean free to a good home, yes. I’ll gladly ship them off to you for the next six months because they’re bickering with each other this morning.”

“Well, I’d gladly take them.”

“Their mother would never forgive me, and I’d be a miserable, blubbering mess. But yes, they’re here. You want to chat with them?”

“Yes. Let’s get on video.”

She needed to see their faces and assure herself that their bond remained strong despite their distance.

As the screen came to life, their two little faces appeared.

“Hey, Tía Bella!” they said.

“Hey, you two!” She melted at the sight of their joyful faces. “How’s my favorite pair doing today?”

“We’re good! We played with the neighbors today, and they showed us how to ride bikes!” Emma said.

“That’s fantastic! I bet you’re both becoming experts.”

The conversation flowed. Bella listened to their stories and shared some of her adventures in Colombia. She told them about the picturesque landscapes and how she had discovered a passion for puzzle-solving thanks to a friend named Cami.

“You’d love Cami, she’s nice.”

“Sounds like a cool friend, Tía Bella!” Ethan said.

The call lasted a while, but eventually, the time had arrived to say goodbye. She swelled with love as she kissed her godchildren through the screen.

“I miss you both so much.”

“We miss you, too, Tía!”

After the call ended, a wave of sadness washed over her. What if the kids grew apart from her while she was gone?

She walked to the town center to get groceries and seek Colombian comfort food to clear her mind. Maybe some plantain chips or more Ducales crackers. But she needed cash first.

She stood at the stand-alone ATM, fixing her gaze on the unyielding screen after requesting a withdrawal. It hummed mechanically, but no money materialized. She punched the keys on the unit, and nothing happened. The wheel on the screen spun and spun.

She tapped the side of it.

The wheel on the screen stopped spinning, and then it spat out a receipt.

The receipt indicated she had withdrawn one hundred American dollars from her bank account.

“No! I did no such thing.”

She grunted and grumbled, banging the side of the machine.

“Stupid thing!”

The machine flashed its welcome screen.

“Argh!”

Bella turned on her heels. Who could she complain to? The man selling beaded bracelets next to it? She’d have to waste time later calling her bank to straighten out the mess.

She retraced her steps back to the guest cottage, fuming. She’d love to walk into a diner and order a stack of pancakes covered in whipped cream and strawberries at that moment. Or go to the supermarket near her condo in Rockville to buy pasta, spaghetti sauce, almond milk, and the comfort foods that always set the world straight.

Reaching the chalet estate, she unlocked the gate. She stepped back into a peaceful retreat, away from stupid ATMs that stole her money. She attempted to call the bank and got nowhere fast. She’d write an email to her local bank in Rockville, explain the debacle, and let it go.

She couldn’t afford to let it ruin her day.

So she settled at her desk to work on her newsletter, though her gaze strayed outside. Leaves rustled in the wind, dappling the path around the pool, while birds flittered around feeders.

She didn’t want to work.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, paralyzed by indecision and a desire to see beyond her window.

A few hours later, having written nothing worth reading, she returned to the garden patio and joined Tío Jairo under a mango tree.

“Where else can one walk out of their front door and sit under a mango tree?”

“This is the life.” Tío tilted his head back to take in the sky. “I take it you’re having a hard time concentrating?”

“Can you blame me? Did you hear what happened to my father?”

“Eduardo told me. He ate a donut this morning. He’s fine.”

“If he keeps eating donuts, he won’t be fine much longer.”

“He’s a grown man who can take care of himself. No need for you to worry.”

“I’ve been here a little over a week and am homesick for things like comfort food and the kiddos. When I’m there, I want to be here. When I’m here, I want to be there. Was it always like that for you when you lived in the US?”

“I suffered many lonely days.” He lifted his sun hat and lowered it. “Yet look at me. I’m still alive and thriving.”

“I wish everyone I cared for could live in one place. Hell, even one country would be fine at this point.”

He chuckled. “It’s okay to feel torn. You’re far from home, divided between your passion for purpose and longing for your loved ones.”

“I love being here in Colombia, but at the same time, I haven’t been away from Ethan and Emma for more than three weeks. They’re young, which means they change fast.”

“Don’t worry. They won’t be driving cars by the time you get back.” Tío Jairo placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, offering his support. “Family is an anchor, Bella. In our case, it’s a good anchor. It grounds us and reminds us of who we are and where we come from. Your connection to your godchildren is precious, and it’s natural to want to be a consistent presence in their lives.”

“I’m afraid we’ll lose what we have over the next six months.” Tears brimmed. “Don’t mind me. I’m Miss Sensitivity.”

Tío Jairo wiped away a stray tear from her cheek. “Oh, mi sobrina, you won’t lose anything with them. The bond you share with them is deep and meaningful.”

His words acted like a balm to her soul.

“You know,” Tío Jairo continued, “life is about navigating the different aspects that make us who we are. You can cherish your time in Colombia while also making space to be present in Ethan and Emma’s lives.”

She considered his words. “I tend to rush everything. I don’t want to rush this trip. I want to be present for it. I want to learn everything about my heritage, Colombia, coffee, art, and the land.”

“Have fun. Take it all in.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Thanks for always pointing out the positives.”

He patted her back. “You’re always welcome, mi sobrina.” He stood. “Now, I’ll let you get back to work.”

“I don’t feel much like concentrating on work.” The challenge of finding a willing interviewee had blocked her. She cared about the river project but was too far away from it at that point. “I’m a hands-on kind of person when it comes to work projects.”

“I bet you’d discover many in our country,” Tio said with a chuckle.

She recalled Cami’s conversation at the café about the issues the local artisans faced. And then she thought back to what Tío Jairo said about the different quality levels of coffee. There, indeed, were stories to tell to highlight awareness. “The beauty here is distracting.”

“You should take a break,” he suggested. “Take a walk and return with fresh eyes and renewed energy.”

She glanced again at the alluring scenery. With a decisive nod, she stood. “You’re right. I’ll take a walk. Tío, can I borrow a few pesos to get something to eat? The ATM didn’t play nicely with me today. I’ll write my bank an email tomorrow to complain.”

“You used the ATM in town? That one is a mechanical thief.”

“Is there another one?”

“Not here. In Armenia. I’ll loan you some until we get back there.”

“I appreciate that.”

“I should’ve warned you. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

What could she say?

Was everything going to be so challenging to come by?

A few minutes later, with pesos in hand, she strolled out of the gated driveway and toward the town center. In a short five-minute walk, the heart of Barcelona’s town center unfolded before her like a painting come to life.

As she entered the small square, she gawked at the idyllic panorama. Such a view could never get old. The fountain danced in the sunlight at its center. Coffee and pastries teased her, causing her stomach growled.

A treat will help me to focus.

Along the edges of the town square, various storefronts painted a vivid picture of local life. The first storefront, covered with hand-painted signs, belonged to a quaint artisanal crafts shop. Its windows displayed intricately woven textiles, handmade pottery, and souvenirs, inviting passersby to explore the workings of local craftsmanship.

The air was filled with the sweet scent of blooming flowers, adding a natural beauty to the bustling view. Friends engaged in animated conversations over steaming coffees, the aroma mingling with the laughter that resonated through the square. Children chased birds, their giggles harmonizing with the fun ambiance. Shopkeepers engaged with customers, their exchanges becoming part of daily life in that picturesque Colombian town.

Their ATMs may suck, but everything else is incredible.

“Excuse me, señorita,” an older gentleman said in Spanish. “Could you help me carry these groceries to my car?”

“Of course.” She took some bags from the man’s arms.

“Gracias, senorita,” he said when they reached his car. “You’re a kind soul. Your mother raised you well.”

“She certainly had a way in this world.”

As she waved goodbye to the man and continued her walk through the town center, she opened to the beauty and culture surrounding her.

Vibrant banners and posters beautified the center square, each telling a story of diverse coffee cultures. A short stage stood as a centerpiece, transformed into a visual spectacle with eclectic decorations. The banners, in hues ranging from deep coffee browns to tropical greens, created a captivating backdrop for the unfolding exploration. Posters displayed intricate illustrations of coffee beans, brewing methods, and the faces behind the brews, adding a layer of artistic flair to the ambiance.

She peeked over the crowd. The people discussed something, their hands gesturing wildly.

Bella tapped on the shoulder of a woman standing in front of her. “Disculpe. Could you tell me what’s going on here?” she asked in Spanish.

“Ah, sí, claro.” The woman faced her. “We’re learning about our farmlands and how to preserve them,” she said in Spanish. She gestured toward the stage and continued. “It’s a community workshop organized by the Cultural Heritage Center so that we can all learn and share our experiences about coffee.”

As she looked on, members of the crowd passed around small ceramic cups of robust coffee.

“Ah, this reminds me of my abuela’s coffee,” a man said in Spanish.

“Sí, ¿verdad?” another woman agreed. “The best things in life are simple.”

Her heart skipped a beat as she spotted Cami and Carlos behind the table, guiding the discussion with charm and enthusiasm.

“And this is how we prepare a first quality coffee,” Carlos declared in Spanish, his voice warm and inviting like the coffee he taught them to appreciate.

“We should do this more often,” one woman suggested, gesturing to the coffee in her cup. “There is so much wisdom here that we don’t want to forget.”

The class was interactive, drawing in many people. Cami and Carlos passionately discussed the origins and characteristics of Colombian coffee beans.

“What’s the difference between an Arabica coffee and a Robusta?” an older gentleman asked in Spanish.

“Excelente pregunta,” Carlos said. “Arabica is milder and more aromatic, while robusta has a stronger, more bitter taste.”

Attendees shared their knowledge and experiences. They each took pride in preserving the culture they inherited from previous generations.

“I remember when my grandmother taught me how to grind coffee in a pylon,” a middle-aged woman said. “What a special experience to share with her.”

“Es cierto,” Cami said. “There’s something magical about keeping those traditions alive and sharing them with others.”

Okay, I want in on the learning, too.

She decided to observe for a while longer, moving closer to the stage.

There is a story to tell here.

Excitement bubbled within her as she envisioned using her skills to bring awareness to the depth of this cultural phenomenon. She could see herself crafting compelling narratives that celebrated coffee’s artistry and advocated for the communities and traditions connected to it.

“Now let’s prepare a coffee with the Chemex method,” Cami announced, holding up a sleek glass vessel. “It’s an artisanal way of preparing it and highlights the fruity and floral notes of the grain.”

Cami showed each participant how to make coffee.

“We should all try this method at home,” a young man said, snapping photos with his camera. “It changes the way we taste coffee.”

“Definitivamente,” Carlos said. “And remember that every cup of coffee tells a story about the grain and the land it’s grown on, and also the people who grow and process it.”

As the class continued, Bella took a moment to pause and reflect on the beauty of the shared experience. There, in the heart of Barcelona, she could finally fathom her family’s history through the lens of Colombian coffee culture.

“¿Qué opinas, Bella?” Cami called out, having spotted her among the crowd.

What do I think? 

Caught off guard, she hesitated for a moment before responding. “Uhm. About?”

Cami moved closer to her, away from the others. “About joining us for a sip.”

“I…I need to get back to work,” Bella stammered, taken aback by her beauty again.

Work? Why did I say that?

“Work gets your full attention. Lucky them.” She smiled sweetly.

Her core heated.

“Don’t forget about my offer to show you Barcelona. We could do a tour tomorrow, if you’re interested.”

She couldn’t feel her feet.

A full day with her? Screw work.

“Sure. Yeah, I’d love that.”

“Okay then. It’s a date.” Cami winked and strolled away.

A goofy smile took over her face. She walked away before anyone noticed.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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The warm Barcelona sun flooded the Cultural Heritage Center’s white stucco walls in amber. The one-story building was modest in size, but bold aesthetically, with mosaic tiles forming intricate patterns underfoot and a series of arches leading into a courtyard filled with life.

Before entering to meet Cami, Bella messaged her friends.

Bella: Let’s all pool our resources together and buy a farmhouse here. Pat, you’ll never have to drink another lousy cup of coffee again. And Veronica, you’ll have more flowers than you’ll know what to do with.

Emily: Any interesting sights beyond the coffee?

Pat: By interesting, she means we don’t want to hear about pretty buildings.

Sandra: We want the real deal.

Pat: And let’s be clear, by real, Sandra means only one thing.

Sandra: Oh, please! Like we all aren’t wondering the same thing.

Bella: What the heck are you all talking about?

Emily: Spill it. Are there any potential vacation delights we should know about?

Sandra: Vacation delights? What are we? Twelve again?

Bella: Plenty of delightful sights here in Barcelona. If you all don’t stop speaking in weird, covert terms, I will be late for a delight. And before you all get funny again, by delight, I mean a platonic date with a local barista who will be showing me around town.

After a series of emojis from her friends, she silenced her phone and put it away.

She opened the door and stepped inside the main room of the Cultural Heritage Center. She glanced around, taking in the sights. Clever artwork covered the walls. Paintings showcased scenes of everyday Colombian life, from farmers laboring in the coffee fields to families gathered around tables laden with traditional dishes. Notable local artists like Pedro Nel Gómez and Débora Arango were well-represented; their brushstrokes captured the essence of the country’s history and spirit.

“Isn’t it breathtaking?” Cami asked, coming into the main area from a side hallway. She stared at the paintings alongside them. “These pieces tell the stories of our people and preserve our heritage for future generations.”

Bella’s gaze shifted to an intricately carved table with several jigsaw puzzles. Some were landscapes, while others depicted Colombian folklore. The large table was inviting and intimate, with enough space for eight people yet perfect for quiet contemplation.

“Wow.” Her fingers itched to join the puzzle-solving process. “I didn’t expect to see this here.”

Cami’s eyes brightened. “This table is part of what inspired me to put a puzzle table in the coffee shop. Community members often come here to work on these puzzles, sharing stories and laughter as they piece them together. It’s a great way to connect and unwind after a long day.”

Puzzle pieces. Fingers reaching for the same one. Beauty. Connection. Unwind. Yep, sign me up.

She would never be able to look at a puzzle the same way again.

“Tell me more about how you got into puzzles.” She sensed a deeper story behind Cami’s interest.

“Growing up, my abuela and I’d spend hours working on them,” Cami began, her voice tinged with sadness. “She used to say that each piece represented a moment in our lives, and when we fit them together, we’d see the beauty of the journey we had shared. Puzzles became a way for us to bond and remember where we came from.”

As they spoke, she drew closer to Cami, their shoulders nearly touching as they examined the puzzles.

“I can understand why you put a puzzle table in your coffee shop. It’s such an amazing way to bring people together.”

“That’s exactly why I wanted to do it. Puzzles are more than entertainment. They help us learn about ourselves and each other while creating meaningful memories.”

“This is a cool place.” She stretched her gaze up to the tall ceiling. A mural spanned the room’s length, depicting a sprawling landscape of the Antioquia mountains. “I’m discovering a whole new world here.”

“Colombia is like a never-ending adventure. Everywhere you look, there’s something new to explore.”

Cami’s presence calmed her. The longer she stood next to her, the more relaxed she became. “I’d love to see more of Colombia through your eyes.”

“Let’s do it.”

“Lead the way.”

Cami led her down a narrow side street, alive with the faint aroma of earth and artistry, guiding them to a gnarled sign that read “Artesanías Cerámicas.”

They stepped into the artisan’s shop. The narrow space was a labyrinth of pottery and tiles depicting Colombian culture. An assortment of pottery in various shapes and sizes lined the shelves.

An older man sat at a potter’s wheel, crafting elegant shapes from clay with skilled hands. His fingers moved expertly as the wheel spun. Two dogs lounged nearby, unfazed by the whirlwind of creativity around them. The dogs were a perfect symbol of Colombian life: oblivious to the chaos.

“Hola,” Cami stepped up to the potter. “Your work is incredible,” she said in Spanish.

“¡Bienvenidas! Thank you, young ladies. Creating pottery is my life’s passion.”

Bella’s eyes swept across the room, taking in the beauty of the artisan’s creations. “This puts my department store dinnerware set to shame.”

He pointed out a few exquisite pieces, continuing their conversation in Spanish.

“Cuánto tiempo llevas haciendo esto?” Bella asked.

“How long have I been doing this?” he repeated in Spanish. His gaze turned distant, lost in memories. “Ah, it feels like a lifetime. I learned the art from my father, who learned it from his father before him. Like the rivers that shape our land, our family’s connection to the clay runs deep.”

Cami’s soulful eyes lit up. “Could you show us how you work?”

The potter shaped the clay into a vase, recalling his upbringing, traditions, and challenges in preserving his craft in an age of soulless modernity.

He brought the clay to life.

“It’s more than pottery, isn’t it?” Bella asked. “It’s a connection to your roots.”

The potter nodded. “Indeed, it’s a way of preserving the stories and essence of our ancestors. Each piece I create carries a piece of their legacy.”

“It’s amazing how art can bridge the gap between generations and cultures,” Cami said. “It’s a reminder that no matter how much the world changes, some things remain constant and timeless.”

The potter finished his demonstration, placing the vase on a shelf with other masterpieces. They thanked him, leaving with an appreciation for the beauty of creativity and tradition.

As they turned a corner, a grand sight greeted them: a field of cows grazing in the sunlight. The curious cows watched as they approached.

The surreal landscape caused her breath to hitch. She reached out her hand, and a cow stepped forward for a pet. Cami joined in. They touched the animal with reverence, like greeting an old friend.

She felt a shared warmth, not just from the animal's gentle touch but from their actions’ synchronicity. In that proximity, she noticed a delicate trait about Cami—a faint, endearing dimple that appeared when she smiled. It added charm to the simple act of petting a cow, rendering the moment quietly poignant.

An older man appeared from behind a small barn, wearing Aztec garments and playing a guitar. The cows turned away and looked toward the music. The man and animals communed without speaking, connected by an invisible force. She witnessed the music of peace unfold, the same peace still alive in places where she suspected nature had the power to heal broken souls.

“This is exactly why I came here,” Bella said.

“The cow?”

“The cow. The music. The scents. The peace. Everything.” She petted the cow’s side one more time. “My mother would’ve loved you, sweet one.”

Cami twirled toward her. “Would you like to walk through my family’s coffee bean farm?”

Her fun spirit, brought out by her casual style with her blue jeans and funky blouse, drew her in. She wanted to be part of whatever the woman shared.

“I’d be delighted.” Delighted! Her friends would be high-fiving her if they were there.

They strolled down a dirt road lined with colorful farmhouses, beckoning them deep into the countryside of Barcelona. The warm sun shone above, and cheerful birds sang as they flew between trees.

“What do you think?” Cami’s eyes reflected the pastoral backdrop around them.

“I have no words.” She lingered on the shades of green that painted the surrounding hillsides. “It’s like walking through an oil painting.”

“Here we are,” Cami announced as they reached the first coffee plantation. Rows of aligned coffee bushes sprawled across the fertile land, their ripe red cherries beckoning for attention.

“Allow me to introduce you to some of the local farmers who help us out,” Cami said. As they approached, several workers looked up and greeted them with nods and smiles.

“Esteban, Carmen,” Cami called out, introducing her to an older couple dressed in worn jeans and long-sleeve shirts. Their faces, weathered by years of honest labor under the sun, stretched into smiles. Esteban had a robust and sturdy frame, while Carmen was petite with kind eyes.

“Mucho gusto,” Bella greeted, extending her hand. The two farmers shook her hand enthusiastically. Conversing in Spanish, Esteban and Carmen shared stories about their family’s generations of coffee farming, their words painting vivid images in her mind. The couple’s love for the land and community shone through every anecdote.

“Thank you for showing me this place.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “I can see how much hard work goes into making the coffee that so many in the world love.”

As Cami led her deeper into the fields, Bella spotted farmers in hazmat suits spraying something on the plants. The pungency made her gag.

“Are those chemicals?” She covered her face with her arm.

Cami followed her gaze. “Yes. It’s how we keep the pests away and ensure a good harvest.”

Another thing that annoyed her about Colombia, besides the greedy ATM. Those oh-so-convenient chemicals were on a mission to mess up the crops and take a jab at the planet and its lovely inhabitants, herself included. Bravo, chemicals, you’re quite the overachievers in destruction! “Isn’t there a safer way to protect the crops?”

Cami’s expression shifted, her brows furrowing defensively. “This is how my family has been farming for generations. It’s what keeps us afloat. We’ve tried other methods, but they don’t yield the same results.”

She quickly realized her misstep. “I’m sorry, Cami, I didn’t mean to criticize. I thought maybe there could be more sustainable alternatives, you know?”

Cami’s gaze softened, and she sighed. “I know you mean well. But it’s not as simple as it seems. We’re doing the best we can with what we have.”

She sighed, realizing the deadlock. “There has to be some alternative.”

Cami took a deep breath. “Again, I know you mean well, and I appreciate it. But this is a battle we can’t solve easily.”

She conceded the point. “You’re right, Cami. I’m sorry for pushing.”

Cami’s expression softened. “Thanks. Sorry that I got defensive.”

“I get it.”

She would do more research to figure out how she could help.

They continued their walk, the tension dissipating as they settled into a more comfortable rhythm, sidestepping the conversation she hoped to continue someday. Perhaps that might happen while they worked on a puzzle, staring deep into each other’s eyes, each considering the other in ways words could never explain.

Focus, Bella.

The sun had begun to set as they arrived at Cami’s coffee shop. The closed sign hung in the doorway, but Cami let them in.

She led Bella to the puzzle table. A partially completed one lay before them. Its colors and intricate design mesmerized her.

“Wow, this looks challenging.” She scanned the various pieces spread across the table.

“It’s a fitting reflection of our town and its people. Every piece fits together.”

“If only life could be that way in reality.”

“It is here,” Cami said.

If Cami weren’t so adorable, Bella might’ve poked holes in her idealistic worldview. But she loved seeing her smile and wasn’t about to say anything to risk erasing it. As they settled into their seats and worked on the puzzle, Cami shared her favorite Colombian singers who provided the soundtrack to her life. “I love Juanes and Shakira, but Carlos Vives is my absolute favorite. His songs invigorate me.”

“I’ve always enjoyed listening to Jorge Drexler,” Bella admitted. “His lyrics are so poetic and thought-provoking.” She paused, considering how music had woven itself into her life. “I’m also a big fan of classic rock. My dad used to play Led Zeppelin and Pink Floyd when I was growing up.”

“Ah, a rock and roller.” She placed another puzzle piece into position.

She glanced at Cami, who focused on finding the perfect spot for each piece. Her thoughts drifted back to their moments in the local artisan’s workshop and the coffee fields with Esteban and Carmen earlier. It struck her how the puzzle-solving tradition mirrored the intricate connections that linked their lives and the land that sustained them.

Cami and Bella continued working on the puzzle. Their fingers brushed against each other while reaching for the same piece.

“So, your abuela got you into puzzles,” Bella said. “My grandfather and his father used to solve puzzles, too.”

“See, I’m not the only weirdo in town.”

She nudged Cami’s arm with her elbow. “A town of weirdos. I love it. I knew it was a matter of time before the truth came out.”

A hint of nostalgia flickered in Cami’s eyes. “My abuelita used to make puzzles from scratch when I was a child. She preserved memories and kept the family together that way. She’d use old photographs or newspaper clippings to make them, and we’d all gather around to help put the pieces together.”

As Cami continued to share her story, Bella enjoyed watching her hands move gracefully across the table, picking up each piece with delicate precision.

“Before this trip, I never thought about puzzles in that manner, as a way to bring people together and preserve memories.”

“It’s not just about putting the pieces together. It’s about discovering new ways of seeing the world, much like our lives and relationships.”

Cami’s curls bounced along with her adorable charm.

“Hey, does this piece fit over there?” Cami pointed to a spot close to Bella, holding a puzzle piece between her slender fingers.

Bella leaned in closer, their shoulders touching, and studied the piece alongside Cami. “I think it does.”

“Perfect.” Cami placed the piece in its rightful spot. They exchanged glances, their eyes meeting for an extended beat before returning to the puzzle.

“I love how everything connects,” Bella said.

“And not just in puzzles. In life, too. Sometimes, we don’t realize how interconnected everything is until we step back and look at the big picture.”

“Exactly. Like our lives. I never imagined returning to Colombia would lead me to meet you.”

“Destiny has a funny way of bringing people together.”

Piece by piece, the image gradually became focused, mirroring their burgeoning connection. Finally, when the last rays of sunlight disappeared, Bella placed the final piece and sat back, admiring their accomplishment.

“Today has been special,” Bella said, glancing at their completed puzzle.

Cami looked into her eyes. “I hope this is the beginning of many more special moments we’ll share.”

“Me, too.”


CHAPTER EIGHT
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For the next few days, Bella worked on projects from her guest cottage. Donna managed to find someone willing to share their story for the river project and sent her Bella’s way. So she interviewed her over a video call, researched grants, and wrote for the newsletter. With remote work, she produced just as she would in the office. But her director expected even more.

“The Vice President of Operations isn’t pleased with the remote arrangement because he thinks it’s slippery,” Susan said. “Don’t worry, though. I’ve stalled him on his preoccupation with it by reassuring him that you’re being accountable.”

“Yes, I’m getting more done than ever.”

“Great. I’ll need you to document your daily tasks. This way, I can tell him I have it when he asks. Please send me a daily list of what you plan to do. Send me another one at the end of the day, letting me know what you accomplished. That’ll cover us.”

“I’m a project-based professional. That seems more appropriate for an hourly worker.”

“Do you want to continue enjoying the privilege of working from Colombia for the next five months?”

Bella hated that someone else could control her life. “Of course.”

“Then send the list twice a day.”

She fumed over crafting and sending her lists for the rest of the week. She was thirty-something and being treated like a sixteen-year-old high schooler working at her first job.

As the days dragged on, her annoyance grew. She could hear her mother’s voice, offering sympathy and amusement. Mijita, remember how I used to nag you about cleaning your room and organizing your schoolwork? Looks like your boss has taken over the role now!

She chuckled with a blend of exasperation and fondness. Her mother’s lessons on responsibility and organization had come full circle. They stuck with her all those years later—even the annoying ones.

She crafted her lists, sometimes embellishing tasks to make her list appear more comprehensive. She had to play the game if she wanted the perks. So she added things like research to her list. That could take hours for some professionals. But for a seasoned researcher like herself, it took little time. She effectively drafted proposals because she’d worked hard to craft templates for them. Where it might take other people days to do such things, she could accomplish it in a quarter of the time. The firm also encouraged professional development, so she plowed through a few video courses by increasing the playback speed to get through them quickly. They were typically a waste of time because the instructor dumbed down the content.

Did she accomplish authentic tasks?

Indeed. She could quickly get things done because she was skilled and capable.

Susan only occasionally replied to her accountability lists, which fueled Bella’s anger even more. What was the point of the foolish act? Hadn’t she already proven herself?

Thankfully, her Tío Jairo and Tía Maria helped get her mind off work when they invited her into the chalet for a family lunch in her honor. She walked through the doorway of Tío’s elegant chalet dining room.

Her family’s boisterous laughter and vivacious Spanish chatter resounded through the space, drowning out the sound of rain drumming against the windows. She took a deep breath, inhaling the comfort of home-cooked Colombian food. It brought her back to her roots.

“¡Bella! Come, sit with us,” Tío called out, gesturing for her to join them at the long wooden table. He wore a salmon-colored polo shirt and smelled like an expensive aftershave.

Her abuelo swooped in for a tight hug and kissed the top of her head. “It’s great to see you,” he said in Spanish.

Her mother’s family had traveled from Armenia and Calarcá to join her. Her belly warmed, and tears stung her eyes. Tía Carmen rushed up to her and swept her into a warm embrace. She smelled like she’d just walked out of a garden of flowers. Tía Lucia greeted her with rosy cheeks and a warm grin. Primo Juan, with his healthy glow and expressive eyes, tapped her shoulder and hugged her.

She admired the hand-woven tablecloth, its colors a beautiful contrast to the rustic wood table. Steaming heaps of traditional Colombian dishes filled ceramic plates painted with delicate floral patterns, from bandeja paisa with its savory mix of chicharrón, beans, and plantains to arepas topped with hogao sauce. Silverware gleamed in the warm glow of candles, arranged alongside wine glasses brimming with dark Merlot.

She and her family devoured their meal with delight. Forks clinked against plates as they scooped rice and platanos, and conversation filled the air. Despite her work worries, her appreciation of her culture deepened.

Tía Maria pinned her hair back with sparkly bobby pins and wore a matching salmon-colored blouse. She wiped her mouth with a linen napkin before exclaiming, “¡Esta comida está deliciosa! Tío always knows how to cook for a crowd.”

“Es verdad,” Bella chimed in, allowing herself to relax and enjoy the meal. “The seasoning is perfect.”

She buttered an arepa and took in the sight of her family. Though she grappled with her dual cultural identity, the laughter and love enveloping her reminded her that her family and culture would always be a part of her.

As Tía Maria took a sip of wine, she turned to her with a twinkle in her eye. “Isabella, I’ve been wondering,” she paused, “why haven’t you married a handsome man yet?”

“Ah, yes,” Tío Jairo said, smirking as he swirled his wine glass, “and don’t you want children, Bella? Time’s ticking.”

Her aunt and uncle had moved to Colombia before she had come out to her parents and brother. She cringed as the tension tightened around her. She’d been through coming-out situations countless times, but it never got easier. Her relatives’ curious and concerned eyes met hers.

Here we go again.

“I’m not interested in marrying a man.” She sat taller. “I only date women.”

She glanced around the table to see how everyone took her news. Felipe didn’t seem fazed. He continued eating like she had told them she was Colombian and liked the food. A smile surfaced on her cousin, Natalia’s, face, like she discovered a new shade of lipstick. But her aunts and uncle tensed their shoulders and jaws.

“¡Oh!” Tía Maria said.

Tío Jairo chugged his wine.

Her declaration caused the lively atmosphere to crash. Silence filled the room, broken by clanking utensils. Cousins glanced at each other. Tía Lucia cleared her throat awkwardly.

Her abuelo kept shoveling food between his wrinkled lips, seemingly unaffected by her announcement.

“Now, if you know of any women,” she joked, attempting to lighten their mood.

“Don’t you want to have children?” Tía Carmen asked.

“Someday, if I meet the right partner.” She sipped some wine. “If not, that’s okay, too. My happiness doesn’t depend on having a partner or children.”

The space remained silent as her family members continued to exchange uneasy glances.

“Está bien, Sobrina,” Tío Jairo finally said. He patted her hand. “The important thing is that you’re happy.”

“Gracias, Tío.”

Everyone dug back into their food with nods.

“And who knows,” Tía Maria added with a wink, “maybe you’ll meet a lovely woman here in Colombia who will want to have children with you.”

“Maybe.”

Her family’s acceptance wasn’t perfect, but it was a start.

Silverware clinked, and conversations hummed as her family resumed their festive dinner.

“So Bella,” Tía Carmen asked, “who broke your heart?”

She raised an eyebrow.

“I’m intuitive,” Tía Carmen said. “I can tell.”

“Someone named Rachel. But I am single and happy.” She kept her voice firm and confident.

“Well, how fortunate for the next lovely person to enter your life. Besides, if you’re happy, that’s what matters.” Her aunt’s voice, though soft, carried a note of conviction that echoed through the room. “Love comes in many forms, and we all deserve happiness.”

Tía Carmen’s words brought a smile to her face. The support and love from family and friends always facilitated the journey of self-discovery and establishing her place in the world.

“Gracias, Tía.”

Laughter and chatter continued to fill the room. She brushed off the occasional sidelong glance and whispered comment. Progress took time. For tonight, she had been true to herself—a victory worth savoring.

“Speaking of being single,” Natalia chimed in. “Have you met Cami? She’s nice.”

Natalia’s suggestion took her by surprise. She hadn’t anticipated anyone trying to set her up so soon after she’d confided in them about her sexuality. “Cami?” She asked noncommittally. “From the coffee shop?” Intriguing, captivating, sexy Cami?

“Lo siento, I didn’t mean to assume anything, but you know how we Colombians are—always eager to play matchmaker,” Natalia said. Animated and friendly, she added lightheartedness to the conversation.

“How are you so sure Cami is gay, too?” Felipe asked, his curiosity evident in the quirk of his brow.

“I saw her kissing a woman once in the back alley of the coffee shop. She might still be with her, but I doubt it. I’ve never seen her with anyone other than that time.”

She paused, recalling how Cami’s warm smile and laugh lit up the room. She brightened life for everyone around her.

“Um, gracias, Natalia.” She hoped her cheeks didn’t betray her growing interest. “I appreciate your …enthusiasm.”

The room continued to hum with conversation, punctuated by laughter, as family members shared stories and memories over heaping plates of food. She picked up a piece of fried plantain with her fork, savoring its sweet, crispy texture as her relatives discussed everything from neighborhood gossip to the latest soccer scores.

“The Colombian team has to improve a lot before the next match,” Tío Jairo declared, waving his fork in the air for emphasis.

“If we don’t qualify for the World Cup, it’ll be a disaster.” Tía Luz chimed in, shaking her head with concern and frustration. Tía Luz wore her heart on her sleeve, her expressions revealing a mix of wisdom and a deep caring for those around her.

Bella looked around the table, taking in the familiar faces that warmed her despite their occasional probing questions. Moments like those made her appreciate the beauty in her Colombian roots, even if their line of questioning put her on the defense.

Being true to herself and not hiding her sexuality was critical, regardless of what others thought. As she spooned a generous helping of lentil salad into her mouth, she mused over how difficult it had been to come out to her family years ago. Yet, despite the initial shock and awkwardness, they had accepted her for who she was—a strong, independent woman who loved other women.

Her mind wandered back to Cami and the possibility of a new connection.

Her belly flipped.

“This food is delicious.” Bella set down her fork. “Thank you for everything. I appreciate spending time with you.”

“And we with you, mi Querida.” Tía Maria patted her hand.

Later that evening, alone in her guest cottage, her mind returned to Cami. With each passing moment, her resolve grew stronger. She’d find a way to connect with her more.


CHAPTER NINE
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Bella sat at a corner table in Carlos and Cami’s quaint shop. The low hum of conversation provided a comforting backdrop to the rhythmic clinking of cups and the gentle hiss of the espresso machine. She tried to focus on her work with her laptop open and a cup of coffee cradled in her hands.

After a group of tourists left, Tobi trotted around the café. The click-clack of his tiny paws on the shop’s tiled floors provided a comforting soundtrack. He sniffed and greeted people. Then, he spotted her and bolted to her side on an excited romp. “I thought maybe you’d forgotten we had become friends.”

He wagged his tail and whined, beckoning her to scoop him onto her lap again. “Come on up, little guy.”

He nuzzled his nose against her lap and found his comfort spot.

She returned her gaze to the laptop. The words on the screen blurred together again, swimming in a caffeine-fueled restlessness. Her mind darted from one task to another, unable to settle amid the energetic atmosphere. She sipped the bold brew, hoping it would bring clarity. Instead, it made her jittery.

Across the room, Cami moved elegantly between customers. She lit up the space. Bella watched her, entranced by the easy way she connected with everyone who walked through the door. She admired that talent, but it underscored her sense of restlessness.

She looked up when Cami approached. “Hey,” she said, infusing some cheer into her voice.

Cami’s eyes, always perceptive, caught the strain in her expression. “Hey, yourself. Tough morning?”

She sighed, setting her coffee cup down. “Yeah, trying to get through this mountain of work. I’m barely making a dent.”

“What if we leave work behind for today? Take a breather, explore Salento, and have fun. Sometimes, a little escape is all you need to come back refreshed and ready to tackle everything.”

She looked into Cami’s eyes, seeing the genuine concern and the glimmer of adventure. Cami had thrown her a lifeline, a chance to break free from her restlessness. She could work late into the night to get stuff done. 

“Let’s do it.”

“Give me a few minutes to end my shift, and we’ll be on our way.”

Tobi leaped off her lap and followed Cami.

She could understand his fascination.

Not long after, Cami offered her a sidelong glance. “Follow me.”

She led her out of the coffee shop and to her motorcycle parked out front. 

Great. A motorcycle.

“Here’s your helmet.” She handed it to her. 

Bella fumbled to secure the helmet while glancing at the motorcycle’s small seat. Would they both fit on that thing comfortably? It seemed like a tight squeeze.

“Hop on,” she said.

“You want me to get on that small seat with my wide hips?” 

“Your hips are gorgeous.” Cami offered a wink, her dark, alluring eyes twinkling with mischief, and a slow, confident grin spread across her lips. “Now, hop on,” she tapped the seat.

Cami’s pure, unapologetic sensuality left Bella utterly captivated. Her compliment erased all insecurity, and a blush spread across her cheeks. “Well, all right, then.” She squeezed onto the small seat.

Cami grabbed her hand and placed it around her waist. “Hold on tightly.”

Oh lordy. What would the crew say about this?

She clasped her hands together and rested them on Cami’s navel.

As the engine roared to life, a surge of exhilaration coursed through. The vibrations from the motorcycle reverberated through her body, creating a visceral connection to Cami and the powerful machine beneath them.

“Salento, here we come.” She revved the engine, and they took off.

The landscape unfolded in a breathtaking panorama of rolling hills and emerald-green coffee plantations. Bella clung to her, the closeness both thrilling and comforting. Every twist and turn of the road seemed to synchronize their movements as if they were part of a choreographed dance. With each passing kilometer, her heart pounded in time with the engine’s rhythm, and a sense of freedom and liberation washed over her. The world had become a blur of colors and sensations.

She felt alive at that moment, connected to the enchanting setting and the woman who had invited her on that unforgettable journey.
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The town of Salento, Colombia, pulsed with energy as the sun coated its colorful buildings in a warm embrace. Locals and tourists swarmed the streets, drawn by chorizo and empanadas. They took off on their adventure once they parked the motorcycle on a side street.

Amidst the chaos, Cami moved with purpose, her gaze keen and senses alert.

They ventured into a small shop selling delicate scarfs, embroidered blankets, and other fabric goods.

“Look at these textiles,” Cami touched the intricate weaves. “So many stories woven into each thread.”

She set her gaze on the fabrics. They hummed with a secret pulse, a language only a discerning eye could decipher. “They’re like puzzle pieces, waiting to be put together.”

“Ah, I taught you well so far!” Cami said. 

As they wandered deeper into the labyrinth of shops, a display of fragrant lotions beckoned.

“This one,” Cami declared, holding out a jar. “It carries the essence of sun-soaked afternoons by the sea in Cartagena.”

Bella closed her eyes, allowing the scent to wash over her. It evoked memories of an early childhood vacation. “I’m right back in Cartagena eating a passion fruit popsicle.”

“There’s so much more to discover.” A spark of mischief danced in Cami’s eyes. “Who knows what surprises lay ahead?”

Their journey led them to a quaint restaurant, its rustic doors a portal to a world of tantalizing flavors. The host seated them at a bar constructed of robust and polished guadua that overlooked a canopy of homes and shops in Salento.

Cami slid a menu over to her. “Prepare to be enchanted.”

She looked to Cami. “What’s your recommendation?”

“Bandeja paisa y arepas,” Cami insisted. “And don’t forget the mango juice.”

“Perfect.”

Not long after, the entrees arrived, and they enjoyed conversation about music, art, and life in their respective countries. The conversation flowed easily, but beneath it simmered a current of unspoken intrigue.

Once they finished eating, Cami asked, “Ready for an adventure?”

“Bring it on.” A fire sparked to life in her.

Not more than fifteen minutes later, they stood at the base of The Stairs of Salento, a daunting ascent that would transport them to the top of a hillside. With a rustic, natural feel, the wooden and stone steps blended with the surrounding environment. The steps appeared irregular in size, giving them a charming, handcrafted appearance.

She hesitated and fixed her gaze on the unforgiving stairs. Did she have the stamina to ascend them all?

“Let’s do this.” Cami’s voice cut through the hum of the world.

She shook off the hesitation and trusted Cami’s allure alone would get her to the top.

Together, they ascended. “It’s like walking through a rainbow,” Bella said breathlessly.

Cami nodded.

Muscles burned, and breaths became ragged, but Cami’s presence provided a steady anchor for the gradual climb.

“Almost there,” Cami promised about ten minutes in, breathless but unyielding.

At the summit, they stood victorious, gazing over a world painted in greens and towering mountains. Bella’s breath caught, her soul expanding to embrace the majesty before her. 

“Unbelievable,” Cami said. “I’ve seen this at least a hundred times, yet I’m still amazed.”

“More than words can capture.”

After several minutes of taking in the view, Cami took her hand and guided her down the stairs. Bella’s legs trembled, but Cami’s appeal kept her from falling flat on her face. They returned to the restaurant at the bottom of the ascent, with laughter and camaraderie swirling around them like they’d known each other for years.

“Look,” Cami pointed, eyes dancing toward a series of platforms and cables that cut through the covering of trees in the distance. “Ziplining. What do you say?”

Ziplining was a leap into the unknown, a test of trust in the thin line between safety and peril.

“Are you sure about this?” Her voice wavered.

“What’s the worst that can happen?”

“Um. The cable snaps, and we fall to our death.”

“The line between life and death is thin. Why fight it?”

“You have a way with words, Cami.”

“Let’s live a little.”

With those words, she couldn’t turn back. She summoned courage, allowing the workers to secure her in the harness. Once she stepped onto the first platform, she gripped the zipline and hung prone in a superwoman pose. The weight of her fear and the promise of exhilaration tugged at her soul.

“You’ll need to let go of the zipline whenever you’re ready,” the worker said.

She hung precariously in the air. Her heart pounded in her ears like a drum. She had to let go of the rope and trust that the harness would hold her.

Would it?

She had two choices: regret or joy.

“Come on, Bella!” Cami called from the next platform, having already braved the thin zipline. “You can do this!”

Drawing strength from Cami’s unwavering faith in her and not wanting to deal with the regret of not doing it, she closed her eyes, drew a steady breath, and chose joy.

“Let’s do this.”

She let go of the rope.

The rush of air, the blur of colors, and the wild beating of her heart created a mix of adrenaline and freedom. She soared, transforming into a fearless spirit unbound. Beneath her, she discovered two cows basking in the sunny fields between the trees. Plantain trees and tall coffee plants waved in the breeze. The world came alive below her, offering her a glimpse only those brave enough to fly overhead would ever witness.

“Look at me!” She shouted aloud, laughing with delight.

Her mother’s supportive voice called out to her in the wind. You’re doing great, Mijita! Keep going!

She reveled in the newfound sense of empowerment and freedom. She had stepped out of her comfort zone and conquered her fear, discovering a curiosity that she had hidden for far too long. Living out loud meant embracing the unknown and finding joy in the journey.

As she landed, she had discovered a new facet of herself. The journey irrevocably altered her, reshaping her into someone unafraid to face the unknown. If she could zipline through the Andes, she could do anything. 

Watch out, world! 
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Veronica: It’s been a week since we last heard from you. Have you decided to move there?

Pat: We’d love it because we’d have a place to vacation together.

Bella: You’d all love it here. By the way, Pat, how are your bangs doing? Are you able to fit them under a baseball hat again?

Pat: They’re tucked under it again. My bricklaying apprentices finally recognize me. I looked too soft, barking orders at them with wispy bangs.

Emily: Baseball hats are a smart choice when working with all that cement and mud. I don’t know what Veronica was thinking.

Veronica: I’ll tell you what I was thinking. They have pretty eyes. It’d be nice to see them for a change.

Pat: Being pretty has never been at the top of my priorities in life. Practical. That’s where I am.

Veronica: Well, it’s a good thing I design flower arrangements instead of hair. Flowers never complain. But anyway, back to Bella. Seriously, if you live there, we’ll come to see you for an annual girl’s week. I’ll sneak flower seeds from Colombia in my bag and bring them back to my shop. It’s a win-win for us all.

Bella: Everyone except my father. With all he and my mother sacrificed to get me to the US in the first place, the last thing he’d want to hear is I decided to ignore all that and stake my claim here.

Sandra: Enough with the talk of sacrifices. Tell us, what fun things have you been up to?

Bella: I spent the day with that cute barista named Cami. We toured Barcelona. We also visited her family’s coffee bean farm. Then we went ziplining yesterday in Salento! Imagine me ziplining.

Pat: I seriously can’t—you, the woman who nearly passed out while climbing a step ladder to paint your ceiling.

Bella: In my defense, the ceiling was high, very high.

Sandra: Bella, you’re living a telenovela. Tell us everything, especially about Cami.

Bella: Haha, you peeps are the best! Cami is adorable and knowledgeable about coffee culture here. We went all over Barcelona and Salento, and she’s taking me to explore even more!

Emily: You’re the adventurous one of our bunch, for sure. I like my feet planted firmly on the ground.

Bella: Well, one of us needs to be the sensible one. I tried that trait on, and it didn’t work for me. So, tag, you’re it for good, Emily!

Emily: Gladly!

Veronica: Excuse me. We’re off-topic. Let’s hear more about the barista!

Bella: Okay, okay! She runs a quaint coffee shop with her cousin Carlos. Her family also runs a local farm. You should see how they grow coffee beans. Much of the process amazed me, but something appalled me, too. Farmers wore hazmat-style suits to spray chemicals on the plants.

Pat: Hazmat suits? What the hell?

Bella: Right? Seeing bright yellow suits really punched me in the gut. I just assumed things were more natural here. So you know me, I’m going to dive into research mode to find alternatives they can use.

Sandra: That’s our Bella, always on a mission.

A lovely mission it was.

Their words of encouragement comforted and inspired her.

After she typed out her work task list for the day, she would spend thirty minutes researching sustainable alternatives for coffee farming practices.

With a contented sigh, she set her phone aside and leaned back in her chair, a tease playing on her lips. She couldn’t wait to spend more time with Cami.

Later that day, after completing her work tasks and bookmarking articles on sustainable farming practices, she walked to the town center and entered the coffee shop.

Carlos greeted her. “Hola Bella! Cafe Americano?”

“Sí, por favor, Carlos. Gracias!”

He called over his shoulder. “Cami, un cafe americano, por favor!”

She entered the counter area. “Bella!”

Her heart leaped. So much of Cami intrigued her: her warm smile, love for coffee, and how she perked up the life around her. 

“Hey, how’s it going?” She took a seat at the bar.

“Todo está bien.”

Tobi ran up to her and sniffed her ankles.

Meanwhile, with an elegant and graceful touch, Cami prepared her drink. “Just another day in the coffee world.” She handed her an Americano.

She sipped it, relishing in the smooth flavor. “So tell me more about how coffee bean farming works. Are there affordable alternatives to using harmful pesticides?” 

“Let’s talk about this another time. Okay?” Cami’s smile faltered slightly. 

She frowned, realizing that her enthusiasm might’ve been a bit misplaced. “Okay, Cami. But when? I’d love to learn more from you.”

“Maybe after I close?” 

“When will you close?”

Cami’s smile returned, and she leaned in closer to her. “You do seem to be one of the last customers.”

She glanced around. Two others lingered over their coffee, too. “Then, I’ll wait patiently.”

She pointed to a table behind her. “I got a box of these new puzzles. Check them out while I send some strong hints their way.”

She turned to see a collection of intriguing puzzles on the table behind her. “Which one should I start with?” 

Cami took one of the boxes off the stack and opened it, revealing a complex and intricate image of a bustling market. “This one is my favorite.” She pointed to the puzzle’s details. “It’s going to be a challenge, but…”

“Challenge accepted.” She took the puzzle box from her. “Don’t let me keep you. Those counters aren’t going to clean themselves.” She winked.

Cami snapped her dishrag at Bella’s elbow. 

“I’m joking,” Bella said, “Let me see that rag. I’ll help.”

“Are you in some kind of hurry?”

“To what? Clean this place or to chat with you?” Bella asked.

She glanced at the coffee spill and crumbs Bella left behind. “I’m going to… how do you say… go out on a limb and guess your answer is not to clean the place.”

“Are you insinuating something?” Bella asked, swiping the crumbs into her hand. 

Cami opened the dishrag and arched her eyebrow toward it. 

She poured the crumbs into the rag. 

“I’ll clean, you puzzle.” she strolled away backward, not taking her eyes off her. “Things will go much quicker that way.”

“Look who’s in a hurry now.” 

Cami whipped her dishrag, and the crumbs fell to the floor. “See what you made me do?”

Bella held her teasing gaze. “I’ve got all night.”

She bounced off with a silly grin. 

While she cleaned the counters and machines, Bella worked on the new puzzle.

Once the last customer left, Carlos came in from behind and collected keys from under the counter. “Hasta mañana prima. Adios, Bella,” he waved and headed toward the door. Tobi followed him.

“Adios,” they said.

“Let me get more coffee,” Cami said.

“But you cleaned the machines.”

“I know the owner.” She winked and set about to make the coffee.

In the moments that followed, she lingered on Cami’s easy confidence. There was something about the simple act of making coffee that she turned into an art form. Her hands moved with graceful precision, each motion deliberate yet fluid, caught up in a rhythm only she understood.

She admired the curve of her wrist as she expertly maneuvered the steaming pitcher. Her wrist had subtle strength. It was a small detail but one with profound beauty. 

Alone in the quiet shop, they sat before the new puzzle. The early evening sun filtered through the leaves outside, forming dappled light on the worn wooden surface. Bella cradled her steaming cup between her hands. Cami sipped from hers with an attentive gaze as she shared stories of her life in the US.

“Ethan and Emma, my godchildren, they’re such bright kids. I miss them. I video chat with them often, even when I’m home in Los Estados Unidos, but it’s not the same.”

Cami leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “I can only imagine how difficult that must be for you being away from them. I’m sure they know how much you love them, even from afar.”

“I hope so.” Bella glanced at her coffee. Her thoughts wandered to her childhood, filled with memories of Colombia before her family moved to the US. A pang of longing tugged at her chest, and she fidgeted with her fingers, twisting them together beneath the table. “My mother loved those kids so much. It makes me sad that they won’t get to know her better than they already did.”

Cami cocked her head. “¿Murió?”

“Yes, she died several months ago.” Her throat tightened. “I came here to connect with her roots through my family, seeking a closeness I lost with her passing.” 

She placed a reassuring hand on hers. “You loved your mamá, didn’t you?”

She nodded. 

“Well, she knows it.”

Her eyes welled up with tears, enjoying the warmth of Cami’s skin against hers. “I hope so.”

Cami squeezed her hand before releasing it. “Of course, she does. Mothers know.”

She sniffed and wiped away a tear with the back of her hand. “Are you always this good at making people feel better?”

“I do my best.”

They worked on the puzzle while conversing in Spanish and English, each practicing.

“Tell me about your parents.” Bella sipped her drink as she studied Cami’s face. “What are they like?”

“They both died.”

Her heart dropped. “Oh, Cami, I’m so sorry.”

Cami’s eyes glistened. “It happened a while ago. It’s still hard, you know?”

She took Cami’s hand in hers. “I can’t imagine how painful it must be. If it’s any consolation, they raised an amazing daughter.”

“Gracias, Bella. That means a lot to me.”

“I’d still love to know about them if you care to share.”

Cami’s eyes narrowed slightly. “My parents were hardworking people, always up before the sun and working well into the night. They ran our family farm together, the two of them and Carlos’s parents, and they did it with such love and dedication.” She paused, a nostalgic look creeping into her eyes. “They were also deeply in love with each other. I remember seeing them dance together on the rare occasions they had time to relax. It was beautiful.”

“It sounds like they had a wonderful partnership.”

“They did.” Cami drifted her gaze to the window. “It wasn’t always easy. At times, the farm didn’t produce enough, and they had to take on other jobs to make up for it. They never complained. They always kept going.”

Her family had also struggled to make a living in tough times. They shared that experience.

“They passed within a year of each other, both from cancer.” Cami let out a slow, shaky breath, her shoulders finally giving way to the weight she’d been carrying.

Her heart sank for Cami. “That must have been incredibly hard for you.”

Cami’s gaze remained fixed on the puzzle, her chest rising and falling in deliberate, measured breaths. “Yes, it was. I’ve never talked about it, even with family.”

“Why not?”

“I’m conflicted.”

“About?”

“You see, I can’t shake the feeling that the pesticides were to blame for their deaths. They worked these very fields, you know, without any protective gear. They simply didn’t know better. It was a different time.”

“Of course it was.”

“You know, Bella,” she continued, her voice tinged with tension, “when I saw your reaction to the use of pesticides, it stirred something inside me, which is why I got defensive. Here I am, allowing these chemicals to be used on my family’s farm when I suspect they played a role in my parents’ deaths.”

What could Bella say?

Cami turned her gaze from the puzzle to her. “It’s like a constant battle within me, wanting to honor their legacy and ensure no one else suffers like they did. But suggesting sustainable farming—it’s not just about the farm’s success. It’s about reconciling with my past, with their memory. So when you want to talk about my apprehension with the pesticide issue, I want to run away and not think about it.”

“First of all, no need to run away from me.” She tapped the tip of Cami’s petite nose with her finger, causing her to giggle and release some of her tension. “It’s normal to feel conflicted. You’re doing what you believe is best for the farm and your parents’ legacy. But it’s also okay to want to explore other options. You’re not betraying anyone by seeking a healthier path.”

Cami half-smiled. “You see, Bella, after my parents passed away, my cousin Carlos’s side of the family stepped in financially. They put up all their savings to keep the farm afloat. It’s thanks to them that we’re still here today. And because of that, I carry an immense weight of responsibility, not just to them, but also to the memory of my parents.” Her gaze dropped to the puzzle again, her fingers absentmindedly moving pieces around the table.

She took Cami’s hands and stared straight into her eyes. “I’m honored that you’d share this piece of yourself with me.”

“I’m conflicted, and you’re the first person I’ve felt comfortable talking to about this. Everyone else is too invested.”

“Keep talking to me, then.”

“I’m hesitant to imply that the farming practices they’ve relied on for years, the very ones that saved the farm, were wrong, even negligent. I mean, farmers worldwide use the same approach.” She exhaled. “I don’t want Carlos’s parents, my aunt and uncle, to think they had any part in causing my parents’ deaths. They’ve already carried enough pain, and I don’t want to add to it.”

She listened, her heart going out to Cami, recognizing the complex web of emotions she was navigating. She nurtured Cami’s hands in hers.

“You care for your family and their legacy. You’re not alone in this. I’m here to help you find a better way if you’re open to that.”

“I need to tread that path very carefully.”

“Tread carefully, we will do.”

Cami met her gaze, her eyes filled with gratitude and relief. “Thank you, Bella. You’ve lifted the weight by being here, listening, and understanding.”

She opened her arms. “Come here.”

Cami fell into her embrace. “You’re not alone in this, Cami. We’ll figure a better way together while I’m in town.” She pressed a tender kiss to the top of Cami’s head, a gesture of comfort and solidarity.

“You smell good.” Cami buried her nose into her shoulder.

“It’s tea tree oil. I accidentally doused myself in it this morning while sprinkling it around my bathroom sink to keep ants away.”

Cami’s laughter bubbled against her. “Of course you did.” She leaned back. “You’re a bit clumsy from what I’ve seen so far, spilling coffee and whacking your head on tables.”

“It’s one of my quirks, so others have told me.”

“Someone had to tell you?”

Bella playfully pinched her forearm.

They resumed their puzzle-solving in comfortable silence for a few minutes, then Cami asked, “I’ve spilled my innermost thoughts. Your turn.”

Her cheeks flushed as she locked eyes with Cami. She hesitated a moment before sharing one of her vulnerabilities, spurred on by the empathy in Cami’s expression. “As long as we’re talking about parents…my parents gave up everything when we moved to the States. They wanted to give my brother and me a better life. Since then, I’ve felt this pressure to succeed and make their sacrifices worth it.”

“That sounds like a heavy burden to carry.” 

She smirked. “I guess we have that in common.”

“Yeah, I suppose we do.” Cami inhaled. “I guess it’s important for us both to remember that our parents and extended families have always wanted us to have a better life than they did.”

She reflected on Cami’s words. Her father had high hopes for her. He dreamed of her enjoying a successful career in environmental advocacy. She didn’t want to disappoint him.

“I know my father means well,” she said, staring into her half-empty cup. “He’s always pushed me to be my best, but sometimes I feel like I’m not doing enough. He encouraged me to come to Colombia for this trip. The pressure I have is all self-induced. He’d never tell me how to live my life. He’d be proud if I lived in a tent in the city. He didn’t leave everything and everyone behind for me to live in a tent in the city, though. You know?”

“I get it. Our family wants what’s best for us, but we don’t always know how to do that.”

“Exactamente,” she sighed, her shoulders dropping with the weight of her confession.

They continued solving the puzzle and enjoying each other’s company. “Tell me about your work, Bella.”

She hesitated, considering the question. “Well, it’s not as inviting as your work in the shop. I spend lots of time in front of the computer writing, researching, and planning ways to save the environment.”

“The environment. That’s where sustainable farming comes from.”

“My mind is always on when it comes to the environment.”

“Why the environmental focus?”

Bella moved a puzzle piece between her fingers. “It’s kind of a sad story.”

“We already survived a few tonight. What’s one more?”

She pushed a puzzle piece around the space in front of her.

Cami waited for her to speak. 

“Okay, then. I’ll share. When I was a teenager, I lived near a gorgeous lake.” Her fingers paused on the puzzle piece, the memory vivid.

“I used to go there every day to visit the Canada geese,” she continued, a tender smile gracing her lips. “They became my companions, in a way. I’d bring them seeds and dried corn and spend hours with them. I respected their territorial nature, of course, so I admired them from a safe distance.”

Cami listened, her hands still on a puzzle piece. The room seemed to hush, making space for her story.

“They had babies, you know,” she shared, her voice tinged with fondness. “I watched those little ones grow up over a few months. They were like my own little family. They didn’t seem to mind my presence as I sat on a rock and watched them.”

A pause settled in, the room holding its breath as she drifted back to that time.

“Back then, friends were scarce for me. No one looked like me in school, and no one seemed interested in being friends with the girl with a funny accent.”

Bella absently pushed around another puzzle piece.

“Then one day, I went to visit, and I found them. The geese. They were limp and floating.” The pain of that day poured back into Bella’s heart. “I later discovered that a chemical company had dumped toxins in the water. The town fined the organization after it came out in the news because so much wildlife was showing up dead.”

The room pulsed with the weight of her story.

“That day,” she continued, attempting to steady her voice, “changed everything for me. It became my crusade and mission to ensure I spent my life helping those who needed an advocate. I had to do something after what happened to my geese.”

She watched Cami in quiet reverence, discerning the emotions flickering across her face.

“You’re incredibly strong, Bella,” Cami said. “Turning something so painful into a force for change takes immense courage. I admire that, and I’m honored that you shared that with me. The world is a better place because you’re in it, that’s for sure.”

She stretched her arms to head off the generous compliment. “Wow, we said we wanted to chat and look at us. We chatted.”

“We sure did.” Cami mirrored her stretch. 

“I like solving puzzles.” Bella resumed a relaxed position, gazing at the one in front of them. “Brings out a lot of great stuff. And it gets me away from technology. Come to think of it,” she said, placing a piece in its rightful spot. “I’m a little envious of your work here. I’ve yet to see you with a piece of technology.”

“Cierto. Technology is distracting.”

“I’m hoping my six months here will allow me to take a technology break. By break, I mean using it eight hours a day instead of sixteen hours as I do back home.”

“Dieciséis horas? That’s too much. Maybe it’s time to use your hands instead of your mind so much on this trip. You know, step outside your comfort zone,” Cami suggested. “There’s so much life has to offer—like taking a cooking class or trying salsa dancing.”

“Cierto.”

“Or even working in the coffee fields!” She continued, a twinkle in her eye as she looked out the window to the rolling hills beyond. “I occasionally get out into the fields to help with pruning.”

“I know.”

Cami nudged her hand. “How do you know?”

“I saw you one day a while back. I was with my abuelo looking out over the fields, and there you were.”

“How do you know for sure it was me?”

“You have no idea, do you?”

“No idea of what?”

Bella paused, teetering on whether she should articulate what her heart felt. Fuck it. “Of how gorgeous you are.”

She blushed and slapped the table gently. 

“I’m serious.” She grabbed her hand. “I could never forget the vision of you that day in the sun, enjoying the peace of being with nature.”

She cocked her head and glanced away, a shy smile forming. A beat later, she turned back to her, her eyes twinkling under the glow of the lights. “Well, I appreciate that.”

“You do not know how to take a compliment, do you?”

Cami leaned her head back and laughed— a big, silly laugh. 

Captivated, she wanted to hold onto that moment and let the good vibes build between them. “So salsa dancing, huh?”

“Life’s too short not to dance.”

“Wait until you see me dance. Then you might say otherwise.”

Bella and her newfound confidant laughed at that thought over their unmade puzzle. “I can’t wait,” Cami said. 

“I can’t wait, either.”


CHAPTER TEN
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The hour had arrived for her regular video call with Ethan and Emma. As the call connected, the screen came to life, revealing the familiar living room of their home.

“Hey, Tía Bella!” they said.

“Hey, you two!” She loved seeing their joyful faces. “Are you ready for our bedtime story?”

“Yeah!” they chimed eagerly, scooting closer to the screen, their eyes shining with anticipation.

She searched the stack of storybooks she brought to Colombia, selecting their favorites. “Let’s begin with ‘The Adventures of Teddy and the Magical Forest.’”

She read with a whimsical voice and animated gestures, captivating Ethan and Emma. Her love for them quadrupled with each page as she imagined their small bodies nestled close to hers. She painted vivid images of magical creatures and breathtaking landscapes.

“Wow, Tía, you’re so good at this!” Emma’s eyes brightened.

“Yeah, it feels like we’re right there with you!” Ethan added.

She beamed, cherishing her connection with them through the distance but yearning to hold their tiny hands. Six months apart was too long.

As the bedtime story ended, she fought back tears of joy and sadness. “I’m so glad you enjoyed it. I miss you both so much.”

“We miss you, too, Tía Bella!” they said.

“I wish I could be there with you, reading bedtime stories in person.”

“Me, too,” Emma said.

“Hey, Tía Bella, do you remember when we all went to the zoo together?” Ethan asked.

“Of course I do. It was such a fun day.”

“I can’t wait to do that again,” Emma said, bouncing.

She loved those kids so much.

“Me either.”
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A few days later, she returned to the coffee shop to do another puzzle with Cami. A steaming cup of dark roast sat before her. 

In between customers, Cami and Tobi joined her at the puzzle table while Carlos kept an eye on things. While Tobi curled up in a ball on one of the seats, their fingers worked together as they spoke in Spanish and English, connecting the puzzle pieces bit by bit. It was a simple activity, yet it allowed them to bond over shared experiences of facing similar challenges.

“That’s why I love puzzles so much,” Cami continued, placing a piece into the growing image. “They remind me that even though life can be confusing and messy, there’s always a way to make sense of it all.”

“All that from a puzzle, huh?”

“Don’t you believe me?”

“All I’m saying is I may need to hang out with you more often to experience that for myself.”

“I told you. I’m happy to be your tour guide while you’re in town.”

They sat silently for a beat, Bella enjoying the wake of the light banter and flirtatious undercurrent building between them. “You have a beautiful way of looking at the world, Cami.”

“And what about you? How do you see it?”

“I’ve been so focused on trying to fit in wherever I am that I forget what matters. When I’m here, I don't quite identify as Colombian. In the States, I don’t feel entirely American. It’s a strange sensation, being caught between two worlds. I want to improve the world, but it’s hard when you’re unsure of where you fit in.”

“You don’t need to choose one identity over the other. You can be Colombian and American. They’re both part of your story. By embracing that, you can make the world a better place.”

“I’m a complicated woman.”

“Well, that sounds intriguing. How so?”

She opened up further about her life in the US. She shared more stories of her godchildren and parents, the tight-knit friendships she’d left behind, and the challenges she’d faced to meet her director’s high expectations.

Cami’s gaze never left her face.

“Have you ever considered sharing your story with others?” Cami suggested, fitting another piece into place. “You have a unique perspective that could help others struggling with their cultural identity.”

She paused, considering Cami’s words. She hadn’t considered using her experiences to help others before, but the idea resonated. “Maybe I could,” she said. “Gracias.” She cradled Cami’s hand. “For everything.”

Cami caressed her fingers. “You don’t need to thank me. The pleasure is all mine.”

As they locked gazes, the world around them fell away. 

“I was thinking,” Cami began tentatively. “There’s this salsa dancing event happening tomorrow night. You mentioned wanting to explore this together.”

A warm flush crept up her cheeks. “I need to warn you that I haven’t danced since I was a little girl. Oh, wait, that’s a lie. I don’t like to lie. I attempted it again at a family party when I arrived. I’m a lame dancer.”

“I’d like to see for myself,” Cami countered. “Dancing is a fun way to reconnect with your roots—and who knows, you might even discover a hidden talent if you let yourself have fun with it.”

She hesitated. Making a fool of herself in her family’s garden was one thing. “Will you still solve puzzles with me if it turns out I’m a lame dancer?”

“Maybe it will turn out that I’m the lame dancer.”

“Oh, I highly doubt that.”

“There’s only one way to find out for sure.”

Her heart raced. The possibilities of the future evening ahead lit a fire in her. She could break out of her comfort zone, honor her heritage, and bond with her new friend.

“Let’s do it.”

“¡Maravilloso!” Cami’s face lit up. “And after that, we could try a cooking class or even spend a day working in the coffee fields. Whatever you want to explore, I’m here for you.”
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The next night, Bella prepared for the evening of Salsa dancing at the cultural center. She texted her friends between applying mascara and selecting an outfit.

Bella: Guess what? I’m trying Salsa tonight!

Sandra: I begged you to take Salsa classes with me last year, and you said no.

Pat: I mean no disrespect, Sandra, but you’re not a cute Colombian barista flirting with Bella.

Sandra: Touché.

Veronica: What are you going to wear?

Bella: Any suggestions?

Emily: Something comfortable but cute. You don’t want your clothes to restrict you.

Sandra: Yes, and don’t forget the dancing shoes!

Bella: Dancing shoes?

Sandra: Yeah, something with a smooth sole that’ll let you glide across the floor.

Bella: I have sneakers and Crocs.

Veronica: You need a shopping spree. Your wardrobe is too sporty for salsa dancing.

Pat: Nothing wrong with practicality.  

Emily: I second that.

Bella: Will do. Thanks, everyone. I’ll keep you updated!
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Bella arrived at the coffee shop to pick up Cami. She decided on sneakers over Crocs. She wore a casual black t-shirt under a buttoned baby blue top and a pair of blue jeans. When Cami came out of the coffee shop, Bella’s breath hitched. She was a beacon of sexy beauty. Cami had opted for a chic and comfortable ensemble, donning well-fitted blue jeans that promised freedom of movement on the dance floor. Paired with an off-the-shoulder top, she exuded the lively spirit of salsa. She wore stylish ankle boots to complete her casual elegant look.

Bella kissed her cheek. “You look amazing.”

Cami slowly scanned her outfit. “That makes two of us.” She flashed a coy smile.

“Shall we?” Bella guided her forward.

They walked over to the cultural center, and once they entered, the bass, trumpet, and vocals vibrated, beckoning the room of dancers to sway to the rhythm of the music. Cami’s hand slipped into hers. “Come on, klutz, let’s see what kind of moves you have.”

A nervous laugh escaped her. “Remember, I’m not exactly known for my dance floor finesse. Go easy on me.”

Cami slinked up close to her ear. “All’s fair on the dance floor.”

Her heart skipped a few beats. 

As if on cue, Cami gave her hand a playful tug, urging her onto the heart of the dance floor. They found a spot in the middle of the swirling dancers, her shield against the onlookers sitting at tables. 

“Let the music in.” She laced her fingers in Bella’s. 

The music, the heat, and Cami’s sexy eyes coaxed her body into action. Soon, she let the music take over. Her body moved with a newfound confidence, syncing with the beats and Cami’s hips. Cami matched her rhythm, their movements harmonizing like they’d been dancing together for years. They twirled, lost in the music and the moment. Bella’s worries melted away, replaced by a sense of liberation she hadn’t felt in a long time.

“This is incredible, Cami!”

She danced a step closer. “I knew you’d love it! Let go, Bella, and let the music guide you!”

As the night wore on, they danced through various styles and tempos, each song bringing a new wave of exhilaration. At one point, Cami leaned in close, her voice a breathless whisper. “You’re a natural, Bella. You’ve got fire in your soul!”

“More like a bonfire, at this point.”

“Bonfire? ¿Qué es eso?”

She boldly pulled Cami in, gripping her hips and swaying with them. “You are so sexy. Everything about you. Your cute nose.” She kissed the tip of it. “Your wild hair.” She twirled one of her curls. “Your energy.” She inhaled. “Everything.” 

“You’re kind of cute yourself.” Cami twirled, then drew closer.

“Just kind of?”

Cami winked and led her into a spin. Of course, she stumbled, but Cami guided her safely into the other two spins that followed. 

As they twirled and spun, thrill and desire pooled in her. The heat radiating from Cami’s skin touched her like a gentle flame, causing a cascade of tingles. Cami’s hands glided over her waist and back. The heat rose between them. Their hips ground against each other in a seductive rhythm.  

She pulled Cami in, resting her cheek against hers. “My body has never moved like this before,” she whispered.

Cami’s fingers danced across her back, causing ripples of sensation to cascade through her. “I love the way you move.” Cami’s breath was hot against her ear, her fingers teasing and circling her back.

Bella closed her eyes to enjoy the ripples of delight Cami created. Then Cami feathered her lips against the sensitive skin on her neck. She gasped in pleasure. She opened her eyes and glanced at the crowd. No one paid them any mind. Everyone twirled and swayed to their beat, leaving her free and light.

Cami continued her trail of delicate kisses down her shoulder and collarbone, leaving a path of fire in her wake.

She whispered into Cami’s ear, her voice a throaty murmur. “I want to kiss you.”

Cami took her hand and led her off the dance floor into a shadowy corner. She backed Bella up against the wall. “What are you waiting for?”

She closed the space between them and kissed her. Their tongues danced together, searching and exploring. She felt the warmth between her legs and let out a soft moan. 

She slid her hands up Cami’s back, tracing the contours of each vertebra before gripping onto her shoulders for balance. Cami responded to her touch, pushing into the embrace as their tongues intertwined in a fierce tango of passion.

The raucous beat of the music and chatter blended into a distant hum. The air swirled thick with otherworldly energy, suspending Bella in a temporal void where only they existed. Time froze as the world condensed into that single instant.

A lingering sweetness hung in the air as their lips parted, a delicate echo of the kiss that had transpired. Their gazes met, and a shared smile passed between them, filled with a knowing warmth stretching out the moment.

“Well, that was quite the interlude,” Cami said, her voice a soft, playful cadence.

“A delightful detour, I must say.”

They swayed, wrapped in the gentle embrace of the music and the palpable connection they shared. A comfortable silence settled around them, allowing the world to fade into the background, leaving them in their private cocoon.

“Shall we return to the dance floor, then?” Cami suggested with a twinkle in her eye.

“I wouldn’t want the dance floor to feel neglected without my impeccable moves.” She nudged Cami and extended her hand. “Come on, the night is still young, and you still have much to teach me about salsa.”

Cami took her hand and batted her eyelashes. “Challenge accepted.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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The early morning sunlight streamed through the curtains. Bella stirred, her eyes fluttering open as she emerged from the depths of sleep. A contented smile curved her lips as memories of the previous night danced through her mind.

She extended her arms and arched her back, feeling a warm rush. Sighing, she rolled over and reached for her phone on the nightstand. Her fingers tapped out a message to Cami. “Buenas Dias, beautiful. Last night was amazing. I can’t wait to see you later.”

She sent her text, and her thoughts drifted to the day ahead. She would get more work done and then make time to research farming alternatives. She opened her laptop.

Her phone dinged.

Cami: Do you want to visit my family farm later today? I want you to see the fruitful parts of it, not just the hazmat suits.

Cami included a smiley emoji.

Bella: I’d love to.

She included a heart.

She plowed through her work at breakneck speed. What would typically take her sixteen hours took her three. Then, she scoured online articles, scientific studies, and reports. Soon, she stumbled upon an article that caught her attention.

“Obstacles and Challenges in Transitioning to Sustainable Farming Practices.”

Curious, she clicked on the link. The author outlined various challenges farmers faced when attempting to shift toward more sustainable farming methods. As she read through the points, her heart clenched. Many complex obstacles stood in the way: financial constraints, lack of access to resources, resistance to change, and the pressure to maintain high yields.

One section of the article addressed the issue of financial barriers. Sustainable farming often required upfront investments in new equipment, technology, and training. The financial burden could overwhelm many farmers, especially those with limited resources.

She leaned back in her chair, troubled. Cami’s family struggles made sense, given the article. Changing practices took more work than she imagined. It required a delicate balance of economics and responsibility. Much like activists with the environmental firm, to effect change in sustainable farming and protect communities required much more than a desired commitment. It took resources many didn’t have.

Overwhelmed, she closed her laptop and turned to glance at her watch.

Time to go!

She changed into hiking boots, cargo pants, and a long-sleeve lightweight hoodie. Then, she walked to the coffee shop to meet Cami for her visit to the family farm.

When she arrived, she sat near the window and waited for her to finish her work. Tobi joined her, bringing a stuffed animal toy with him. As he chewed on it, she enjoyed the view: Cami’s subtle curves in tight jeans and leather boots that cradled her well-defined legs and hips. She had tied her hair back in a loose ponytail that brushed against the side of her neck, the same neck her lips had caressed the night before under the dim lights of the cultural center.

Cami turned and smiled at her.

Her belly did that flip thing it always did whenever she was around.

“Are you ready for a coffee adventure?” she asked, walking toward her with a sexy bounce.  

She rose and daringly greeted Cami with a playful kiss on her cheek. “I’m ready for anything with you.”

“Careful, I might hold you to that.”

“I’m counting on it.”

Carlos called out for Tobi, who grabbed his toy and dashed off to him, offering them the chance to escape without him getting tangled in their feet.

Bella opened the door for them.

Cami waved back to Carlos. “I’ll tell everyone you said hi.”

Carlos waved back. “Adios. Pásala bien.”

“Oh, yes, we plan to have a good time, thanks!” Bella said, placing her hand on the small of Cami’s back and leading her through the doorway.

“Do you want to hop on my motorcycle or walk?”

She took her hand. “Let’s enjoy a leisurely walk instead.”

They walked the thirty-minute trek to her family’s farm.

They picked coffee beans alongside a group of tourists under the watchful eye of an experienced farmer her family employed. The red berries contrasted with the verdurous leaves. The display of nature created a picturesque scene straight from a postcard.

Bella plucked a coffee cherry from its branch, her fingers brushing against the leaves. She stole glances at Cami, who stood a few feet away, engaging with the other tourists as she shared her passion for Colombian coffee. She admired how Cami’s eyes sparkled when she spoke about her love for her community and the importance of preserving their traditions.

Cami revealed a handful of coffee cherries. “Isn’t this amazing?”

“Absolutely.” Her eyes traveled from the beans to Cami’s well-defined cleavage. It was right there for her to admire. “I’ve never experienced anything quite like this before.”

Cami’s cheeks flushed in the afternoon sun. “Well, I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.” She paused, looking down at the beans in her hand before adding, “And I’m happy we get to share this experience.” She dropped them into her basket.

“Me, too,” Bella murmured, suddenly wanting to stand closer to her.

They bent down and plucked more red beans from the bushes.

She tingled when they reached for the same branch. They locked eyes, filling the space between them with an electric energy.

“Hey, Bella.” Cami leaned in closer as the farmer continued explaining the coffee harvesting process. “After this tour, I’d love to show you some of my favorite spots on the farm.”

Her pulse raced, and her tummy flipped. She was sixteen years old again, bracing for her first kiss. “You won’t hear an argument from me.”

As she rose, Cami extended a hand to help her, their fingers intertwining. However, as Bella stood, a misstep sent her stumbling. She fell to the ground, and the basket of beans spilled and scattered around her. They shared a surprised laugh, quickly moving to salvage what they could.

“Klutz,” Cami said.

“Guilty.”

The warm sun kissed their skin while the leaves of the coffee plants swayed in the delicate wind. Bella enjoyed every accidental brush of Cami’s arm against hers and each lingering glance. She’d repeatedly fall over herself if it meant soaking up more of her attention.

“Look at this one.” Cami showed her a plump cherry. “It’s perfect.”

“Like this day.”

“Exactly.” Cami locked eyes with her for an electrifying moment before looking away.

They continued exploring, stealing furtive glances and sharing quiet laughter.

Once the tour ended, Cami led her to a nearby hill overlooking the coffee farm. The spot was secluded, offering them a breathtaking view of the valley below and the sky overhead. The sky transformed into a canvas of deep blues and purples dotted with twinkling stars.

“Seriously, it’s like Colombia has its own set of artists painting the world as we move through it.”

“I come here sometimes when I need a break from the world. Es tan pacífico.”

“It is peaceful, indeed.” They sat side by side on the grass, gazing at the universe. “Thank you for sharing this with me.”

“Of course.” Cami’s hand found hers in the growing darkness.

She softened under Cami’s touch. “I haven’t felt this close to someone in a long time.”

Cami turned her head toward her, her eyes searching for Bella’s in the darkness. “I’ve never felt this trusting with anyone.”

“So you’re saying I’m the first tourist you’ve swept off her feet?”

“Have I done that?” Her voice hung seductively in the space between them.

Bella squeezed her hand. “Come on, seriously, talk to me. Someone gave you trust issues?”

Cami inhaled. “Maybe I deserved it because I broke someone’s heart first.”

“Who was she?”

“Why do you assume it was a she?”

She smacked her lips. “Fair enough. So who?”

“I broke Jorge’s heart.”

She tapped her finger against Cami’s hand. “Go on.”

“Jorge and I grew up together. We played tag and hide-and-seek. We built pretend houses out of trimmings and shared our first kiss at the top of Salento’s stairs. And then I met Beth.”

Bella circled Cami’s collarbone. “Go on.”

“Beth vacationed in the Quindio region for a month with her family. Her father was born in Colombia, and her mom was born in Rhode Island. They met in college and had Beth shortly after that. They toured the family farm one day, and I was helping my father with their tour. Jorge caught us kissing outside the roasting building. He never came back around again.”

“What happened to Beth?”

“For five years, until she graduated college, she would visit Barcelona on her yearly trips. She’d take a taxi from Armenia to see me. We’d sneak away and explore things together.”

“Explore things?”

“Yes, things as you’re implying.” Cami chuckled.

“So, where did she go?”

“She graduated college, and her boyfriend accompanied her and her family to Colombia that August.”

“Get out! Did she bring him with her in a taxi to see you?”

“Worse.”

“How can it get worse?”

“Her entire family came, and Beth acted like we were best friends instead of the lovers I thought we had become. She introduced him to me as her future husband. They were in Colombia to get married.”

“Ugh. Gut punch.”

“Gut punch?”

She tapped Cami’s belly with her fist.

“Okay, enough about me. Who broke your heart?”

She exhaled. “Rachel. She said I focused too much on my work and not enough on our relationship. I guess I didn’t give her the attention she deserved.”

Cami’s hand tightened around hers. “It’s tough to balance everything, especially when you’re passionate about your work. You don’t deserve to be alone because of that.”

“I’m not alone when I’m with you.”

“I’m glad you feel that way,” Cami said. “But don’t get too attached to me just yet. I hear I’m a pretty tough puzzle to solve.” She traced circles on the back of her hand.

Bella laughed, releasing the tension in her chest and leaning back on the soft ground. “Challenge accepted.”

“I like that we have a phrase.” Cami nudged her arm against Bella’s.

“Me, too.”

They lay in momentary silence, the night growing darker as the stars twinkled above.

“I’m glad I met you,” Bella said, breaking their silence.

Cami turned her head and met her gaze, her eyes shining seductively in the growing darkness. Her features were illuminated in a soft, golden glow, creating a warm halo around her. Her dark, curly hair framed her face in loose tendrils. A gentle smile played at the corners of her lips. “I’m glad I met you, too.”

Bella propped up on her elbow and leaned in to kiss her. Cami’s lips were warm and soft. Bella’s head spun with desire. She deepened the kiss, savoring Cami’s sweet taste. The world around her faded away as she gladly lost herself in Cami, wrapped up in the intense passion that had been building between them all day.

When Bella eventually withdrew, she feathered her thumb across her cheek. “I’ve been wanting to do that since we left salsa dancing.”

Cami’s eyes reflected the starlit sky as she spoke, “You’re all I’ve thought about since. And this moment, it’s so perfect.”

“It can’t get any better,” Bella affirmed, reclining beside Cami. Hand in hand, they shared a few precious minutes under the celestial sky, lost in the timeless artistry.

“Impresionante, ¿no?” Cami asked.

“Sí, it’s breathtaking.” The moon hung above them like a smooth, white, and lovely marble.

“I always forget how intriguing the night sky is until I’m out here, away from the town lights.” Cami continued to glance at the dazzling canvas stretched out before them. “It reminds me of how small our problems are.”

Problems. Like pesticides. Conventional Farming.

Don’t ruin the moment, Bella. Don’t do it.

“Some problems can take up big spaces, though, right?” She asked, unable to resist the segue into a conversation that begged for air.

“That sounds like a serious detour from this moment?” Cami tapped her. “What’s on your mind.”

“Watching the farmers spray the crops with chemicals the other day bummed me out. It brought up the same sad feelings I had when I found my geese dead.”

Cami’s hand wilted in hers. “I get it.”

“Would you be open to researching with me while I’m here? We don’t need to tell anyone unless we develop something tangible.”

Cami re-engaged by squeezing her hand. Her touch was gentle, like the caress of a summer breeze. “I’m open to learning, of course. I can help by bringing you places and being your second pair of eyes. You’re passionate and knowledgeable, and people may listen to you.”

“Even you?”

Cami turned to her with a teasing twinkle in her eye. “We’ll see about that. When you start dropping science bombs, I might need to bring out my turbo-charged listening goggles.”

Bella’s heart lightened, admiring yet another irresistible trait of hers: a beautiful open mind. She circled Cami’s cheek with her thumb once again. “You’d look even more adorable with geeky goggles. And turbo-charged, too? Mmm.”

Cami’s grin widened. She regarded Bella with her playful eyes. “Seriously, it’s fantastic that you want to research. And thank you for agreeing not to push it on us unless there’s something doable. Eres una fuente de inspiración.”

“I’m inspiring?” Bella burst into laughter and gave Cami a mock-serious look. “Well, you’ve got me beat in the ‘inspire-o-meter’ department, that’s for sure!”

They continued to revel in the sky, peppered with stars like a billion tiny grains of sand. Bella felt small yet unique beneath the vastness of it all.

“Thanks again for bringing me here. You have no idea how much it means to me.”

Cami faced her with tender eyes. “I think I do.” A vulnerability tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Ever since we met, I’ve felt this connection between us. Like two puzzle pieces that fit perfectly together.”

Her breath caught in her throat as the weight of Cami’s words settled around her. They filled her with a warmth that spread from the tips of her fingers to the depths of her soul.

“Yo también.” A happiness swirled within. “I’ve never met anyone like you, Cami.”

Time stood still as they regarded each other with awe and wonder. Cami brushed her fingers against her tingly skin. The simple gesture spoke volumes, conveying a deep emotion that words could not express.

“Can I tell you something?” Bella asked. “Something I haven’t shared with anyone else?”

“Sí, claro.” Concern etched upon Cami’s lovely features. “You can tell me anything, Bella.”

“I’m attracted to you, and that scares me because I know this whole experience is temporary.”

“Todo es temporal,” Cami caressed her cheek. “That makes it more exciting.”

The moon’s glow illuminated Cami’s face as they gazed into each other’s eyes.

“Can I kiss you again?” Bella’s voice trembled.

Cami moved closer and brushed her lips against hers. Time stilled in that fleeting moment as their souls intertwined and their bodies gravitated closer, overcome by a shared desire for something profound and beautiful.

The caress of Cami’s lips was like a spark igniting a dormant flame, sending waves of sensation through her like a sudden rush of warm wind on a cool day. The world around her faded as she leaned into the embrace, their fingers intertwining like vines seeking support. In Cami’s arms, a haven of solace and acceptance opened.

Soon after, a distant rumble echoed through the valley, jolting Bella from the intimate reverie.

“Sounds like a storm is coming.” Cami gazed at the sky. “We should head back before it gets here.”

“Ah, sí.” She cast one last glance at the darkened coffee farm below. As they descended, the first drops of rain fell. As the storm neared, so did the uncertainty of her newfound romantic connection. Everything was temporary, as Cami reminded her.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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The glow of the phone screen lit up Bella’s face as she connected with Ethan and Emma. The two children bounced with excitement.

“Guess what, Tía Bella? Ethan and I both got parts in the school play!”

“Wow, that’s amazing! I’m so proud of you both.” She loved those two kiddos more than life.

“Promise you’ll come to see us, Tía Bella?” Ethan chimed in. “Mom said you’ll be home by then.”

Home.

No more Cami.

“Of course, I’ll do my best for you guys.”

A knot tightened in her chest as emotions swirled—support for Ethan and Emma contrasted with dread of leaving Cami.

“Hey, sis,” her brother’s voice broke through her thoughts, “you, okay? You seem a bit distracted.”

“Sorry, I’m just figuring out some things.”

His eyes softened. “Like what?”

“Work stuff. No worries. By the way, thanks for always sending me updates on Papí. So, he’s feeling better?”

“He’s back to his usual self, always looking for ways to keep busy.”

“In other words, he’d be driving Mamá crazy now?”

“Exactly.”

They turned their attention back to the kids, with them telling her more about school and activities.

“Tía, we have to go play now.” Emma grabbed Ethan’s arm and pulled him away from the phone.

“I love you both!”

“We love you, too!”

Her father and brother appeared on screen. “Kids,” her father said. “They have one agenda in life: to have fun.”

“Excellent reminder for us.” She glanced out her front window at the patio garden of her uncle’s chalet. The warm breeze rustled the mango tree leaves outside, casting speckled shadows onto the colorful rug beneath her feet as she sat on the couch.

“Hey, Bella,” her father said, “your brother told me about Ethan and Emma’s play. I hope you can make it.”

“Me, too,” her brother added, concern etching lines into his forehead. “We all miss you, especially the kids.”

She swallowed hard, trying to dislodge the knot in her stomach. “I miss you all, too,” she managed to say. “I’ll do my best to be there for it.”

“Is everything okay?” her father asked, his dark eyes searching hers through the screen.

“Everything’s fine,” she lied. “Just a lot going on here with work and meeting relatives.”

Her brother shot her a look reserved for when she didn’t tell the complete truth. Her cheeks flushed.

“We’ll take your word for it,” her father said. “You know my intuition is never wrong. If you need anything, say the word, and we’ll all be there in a blink. Even if it means crashing your Colombian puzzle parties.” Her father chuckled.

“What do you know about my Colombian puzzle parties?” she asked, playing her tongue out.

“Tío Jairo says you’ve been spending much time at the coffee shop in the town center practicing.”

“What’s up with puzzle-solving?” her brother asked.

“Hey, it’s a big part of your heritage,” Papí said. “We spent every Saturday night solving puzzles when we lived there.”

“It’s in my blood,” Bella said.

“Or maybe there’s a pretty woman sitting at the puzzle table with you,” Eduardo teased.

She blushed.

“There is!” Eduardo slapped the table. “I knew it! Didn’t I call this?” He turned to their father.

“You did.” Papí nodded at the screen. “He did.”

She rolled her eyes at their teasing. “You both watch too many telenovelas. It’s just a puzzle, nothing scandalous.”

“Sure, Bella,” Eduardo said. “We believe you.”

“Okay, okay, I have to go now. Love you both.” She waved at the screen before ending the call.

She leaned back against the couch and sighed. Oh, how she loved solving puzzles with Cami.

She closed her eyes in the silence that followed, allowing memories of the previous day to wash over her. The softness of Cami’s lips against hers and the warmth of her embrace teased her. She didn’t want to wake up from that dream.

But with that rush of excitement came a gnawing worry. What would starting a romantic relationship with Cami mean for her life back in the US? Her family, her friends, her career—could she ever leave it all behind for the possibility of love?

She leaned back more against the cushions and let the warm embrace of Colombia cradle her, if only for a bit longer.
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Plopping on the worn-out couch, Bella delved into more research on regenerative farming and its stark contrast with the detrimental impacts of conventional farming practices.

As she immersed herself in the sea of information, the words on the screen blurred together, and her concentration waned. Suddenly, a cacophony of music and honking horns shattered the peaceful ambiance. She furrowed her brows, glancing toward the window as the uproar from the town center invaded her sanctuary.

Loud motorcycles roared down the streets of Barcelona, their engines punctuating the air like a discordant band. Her frustration grew, threatening to disrupt her work goals for the day. She disliked the noise and chaos in Colombia most of all.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and attempted to find her center amidst the commotion.

As she was about to lose herself in irritation, she heard her mother’s voice echoing in her mind. Remember, Mijita, life is a dance of harmony and discord. There’s a delicate balance in everything. The wisdom in her mother’s words resonated, grounding her and pulling her back from the brink of annoyance.

She shook off the distraction with renewed determination, returning her focus to the screen. 

She couldn’t control the noise outside.

Stupid, loud people were just that, stupid and loud.

Imagine you are with Cami in a field of wildflowers. 

Wildflowers. 

Cami. 

Sunshine. 

Cami. 

That did the trick. Bella dove back into her research, determined to find innovative solutions that would make a real difference for the farmers in her temporary Colombian community.

As the evening sun created long shadows in her small dwelling, her fingers flew across the keyboard. She sifted through articles, taking notes and formulating ideas. She centered on the low hum of her laptop’s fan and the faint sounds of geckos in the rafters. They created an ambiance that transported her into a world of exploration and discovery. Her fingers danced, typing out search queries to uncover the soil’s secrets, the Earth’s lifeblood.

Before long, the noise outside faded into the background, replaced by a sense of purpose and a vision of a more sustainable future for the community she’d begun to care about.

As new search results populated her screen, she scanned the snippets of information, her curiosity piqued by the astonishing findings she encountered. She clicked on a promising link to an article titled “Regenerative Farming: A Paradigm Shift in Agriculture.”

The article unfolded a vivid narrative of regenerative farming principles, practices focused on healing the land rather than exploiting it. She read with growing interest as the article outlined the fundamental principles of regenerative farming: cover cropping, crop rotation, minimal soil disturbance, and livestock integration. The method nurtured the soil’s health and promised increased resilience against environmental pressures like droughts and pests.

Her eyes widened as she compared conventional and regenerative farming methods. The juxtaposition was stark. On one side, the wastelands of monoculture fields, stripped of their natural diversity and vitality, represented the perils of conventional agriculture. Pesticides, herbicides, and synthetic fertilizers had left scars on the land, seeping into waterways and harming ecosystems and human health.

On the other side, images of regenerative farms painted a different story. Verdant fields showcased an intricate dance of interdependent life forms—plants, insects, birds, and mammals—working in harmony.

The sustainable solution was the smartest and most responsible one.

She opened a new tab, directing her research toward the negative consequences of conventional farming. She immersed herself in studies detailing biodiversity loss, soil erosion, and water quality degradation caused by chemical runoff. The information disappointed her and fueled her to learn more.

She couldn’t stop exploring, and hours flew by. She read about successful farmers using sustainable practices to transform desolate land into thriving ecosystems.

So much for getting any work done for the firm today.

When she sent her accountability task list to her director that evening, she used another white lie, citing she had to take her godfather for a follow-up and couldn’t get to everything.

She rose from her cozy spot and headed to the kitchen to prepare a simple dinner. Her mind buzzed with ideas as she chopped vegetables and stirred a soup pot. She envisioned community gatherings, workshops, and initiatives to spread the message of regenerative farming.

After eating with her tía and tío on the patio, she retreated to her guest cottage and texted Cami.

Bella: Hey, do you want to hang out again soon? I promise I’ll bring a puzzle this time.

A few minutes later, her phone buzzed with a new message notification. She jumped out of her seat, unlocking her phone to read Cami’s reply.

Cami: I thought you’d never ask. I can’t wait to spend more time with you and your puzzles. Who knows what other fun we’ll get into?

A thrilling shiver ran through her.

Bella: Sounds like a plan. I’ll bring the puzzles; you bring the charm.

Cami: Challenge accepted. When?

Bella: I’m busy for the next few days. I need to catch up on work tomorrow, and the next day, I’m traveling to Armenia to have lunch with the other side of my family. How about the day after that?

Cami: Sure. And by the way, Armenia is beautiful. You must go to the Parque de Vida! Have you been?

Bella: No, I haven’t.

Cami: Bueno. It sounds like a future date!

A date!

Bella: I’m going to hold you to it.

Cami: Excelente, I hope you do. Now listen, enjoy your time with your family. I can’t wait to see you when you return.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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The sun spilled its amber light onto the winding mountain roads as Bella and Tío Jairo drove toward Armenia. She couldn’t wait to see her mother’s side of the family again.

She followed Tío Jairo up the stairs and into the building when they arrived at her aunt’s apartment.

“Ah, Isabella!” Tía Carmen said as soon as they entered her cozy apartment. She drew Bella into a tight hug. “It’s so good to see you again!” she said in Spanish.

“Gracias, Tía Carmen. It’s good to see you, too.”

Tía Lucia, her mother’s younger sister, appeared from the kitchen and joined in the embrace, completing the circle of familial love.

“Look at you, so beautiful, as always. I can’t get over how much you resemble your mother,” Tía Lucia also said in Spanish, her eyes scanning her face with pride.

Her chest tightened. “Gracias, Tía.”

“Aquí, Bella,” Tía Carmen said, pointing her to a chair at the table. “You must be starving after your journey from the countryside.”

I could travel back and forth in the time it takes me to commute one way to work.

“Gracias, Tía.”

She scanned the variety of dishes before her. The mouthwatering scents transported her back to her childhood memories in a similar kitchen, watching her mother and aunts prepare the same plates.

“Did you hear about Cousin Juan’s new job?” Tía Carmen scooped a generous portion of rice onto her plate. “He started working for an international company, and they’re sending him worldwide!”

“Really? ¡Eso es increíble! How has he been adjusting to the traveling?”

“Actually,” Tío Jairo said, a mischievous glint in his eye, “he met someone on one of his trips. A beautiful woman from Brazil. I heard they’ve been inseparable ever since.”

Tía Lucia added, “And you know what that means? We might be hearing wedding bells soon!”

The family laughed.

“How is your job?” Tía Carmen asked. “Have you done much work in Barcelona since we last saw you?”

As she opened her mouth to speak, the apartment trembled. Glasses clinked against each other, and silverware rattled on the table. Tía Carmen’s eyes widened as she gripped the edge of her seat, her knuckles turning white.

“Earthquake!” Tío Jairo shouted. “Quick, take cover!” He jumped up and rushed to stand beneath a sturdy doorframe.

She jumped to her feet, pushing the chair out of her way. She dropped to her knees and covered her head, screaming.

“Everyone, get under the table!” Tía Carmen instructed. “Stay away from windows and anything that could fall!”

Bella shuffled on her knees to get under the table. She latched onto her aunt’s hands and squeezed them. The ground shuddered violently, causing her heart to clench. Glass shattered, and walls and ceilings cracked.

She continued to squeeze her aunt’s hands, gasping as the room fell apart around her.

What if the building collapsed? What if rubble trapped them? What if she never saw her brother, Emma, Ethan, her father, and her friends again? Was Cami okay? How about the chalet? “Is this like the last big one?” Bella cried.

“Stay calm,” Tía Carmen said in Spanish, her voice shaking. “We will get through this.”

The tremors continued, growing more intense with each passing second. Dishes fell from the shelves, shattering against the floor. The ceiling above creaked and groaned. Glass broke, and the ceiling fan swayed.

The quake lasted about a minute, and then the world finally stilled. She remained huddled with her aunts under the table, shaking and crying.

“Is everyone okay?” Tío Jairo called out.

“We’re fine,” Tía Lucia said, patting Bella’s hand. “We’re just fine.”

She followed her aunt’s lead as they rose from the floor, assessing the damage. A large crack divided the table, and many dishes had shattered. The walls and ceiling looked fragile and unstable.

“We have to get out of here,” Tío Jairo said. “The building might collapse.”

Bella’s eyes widened. “Okay, yes, let’s go then.” She charged toward the door.

Thick dust hung in the air, obstructing her view of broken furniture and glass. She tripped over her backpack.

“Grab whatever you need, and let’s go,” Tía Carmen said.

Bella grabbed her backpack and bolted ahead toward her uncle at the door.

Her mind raced as they descended the stairs—aftershocks, destruction, Cami.

How many stairs does this place have?

Why is everyone walking so slowly?

Descending one step at a time, she emerged outside to safety, where people scattered about looking up at the buildings. She cupped her hand to her forehead and surveyed the damage. Surprisingly, the building hadn’t collapsed. It looked intact still. It could’ve been so much worse. Had it been elsewhere?

Cami.

She typed a message to her. “¿Estás bien? There was an earthquake here. Are you okay?”

As minutes ticked by, she freaked out when she hadn’t heard back from her. She glanced around and saw older adults hobbling to find a place to sit. She jumped into action and helped lead them individually to a place to rest.

Finally, her phone buzzed.

Cami!

Cami: Thank you for checking on me, Bella. We felt the quake, and everyone is safe. How about you and your family?

Bella: Safe but shaken. I’m glad you’re okay. There’s destruction here, but no one around me is hurt.

Cami: Thank goodness you’re all safe. I’m sorry you had to go through that. Do you need anything? Can I bring you anything or help in any way?

Bella: Just hearing from you is a gift. I appreciate your kindness.

Cami: Please stay in touch and let me know how you’re doing, okay?

Bella: Will do.

The brief conversation filled her with a comfort she hadn’t known she needed.

“Abuelo is okay,” Tía Lucia said. “He just texted me. They have no damage at all.”

“Gracias a Dios,” Bella said.

Bella texted her family in the States to let them know she was okay.

For several hours, Bella joined her family in the cleanup efforts. Her family and that community needed her in a way she’d never experienced before. She felt at home in Colombia.

At home in Colombia?

Could Colombia ever be home?

What could she do? Move to Colombia and leave all her commitments for uncertainty?

For now, Mamá, I will focus on getting our family here the help they need.

In the days that followed the earthquake, she and her uncle worked tirelessly to provide their family and community in Armenia with the aid they needed. They helped distribute supplies, assisted in cleanup efforts, and provided emotional support to those affected by the quake. They set up her Tía Carmen at Abuelo’s and Tía Lucia’s home in Calarcá until she could fix her apartment.

Cami continued to check in on her through messages, sending her encouragement and support. She asked about the status of the recovery efforts and offered whatever help she could provide from Barcelona. She appreciated Cami’s concern.

A few days later, Bella and Tío Jairo had to leave Armenia. Still, the impact of helping her community stayed with her.
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“Are you sure you don’t want to stay another night?” Tío Jairo asked as he drove them back toward Barcelona.

“We’ve done all we can for now. Plus, I need to get back to work.”

“Ah, yes, always trying to save the world. You’re good at it.”

“Speaking of, I should check my work email now that I have stable service again.”

She opened her email app and found hundreds of emails.

“Is everything okay?” he asked.

“Ugh,” she muttered, scrolling through the messages. “So many messages.” People sent emails filled with questions, updates, and deadlines, a sudden reminder of the professional life she had left behind. “They make everything seem like an emergency.” She tossed her phone back in her backpack. “I’ll deal with them tomorrow.”

“Nothing like a natural disaster to bring the world into focus,” he said. “I witnessed your grace over the past few days in how you handled the challenges with strength, compassion, and resilience. Trust that those qualities are present in you always and will continue to carry you through anything.”

She took his words in.

“You’re right, Tío. Being here has reminded me of what matters in life. I question if I’m on the right path with my job. I love the purpose behind my work, but the people get on my nerves. They operate on one track, work. No one talks about their life outside the office. I’ve never once had lunch with any of my colleagues. They have no idea that I have godchildren. Not one of them came to my mother’s wake or funeral. And I’m pretty sure this earthquake made the news, yet not one of them checked on me.”

“Everyone in your mother’s community here gathered for a memorial service in her honor. We had hundreds of people come to sing, pray, and recall memories of her. Community is everything.”

“I need a new community.” She leaned her head against the car’s window frame, recalling the past few days. “I enjoyed helping out here.”

As the car continued along the winding roads, she thought about the lessons she had learned in Armenia. She had discovered a new side of herself that she wanted to keep around.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Bella woke to an irritated email from Susan.

“You’ve been unresponsive this week, and it’s unacceptable.”

She glared at her harsh words.

It’s been four days, Susan!

Four days, only two of them business days, so not an entire week. Not bad for surviving an earthquake and providing support in the aftermath. What did you do this week? Type more harsh emails? Sit in useless meetings? Enjoy the privilege of quiet lunches at your desk?

She continued reading the email.

“We’ve been patient and generous with this arrangement, and you’ve taken advantage of it. I need a report on your work tasks by midday today.”

She resisted the urge to lash out at Susan. She wanted to explain that some things were more important than work, like finding shelter, food, water, and missing people. But she needed her job to pay the bills, so she composed herself.

She typed out a short, professional-sounding email in which she explained the situation and apologized for any inconvenience her absence may have caused and promised to submit a report by midday.

But after she hit send, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d betrayed herself. Was it worth sacrificing her happiness and well-being for a job that jumped to conclusions so quickly?

She leaned back in her chair, the cold metal starkly contrasting the turmoil within her. She replayed the events of the past few days in her mind: the panic that had consumed her when the quake struck, the rush to safety, and now the tense exchange with Susan.

As Bella stared at the screen, she made a mental list of all the times she had gone above and beyond for the job: the late nights, the weekends sacrificed, and all the times she had picked up the slack for others. And now, when she needed a moment to breathe after a life-altering event, Susan treated her like she was disposable.

Okay, granted, maybe she should’ve told work about the quake sooner. If anyone in her life had left her hanging like that, she would’ve reamed into them, too.

But still. 

Susan could’ve asked if everything was okay before concluding that she suddenly became the team slacker.

Her eyes wandered to the window, where the world outside continued, oblivious to the storm raging within her. Her vision had expanded, and it couldn’t go back to its former limited view. She couldn’t keep sacrificing herself for a job that didn’t value her as a person.

What would life look like without that job? Would she find another with the same sense of purpose, the same level of opportunity to prove her accountability? Could she maintain the same level of financial stability that allowed her the freedom to dream of visiting her family and Cami in Colombia?

She couldn’t ignore the bills she needed to pay and other responsibilities. Could she ever find a balance between the demands of her career and the yearning for the moments that truly mattered?

Too much to consider.

Instead, she messaged Cami to arrange their next adventure.

Bella: Hey, Cami, I’m back in Barcelona and already overwhelmed with work. I could probably use a break from it later. Any chance you can join me in some puzzle-solving this evening?

Within a minute, Cami wrote back.

Cami: Let’s meet at our favorite spot at 7 p.m. Bring your best puzzle-solving skills with you!

Ah, we have a favorite spot!

Finally, she managed to plow through her work tasks and remain professional in her emails with Susan. It helped that Susan kindly responded to her earlier response about the earthquake once she explained herself.
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The evening sun encircled the coffee shop in a cozy, glowing embrace. The view could never get old. Bella hesitated at the entrance, her eyes scanning the comfortable space before they landed on Cami sitting at a corner table. Her fingers danced over a half-completed puzzle, her shoulder-length curls framing her face as she concentrated on the intricate patterns.

She entered. “Hey, you.” 

“Ah, Bella!” She looked up from the puzzle. “Just in time. I’m stuck on this one piece. ¡Ayúdame!”

“Help you? Ms. Puzzle-Goddess? Let’s see what puzzle catastrophe you’ve gotten into this time.” She slid into the seat adjacent to her. 

Cami grinned mischievously. “Let’s see how I did as a teacher.”

“Brace yourself.” She picked up a piece moments later. “I believe this is what you’re looking for.”

Their fingers brushed as Cami took the piece from her, sending a thrill down her spine.

“Perfecto.” Cami fit it into place. “I see I’ve taught you well.”

As they continued to work on the puzzle, their playful banter filled the air. It weaved around them like an invisible thread, drawing them closer together. “Aside from an earthquake, how has life been?”

“Better now,” she locked on her gaze.

Cami offered a soft, sincere smile. It was a moment of quiet connection, a shared understanding that needed no further explanation. She returned her attention to the puzzle with a gentle nod.

Cami’s hands moved naturally, deftly maneuvering the fragments into place. It was a small but attractive feature, the way her fingers danced across the puzzle, revealing a level of skill that spoke of patience and precision. 

As they continued to work on the puzzle, their teasing glances morphed into lingering gazes, each painting a picture of a shared connection growing stronger with every passing moment. 

Then, the ground beneath their feet shifted. Bella grabbed the table and latched onto Cami’s face. “Did you feel that tremor?”

Cami’s face softened. “Yes, I did. It was a small aftershock. It’ll happen for another few days. Don’t let it unsettle you.”

“I took up safety under a table a few days ago. I’m far from settled.”

“I’ve lived here my whole life, Bella. We have tremors often. I’m still alive.” Cami’s tone conveyed seasoned wisdom from a lifetime of navigating the shifting Earth.

Her heart still raced, but then again, it did that often around Cami.

“In my early years as a kid living in Colombia, I experienced my fair share of earthquakes, but until three days ago, I had forgotten how terrifying they were.”

Cami feathered her hand, offering silent support. “You’re kind of cute when you’re scared.”

The teasing comment made her cheeks flush. It was a simple statement, but it held massive comfort. “Well, then, I must look very cute to you because I am full of many scares now.”

She gently squeezed Bella’s hand, a silent gesture of understanding and support. 

“I hate feeling helpless.”

“It gives us perspective, though, right?” Cami asked.

“I suppose.” Her parents came to mind. They had sacrificed so much to give her a better life, yet even their love and protection couldn’t save them from the unpredictable wrath of life. “You always spin everything positively. I like that about you.”

“Well, you keep things real, and I like that about you,” Cami said.

She felt safe sharing her feelings. “Life is fragile. The universe can take everything we know and love in an instant. That’s why I’ve felt so disconnected since my mother’s passing. The world constantly reminds me that life is fleeting. It frightens me that I might not have enough time to find my happy place in this world.”

“You’re not happy?”

“I am right now, thanks to you. But sometimes, when I’m alone, something’s missing. Like I’m not where I’m supposed to be in life.”

Cami’s gaze softened, and they looked at each other. “Bella, I get it. Life can be scary and unpredictable. That’s exactly why we need to hold onto the things that matter. The people we love, the experiences that make us feel alive. Those things make life worth living, even in uncertainty.” She paused, her hand still clasping Bella’s. “And as for feeling like you’re not where you’re supposed to be, maybe you’re right where you need to be. Maybe you’re embarking on a path to something that could bring you the happiness and fulfillment you seek.”

A gentle sense brushed against her as she looked into Cami’s eyes. The warmth of her gaze acted like a spotlight in the darkness that had threatened to consume her so many nights. The puzzle pieces lay forgotten on the table between them. Something more profound and poignant replaced the playful banter they had shared earlier.

“I like being with you,” Bella murmured. “You’re a good listener. It’s like you get me.”

“We all have our fears and insecurities.”

Hesitantly, her fingers brushed against Cami’s hand in a silent plea for reassurance. “Promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“Promise me that we’ll always stay in touch no matter what happens.”

Cami intertwined her fingers with Bella’s, offering a warm squeeze. “I promise, Bella.”

The words grounded her. 

In the following hours that passed, they shared stories of childhood traumas and memories of moments that had changed their lives, opening to each other in a way neither had expected. She shared stories of her circle of friends back home and how they sometimes drove her batty yet lifted her out of dark moments.

She lingered on the memories. “My friends are all so different, yet we complement each other perfectly.”

“Tell me more about them.” Cami scooted up in her seat. “How did you meet?”

“We met as teenagers right after my geese died. Veronica came up to me at lunch and asked me about them. I discovered she loved nature, too. We became friends quickly. She invited me to her house for a sleepover that weekend. That’s when I met the rest of my crew. We’ve been best of friends ever since.”

“Tell me about each one.”

“Well, there’s Pat, who’s nonbinary and the most brutally honest human I’ve ever met. They don’t sugarcoat anything, which can be tough to swallow sometimes, but I know they always have my best interests at heart.”

“I wish I had someone like that in my life. Someone who could tell me the truth, even when it hurts.”

Bella laughed. “Trust me, sometimes it’s not easy to hear. Pat speaks their mind because they care. Anyway, then there’s Veronica. She owns a flower shop back home and is one of the most creative people I know. Whenever I’m feeling down, she’ll write me a little note and tuck it into a bouquet.”

“So adorable.” Cami leaned in closer.

“Then there’s Sandra. She’s a podcaster and wants to be the next viral podcasting genius. She’s super ambitious and always has a million ideas bouncing around in her head. Sometimes it’s hard to keep up, but I love her enthusiasm.”

Cami chuckled. “She sounds like she keeps you on your toes.”

“And finally, there’s Emily. She’s the pragmatic one, always the voice of reason. She’s also fiercely loyal and has this way of grounding me when I get too caught up in my head.”

Cami’s eyes twinkled. “They all sound amazing in their way. I’ve never had a core group of friends like that. I have acquaintances and people I hang out with, but no one as close-knit as your group.”

She placed her hand on Cami’s arm. “I can share. They’d love you.”

Cami tilted her head. “Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

“I haven’t revealed all my sides to you. Maybe I have a side you won’t like.”

“Well, now you’ve got me intrigued. I’m willing to take my chances. Show me this mysterious side of yours, Cami. Who knows, it might be my favorite one yet.” She traced a circle on Cami’s arm.

Cami’s eyes followed her tracing. “We’re going to have some fun, for sure.”

“That’s my plan.” 

Cami released a girly giggle that sent Bella’s heart twirling. She leaned back in her chair, relaxing for the first time since the earthquake. 

Cami’s eyes sparkled with mischief as she nudged a puzzle piece on the table.

“Okay, Ms. Puzzle Expert, where does that one go?” Bella challenged, throwing her a teasing glance.

“Ah, you’re testing my skills now, are you?” She pretended to scrutinize the piece before pointing to an empty spot on the puzzle. “Right there, I believe.”

“Show-off,” she muttered, placing the piece in its rightful place. She looked up, catching Cami’s lingering gaze.

“We make a pretty good team,” Cami said.

The space between them shrank. “Yes, we do.”

Cami’s eyes traveled down to her lips. Their faces moved closer, mere inches apart. The air around them heated as their breaths mingled.

“May I?” Cami whispered, her eyes searching Bella’s for permission.

“I’m counting on it,” Bella breathed, unable to resist the magnetic pull between them.

Their lips connected. A delicate tenderness washed over Bella like the first rays of sunlight breaking through a cloudy morning. As their kiss deepened, the street noises of Barcelona faded, leaving her wrapped in a passionate cocoon.

The kiss ended, and her lips tingled, electrified by the touch. Her gaze locked onto Cami’s. “I love kissing you.”

“I love kissing you, too.” Cami’s eyes filled with affection. 

Tingles sizzled through every cell in her body. They spread from her lips to her cheeks, neck, and chest, filling her with wonder.

“Are you all right?” Cami brushed her thumb over her trembling hand.

A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I’m more than all right. I just—I’ve never felt anything like this before.”

“Me neither,” Cami admitted. “It’s like I plugged into some magical electrical outlet.”

Bella glanced down at their intertwined hands, fascinated by how they fit perfectly. “I didn’t know I could connect so deeply to another person.”

Cami leaned in, resting her forehead against Bella’s. “Lo mismo.”

“But here you are.” She traced the curve of Cami’s cheek.

Cami kissed her again, a slow, mesmerizing kiss that left her breathless. 

“Life is surprising,” Bella finally said. “One day, I’m ready to toss my computer through the window. The next, I’m surrounded by puzzle pieces and happy.”

Cami squeezed her hand. “I never thought solving puzzles would lead me to someone like you.”

“I never thought I’d feel so unpuzzled.”

“Unpuzzled? That’s a new English word for me.”

“You know how puzzles are these complicated things with all these little pieces that you have to fit together just right to form a picture?”

Cami’s eyes turned playful. “I’m familiar with the concept, yes.”

“Well, that’s how my life felt before I met you, like this big, complicated puzzle I couldn’t figure out. But being with you, it’s like all the pieces suddenly fit together, and I feel—unpuzzled.” She laced her fingers in Cami’s. 

Cami’s eyes softened, a pure tenderness crossing her features. “I understand.” Her fingers tightened around hers. “Since we’re making promises tonight, I’d like to request one.” 

“What’s that?”

“Promise me that no matter what happens, we’ll continue to cherish moments like these, even if you’re in the States.”

“Of course, I promise,” she vowed, her gaze locking onto Cami’s. “I have several more months here if my boss doesn’t order me back on a plane sooner. I plan to collect as many of these moments as possible.”

“Let’s not put a time mention on anything from here on out. I don’t want to think about you leaving when you’ve just arrived.”

“Deal.”

“Let’s do something different and fun tomorrow. I want to take you somewhere that you’re going to love.”

“Why do you tease me so?” Bella giggled and brushed her lips on Cami’s.
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The following day, Cami arrived at the guest cottage wearing jeans, boots, and a blouse that plunged low enough to offer her a glance at her curves. “Today, I will introduce you to one of Armenia’s most prized places, the Parque de la Vida. I know someone who works there, and he confirmed that the earthquake did not affect anything in the park.”

“It’s okay to go, given all that’s happened in Armenia?”

“The earthquake didn’t hit that part of the city too hard. He said many people are going there to seek peace. You’ll see, it’s a miraculous place.”

She followed Cami out to the sidewalk and straddled her motorcycle seat. She slid close to Cami, placing her arms around her firm waist. Cami’s hair smelled like lilacs. She moved close to within earshot and shouted over the motor, “I’m not a motorcycle fan, but you’re making me change my mind.”

Cami turned, and Bella’s lips landed on her soft cheek.

Her tummy flipped again. 

Cami secured her helmet and then revved the engine. “Hang on.”

She did as instructed, holding Cami tightly as she maneuvered them down the cobblestone street toward their destination. 

Less than an hour later, they arrived at the entrance to the bamboo paradise.

Under the warm Colombian sun, they strolled hand in hand through Parque de la Vida. The tropical flowers and the calm air current surrounding the bamboo groves created a tranquil atmosphere.

They approached a serene pond, and a group of capybaras—the world’s most giant rodents—lounged by the water’s edge. Their friendly faces and relaxed demeanor comforted Bella. “They are adorable.”

Cami chuckled, squeezing Bella’s hand. “I knew you’d love the capybaras. They’re like little ambassadors of Colombia’s unique wildlife.”

“They’re like living plush toys. I’ve never seen anything like them.”

As they continued exploring, towering bamboo stalks surrounded them, their green leaves forming a natural shelter overhead. The air was cool and refreshing within the bamboo grove, and the rhythmic rustling of the leaves created a soothing melody.

Bella touched one of the bamboo stalks, dazzled by its strength and flexibility. “It’s incredible how bamboo can simultaneously be delicate and resilient.”

“Like the people of Colombia—resilient, strong, and always adapting.”

The Parque de la Vida in Armenia, Colombia, unfolded around them. In the sanctuary, the heartbeat of the city resonated with nature’s pulse. As the morning sun stretched its golden fingers across the expanse, the park awakened in a display of colors and sounds.

A carpet of groundcover invited them to wander beneath the graceful canopies of towering trees. Their leaves, kissed by the morning dew, rustled in the breeze, whispering secrets carried from generations past. The scent of blooming orchids and tropical flowers mingled with the damp soil, creating a fragrant cocktail.

They walked on paths that meandered like veins through the park’s heart, guiding them past sculptures and installations that peppered the landscape. Art sprung from the very earth itself, each piece like a nod to the creativity and spirit of the Colombian people.

In the heart of the park lay a serene lagoon, its waters mirror-smooth, reflecting the cerulean sky and the cotton-like clouds drifting lazily overhead. Ducks glided across the surface, leaving delicate ripples in their wake, their quacks mingling with the distant laughter of children at play.

Around the lagoon, bougainvillea spilled over wrought-iron fences, their brilliant hues forming a medley of pinks, purples, and reds against the leafy backdrop. Benches nestled in cozy alcoves invited weary wanderers to pause and absorb the beauty surrounding them.

Off to the side of the lagoon was a grand amphitheater, a stone and wood coliseum that cradled countless performances’ stories and melodies. Its curved tiers rose majestically, etched with the echoes of applause and laughter. Towering palms stood sentinel, their fronds swaying in time with the rhythms that echoed through the space.

The Parque de la Vida was the beating heart of Armenia. It was a place where history and modernity converged, where the soul of a community found its voice in the whispers of the wind and the laughter of children. There, in that oasis of serenity and vitality, the essence of Armenia bloomed in all its splendid glory.

She loved Colombia more and more despite some of the frustrations she’d experienced. Sure, she’d love a pizza from her favorite pizzeria in Rockville, and she’d love to fall asleep without earplugs on the weekends due to the constant parties in the town center, but even Rockville had its issues. No place was perfect. 

Wandering through Parque de la Vida, the world came alive. The capybaras played. The bamboo sprouted majestic beauty. The soil and plants radiated health. Cami’s hand laced in hers. 

The concept of home took on a whole new meaning.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Later that night, after Cami dropped her off, Bella helped her tío and tía do the dinner dishes. They shared a conversation about their days, Bella telling them about her trip to the park. “Sounds like you and Cami are getting along nicely,” Tía Maria said.

“We are, yes. I like her. She’s a special person.”

“She sure is,” Tío said. “She could be a good friend to you.” He cocked his head. “Or more, maybe?”

His acceptance warmed her.

She blushed. “You never know what life has in store, right?”

They both smiled.

She lay in bed a while later, her mind going a million miles an hour with competing thoughts.

Colombia offered her vitality, but the US provided something more. Her company had funded her master’s degree for three years, and she felt a responsibility to them. It also promised a reliable lifestyle with health insurance, healthcare providers, organic grocery stores, diverse cuisines, and a family she loved.

Colombia offered her time with extended family, a community problem in need of a sustainable solution, and affordable living. And, of course, Cami.

Restless, she climbed out of bed to grab her laptop. Moments later, she returned, stacked some pillows against the headboard, and searched for sustainable farming videos. She found one, “Sustainable Coffee Farming in Costa Rica.”

The video opened with shots of the fields, agroforestry systems, and a host investigating sustainable practices.

A woman donning a green shirt and jeans appeared on screen. “Welcome back, viewers! Today, a special guest is joining us from the coffee bean region of Costa Rica. We’re here to learn about coffee farmers’ innovative, sustainable farming practices. I’m your host, Maria, and I’m excited to introduce Miguel, the owner of this remarkable coffee farm. Miguel, thank you for being here with us today.”

Miguel, a tall, broad-shouldered man with prominent cheekbones and short, curly black hair, smiled at Maria. “Thank you, Maria. It’s a pleasure to share our journey toward sustainability.”

She leaned against the headboard, her laptop propped on a pillow, her eyes glued to the screen.

“Miguel, tell us about your approach to sustainable farming.”

“Well, Maria, our farm’s journey began with a thorough assessment of our practices. We needed to create a balanced ecosystem that supports coffee growth and preserves the environment.”

Miguel led Maria down a path bordered by coffee plants and trees in the background.

“As you can see, we’ve integrated shade trees into our farm. They provide a habitat for various bird species, which help us control pests naturally. This natural approach reduces the need for chemical pesticides.”

“That’s impressive, Miguel. You’ve also paid attention to soil health.”

“Healthy soil is the foundation of a successful farm. We’ve introduced cover crops like legumes that fix nitrogen and improve soil fertility. Plus, we compost organic waste to enrich the soil naturally.”

Why doesn’t every farmer in tropical regions do this?

“And I’ve heard you’re using banana trees as part of your sustainable practices?”

“Yes, indeed. They act as natural irrigation systems. Their transpiration releases moisture into the air, which condenses and falls as rain, benefiting surrounding crops like coffee. They also shield the soil from erosion and provide an additional income source from banana production.”

The camera cut to a shot of banana trees amidst coffee plants.

Such an ingenious approach.

“Miguel, your commitment to sustainability is inspiring. How do you manage pests without harmful chemicals?”

“We’ve embraced organic pest management techniques. We’ve introduced predator insects and companion plants that deter pests. This way, we maintain a balanced ecosystem that keeps pest populations in check.”

She opened a document and jotted down some notes. Surely these same practices would work in Colombia.

“Miguel, it’s clear that your farm is a model of sustainable agriculture. What advice do you have for others looking to transition to sustainable practices?”

“My advice would be to start small, educate yourself, and collaborate with local experts. It’s a gradual process, but the results are worth it—for the environment, the community, and the quality of your coffee.”

“Thank you, Miguel, for sharing your insights with us today. Your farm is an inspiration to farmers worldwide.”

“Thank you, Maria. It’s been a pleasure to share our story.”

She closed her laptop. I need to learn more. She glanced at her watch. But first, I need to get some work done.
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The next day, she logged into Zoom and waited for the rest of the team to attend their weekly meeting.

Once everyone arrived, they began their check-in. They updated each other on their progress. Bella struggled to focus on the conversation. Her mind wandered to sustainable farming practices.

When her turn to speak arrived, she cleared her throat. “Hey, team. I watched a video on sustainable coffee farming earlier, and it got me thinking. We need to do more to raise awareness of these practices and help transition regional farmers to adopt more sustainable techniques. With the state of the environment, it’s more important than ever that we act.”

One of her colleagues asked, “Sounds interesting. What do you propose we do?”

“I was thinking that since I’m in Colombia for a few more months, I could take the opportunity to research sustainable agriculture practices.”

Susan furrowed her eyebrows. “Bella, I appreciate your enthusiasm and passion, but I’m unsure how feasible this is. Colombia climate differs drastically from ours. What good would that do us?”

“Sustainability is a worldwide practice.”

“Okay, but still, we have existing projects that require your attention, and we can’t afford to allocate resources toward new endeavors now.”

She swallowed hard. “I understand, Susan, but this is a priority for our company. We’re an environmental advocacy firm, and it’s our responsibility to promote sustainable practices, especially in areas most needed. Plus, this research could provide valuable insights that we can use for future projects.”

A long pause followed. 

Finally, Susan spoke. “Okay, Bella. You have two weeks to develop a detailed plan for this research project. We can discuss further steps if it’s feasible and aligns with our company’s values and objectives.”

“Can I have your permission to focus solely on researching sustainable agriculture practices for the next two weeks instead of working on the other projects on my list?”

“Yes, Bella,” Susan sighed. “You have my permission to focus on researching this for the next two weeks. But please keep in mind that we have a lot of ongoing projects that require your attention, and we can’t afford to neglect them for too long. Make sure you prioritize and manage your time wisely.”

“Thank you, Susan. I won’t let you down.”
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Bella arrived at the coffee shop soon after her meeting ended. A newfound resolve took root in her. “Cami, are you up for some field research?”

Cami paused to clean the counter, her dark curls bouncing as she tilted her head. “I’m all ears, Bella.”

Tobi cocked his head. “You too, huh?” She scratched behind his ears.

With animated enthusiasm, she presented her idea. “My director is giving me free rein for the next two weeks to research regenerative and organic farming. I may be able to share what we learn here with my clients back home. What do you say? Will you join me?”

Cami’s eyes reflected the weight of her proposition. After contemplating, she said, “I guess I could tell Carlos I need a few days off to do some research for your firm.”

Bella closed the gap between them. “Or you could tell him the truth.”

Cami’s eyes opened wide. “I need to tread slowly, remember?”

She pulled back and tightened her grip on her backpack. “That’s not what I was referring to.”

“Oh.” Cami’s face turned red. “What were you referring to?”

“The moment’s kind of ruined now.” She readjusted her baseball cap.

Cami pulled in her lower lip. 

Bella stepped forward again. “I was trying to be playful. I meant to tell him why you want to take a few weeks off. You know, to be with me.”

Cami gripped her arm. “Can we have a do-over on this hello?”

She studied Cami’s delicate features: her expressive eyes and sweet dimples. An innocence rested in the soft curves of her smile. “A do-over, huh?”

“Yes, please.”

She placed her backpack on the chair beside her and sat at that counter. “Hola, beautiful. ¿Cómo estás?” 

Cami’s cheeks blushed. “Hola. Estoy muy bien.” 
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Over the next few days, they began planning their research adventures. They compiled a list of regenerative farms to visit, pouring over their notes during the slow hours of the day at the coffee shop. 

Cami leaned across the counter, studying her with a contemplative look. “Okay, let’s see if you’re ready for the field. What’s the difference between organic and conventional farming?”

She straightened up, eager to show off her newfound knowledge. “Well, conventional farming techniques rely on synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, while organic farming relies on natural fertilizers and pest control methods.”

“Bueno.”

“Do I get a kiss as a reward?”

Cami waved her finger. “How do you expect me to assess your learning if you distract me?”

She pretended to zip her lips. 

“What is regenerative farming?” Cami asked.

She hesitated, unsure if she had fully grasped the concept yet. After all, agriculture wasn’t her area of specialty. “Um, regenerative farming is…It’s a more holistic approach to restoring soil health and biodiversity and reducing carbon emissions, right?”

“¡Muy bien!”

“Are we done?”

Cami leaned in and planted a tender kiss on her lips. “You passed.”

“I can’t wait to get my hands dirty.” 

Cami arched her eyebrow.

“With dirt.”

“Dirt. Yes, of course.” Cami grazed her finger down the side of her cheek. 

By the third day, they began field research, with Carlos finding someone to cover Cami.
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“We’ll take my cousin’s jeep today,” Cami waved her into the red vehicle. “People love the Jeep Willys here and the experience it offers with off-road traveling. It’s a little loud, but you’ll get used to it.”

“Louder than your motorcycle?”

“It might be close.”

She squeezed into the door frame and attempted to launch into the small front seat. She fell backward and landed on the ground. “Is there a trick for those who aren’t petite?”

Cami contorted her face to hide her laughter. “Let me give you a hand.” She extended across the seat and helped her climb in. 

She reached for the seatbelt, which stretched too far to be effective. “What’s the point of this?”

“Unlike the practical aspects of a Jeep, the seatbelts are mainly for show. Sometimes, we may run into a police checkpoint, so have it ready to throw over your shoulder.”

Bella pulled in her lower lip. She was living dangerously. “Got it.”

Cami placed her soft hand on her wrist. “No worries. I’m a good driver.” She winked and let out a playful laugh that sent her curls flying. 

Those adorable curls solved all the problems.

Cami hit the accelerator. The Jeep sputtered and groaned, then sparked to life. 

“Just a wild guess, I take it you don’t have emissions testing?”

“Emissions testing?” 

“Never mind.” She gripped the strap above the door and hung on as Cami drove.

Soon after, they arrived at the first regenerative and organic farm on their list. Green fields stretched before them, punctuated by rows of coffee plants and patches of wildflowers swaying in the breeze. A quaint farmhouse sat in the distance, surrounded by towering trees that cradled it in their embrace.

“Wow. It’s so alive.”

Beside her, Cami nodded in agreement, her dark, wild hair seemed to mirror the energy of the surroundings. “Let’s meet the farmers.”

As they approached the farmhouse, two farmers with wrinkled faces greeted them. The older one, a woman with greying hair tied back into a neat bun, introduced herself as Tatiana. The younger man, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat, was named Ernesto.

“Welcome to our farm!” Tatiana said in Spanish. “We’re so glad you came to learn about regenerative and organic farming practices.”

“Thank you for having us,” Bella also said in Spanish. 

Tatiana and Ernesto shared their farming wisdom with them as they toured the farm.

“Cover cropping is an essential part of our approach here,” Ernesto explained, gesturing toward a thriving field of legumes. “These plants help protect and enrich the soil by preventing erosion, adding organic matter, and fixing nitrogen.”

“Interestante,” Bella said. “And what about crop rotation?”

“Ah, yes,” Tatiana said. “Rotating crops between fields helps maintain fertility and prevents the build-up of pests and diseases. This way, we can reduce our reliance on chemical pesticides and fertilizers, which harm both the environment and the people working on the farm.”

A few weeks ago, she chugged coffee from her old coffee maker without question. Now that she learned about how that coffee grew and its effect on the future soil, ignorance could no longer be an excuse.

She glanced at Cami, who seemed equally inspired by what they’d learned. 

“Any other techniques we should know about?” Bella asked.

“We use agroforestry,” Ernesto explained, “where we plant trees alongside our coffee plants. This provides shade for the coffee plants and improves soil quality simultaneously.”

She turned her attention back to Ernesto. “Agroforestry is like creating a self-sustaining ecosystem.”

“It’s a holistic approach. It also helps preserve biodiversity in the area. We’ve noticed an increase in the variety of wildlife since implementing agroforestry. It’s like inviting nature to be a part of the farm rather than trying to dominate it.”

Soon after, they gathered in a small clearing. Ernesto handed them each a cup of coffee. “To the land, trees, and future,” he toasted.

They raised their cups in unison.

“What do you think?” Tatiana asked. 

Bella didn’t hesitate. “It’s amazing. I had no idea what I was missing out on. It’s a shame it’s expensive to start and run a sustainable farm.”

Tatiana’s eyes softened. “It’s not easy to change the longstanding ways of doing things, but I believe it’s worth it. I’d suggest starting small and working with a group of local farmers who are open to trying new things. Most importantly, educate the community about the benefits of regenerative and organic farming practices.”

“It’s not just about the immediate financial gains. These practices ensure the longevity and sustainability of our land and our livelihoods,” Ernesto said. “That’s priceless.”

“Yes, I’ll share this with my local community,” Bella said, like she owned a parcel of land and could effect change immediately. “Thank you for teaching us.” 
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They continued their adventure. They traveled down the countryside roads, the Jeep helping them to navigate the rough terrain of potholes and uneven dirt holes. Suddenly, a battered signpost announced “El Domo Bird Sanctuary” ahead.

They shared a look.

“Should we check it out?” Bella asked.

Cami steered the Jeep toward the driveway. “A woman after my own heart.”

Her tummy flipped. 

The distant serenade of chirping birds of El Domo welcomed Cami and Bella. They parked the car under the spotty shade of ancient oaks.

The sanctuary was a world unto itself, a haven of tranquility and wild beauty. Towering trees reached for the sky, their branches forming a natural awning that filtered the sunlight into a gentle, golden glow. Exotic flowers lined the edges of the paths. The ground beneath Bella’s feet was soft, a medley of fallen leaves and moss-covered stones, inviting her to explore its hidden gems.

“Let’s get tickets to go into the dome.” Cami led her to the visitor’s counter.

They entered the bird dome a few minutes later. Bella’s gaze swept across the scene before her. Hundreds of birds created a living piece of art. She reveled at their grace and beauty as they swooped and soared, their feathers catching the light and creating a mixture of hues. Cami stood beside her, equally captivated by the sight.

She tilted her head up to take in the view. “Wow, it’s like we’re in Jurassic Park.”

Serenity spread across Cami’s face.

The stressors faded away the farther into the sanctuary they walked.

How would she ever return to her everyday life?

“Let’s get some birdseed,” Cami suggested, pointing to a nearby stand.

She followed Cami to the stand. A minute later, with their hands full of seed, Bella scanned the netted dome for an ideal spot to attract the avian residents. They found a quiet corner where sunlight sprinkled through the net and leaves.

“Ready?” Cami asked.

“More than ready.”

Cami held out her hands filled with birdseed. “Be still and let them come to you.”

She steeled herself for the adventure. Then, fluttering beauty surrounded her. With their comforting presence, she allowed herself to be present and receptive to the magic of El Domo. Feathers rustled and birds cooed, creating a surreal and magical atmosphere. As more feathered creatures fluttered around them, they exchanged delighted glances. Cami’s eyes sparkled with wonder and joy.

“Look,” Cami murmured.

A small, delicate bird hesitated before landing on Cami’s hand. Its feet gripped her skin. It pecked at the seed nestled in her palm.

“Wow.”

“See? They know when they can trust you.” Cami’s eyes twinkled. “Now it’s your turn. Show them the birdseed in your hands.”

“Okay.” She awaited the approach of her feathered companion.

A bird landed on her arm. The delicate brush of its feathers tickled her skin, causing goosebumps to rise along her flesh. The bird pecked at the seeds scattered across her palm.

“Feels like magic.” Her eyes fixated on the small creature perched on her arm.

As if responding to an unspoken command, more birds flocked around them, their plumages creating a dazzling display. They perched elegantly on their hands, arms, shoulders, and even atop their heads.

“They love us.” Cami’s eager gaze darted between the birds and Bella.

“Now I know how famous people must feel when fans crowd them,” Bella said. “I’m feeling kind of special at the moment.”

Giggles bubbled up from the depths of her belly as the light caress of feathers tickled her skin. Each tickling touch weaved an invisible thread between her and the birds perched on her outstretched hands.

Cami exuded a natural grace with the birds like she had revealed a secret to them. 

“Have you always been so in tune with nature?”

Cami considered her question before answering. “It comes from growing up surrounded by it. But I also believe that we all can connect with the Earth if we take the time to listen.”

Bella had spent most of her life ignoring the whispers of the natural world, focusing instead on the noise that filled her everyday existence. She had lost touch with the part of herself that yearned for a more meaningful life. Standing beside Cami in the heart of a Colombian bird sanctuary, she understood how much she had been missing.

“Maybe you’re right,” she admitted. “I’ve been so focused on my work that I forgot how to listen.”

“Time to tune your ears to something more than a computer.” 

She made a silent promise to herself that she’d do that as they stood surrounded by the fluttering wings of countless birds. She’d listen more, understand more, and allow the wisdom of the Earth and the warmth of those who cared for her to guide her.
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Cami drove them to their next destination. The sign for the farm came into view, and Cami pulled into a grassy field. They stepped out and followed a dirt path to a coffee bean plant area. The sunny day had turned cloudy and rain had begun to fall as they stepped onto the long, winding path.

They trudged onward, their boots sinking into the slick mud with each step. The rain came down harder, stinging their faces like tiny needles. Soon, they were soaked and struggling to see more than a few feet ahead.

“Look, there it is!” Cami shouted over the roar of the rain, pointing to a dim light in the distance. “There’s the farmhouse!”

With renewed energy, they picked up their pace, eager for the warmth and shelter that awaited them. But as they approached the farmhouse porch, a less-than-welcoming sight met them. A grizzled old farmer with a scowl across his craggy face crossed his arms over his chest. “Can I help you?” he grumbled in Spanish.

“Hola, I’m Isabella Rodriguez, and this is Camila Santos. We’re here to learn about regenerative and organic farming practices,” she said in Spanish. “We scheduled an interview.”

“You did no such thing.”

“Sure, we did. I have an email I can show you.” She reached into her bag for her phone.

“Clementine,” he yelled over his shoulder. 

A short woman with gray hair wearing an apron appeared from the front door. “Why are you yelling?”

“You need to tell me when we’re going to have company. We’ve been over this a million times.”

Clementine turned to them. “Don’t mind him. He thinks everyone affiliates with a guerilla group.” She snapped her head toward her husband. “Do they look dangerous?”

She exchanged a glance with Cami, catching laughter in her eyes.

“Anyone can look innocent with a ponytail and pretty smile,” he barked.

“He’s a good man,” she said, waving them toward the front door. “Albeit a bit set in his ways. Anyway, I’m glad you two are here. It’s always wonderful to meet people who care about the land as much as we do. Come in and get dried off.”

He grumbled and waved them through the door.

They removed their boots before entering.

Once through the door, Clementine handed them a towel.

“Have a seat. We’ll eat some crackers.”

Bella’s ears perked as she dried off. 

I sure could eat something.

A minute later, he brought them a plate full of Ducales crackers. 

“Oh, Ducales!” She squealed.

Cami laughed. “A box of crackers is all it takes to make you squeal?”

“Ducales,” she said, pointing her finger. “These aren’t just any ole’ cracker.”

“They’re a common cracker.”

“They don’t have these where I come from.” She bit into one, and crumbs fell on her lap. “Oops, sorry.” She kept munching anyway.

“You are so messy.” Cami giggled and handed her a napkin.

Shortly after they ate all the crackers, the rain cleared. The farmer took them outside to his fields to experience the magic of regenerative farming.

“Bella, look!” Cami held up a wriggling earthworm, “These little creatures are thriving here. Healthy soil indeed.”

Cami had a deep love and appreciation for everything. 

“Veronica is going to be so jealous when I tell her about this,” she said as they tilled the soil.

“Well, we’ll have to send her many earthworm selfies then! She won’t believe what she’s missing!”

As they returned to their Jeep hours later, she reached for Cami’s hand. “I’m glad you came with me.” 

Cami’s eyes danced with amusement as she gently squeezed her hand. “I’ve seen my fair share of farms, but this one’s got a special charm with you around.”

Cami’s flirtation washed over her, igniting a delightful warmth within, akin to the last rays of the setting sun. But then, reality sobered her. Time would run out soon, and what would she be left with? A return to reality where Cami was no longer a part of her daily life?

“Hey,” Bella began, “I’m sad about something.” 

“Sad? After what we experienced?”

“Reality has a funny way of ruining the party.”

Cami nodded knowingly. 

“I’d love to stay here and see these ideas come to life, but that’s impossible with my responsibilities. I wish I could be in two places at one time.”

Cami grazed Bella’s cheek with a light touch. “Hey, I get that you’re bummed out. Trust me, I’m feeling it, too. Let’s not write off our journey yet. We can stay connected and be each other’s long-distance cheerleaders. And who’s to say? Maybe a future project has our names side by side.”

As Cami’s words sank in, determination grew within her. She considered the possibilities, realizing that distance didn’t have to be a barrier. That could be a chance to grow individually yet still find ways to support each other’s dreams.

Their journey was far from over.

Yet, amidst the optimism, a twinge of uncertainty lingered—the reality of being apart gnawed at her. The dance between longing and possibility was a balancing act. She’d need to find a way to navigate it.

“You’re very good at giving me hope,” Bella said.

“It’s what I do. I sprinkle hope where it’s needed.”

She squeezed Cami’s hand, “I don’t know what life has in store for us yet, but I am sure about one thing after today’s adventure.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t want to work behind a desk anymore.”

“What do you want to do?”

She moved in and kissed Cami. “This.”

They enjoyed a sweet, romantic moment under the night sky’s twinkling stars.

“Do you want to come back to my place to recap?”

Cami kissed her more passionately in reply.
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“Let’s go over everything we discovered today.” She led Cami inside. “I want to write it all down so I don’t forget anything.”

“Claro,” Cami said, following her inside. “I could use a warm cup of tea and a cozy blanket anyway.”

Grateful for the chance to talk, she settled onto the couch with her notebook and pen. As she scribbled notes in her notebook, Cami cuddled up against her side, nuzzling against her neck. Cami’s warmth created a rush of heat that spread across her body. She tried to focus on her notes, but Cami’s soft skin and the way her breath caressed her earlobe consumed her.

She shifted her notebook to the side, meeting Cami’s gaze.

Cami’s eyes were dark with desire. She leaned in closer, and Cami’s lips brushed against the sensitive skin beneath her jawline. A moan escaped Bella, and she arched her back, inviting more of Cami’s touch.

Without hesitation, Cami pressed her lips to Bella’s, and they shared a deep, sensual kiss that left them both panting. Their tongues danced together, exploring each other’s mouths with a fiery passion. She roamed Cami’s body, enjoying every curve and dip. Cami moaned into her mouth, sending shivers down her spine.

“I’m falling in love with you, Bella.”

She pulled back and smiled. “I’m way past falling, mi amor.” She kissed Cami lovingly, then looked her in the eye. “I fell in love with you the first day I saw you in the field.”

Cami pulled her close and nuzzled her neck. Bella sighed with pleasure as Cami’s lips brushed her earlobe and moved slowly down her throat. Cami’s delicate touch was like fire against her skin, and her body came alive. “I’m completely crazy about you.” Bella whispered.

Cami’s hands reached her hips, pulling their bodies closer together. She moaned sweetly as they moved in perfect unison. She trailed kisses down her neck, then back up to her lips.

They kissed, and Cami’s hands journeyed around her. Cami pulled back slightly and looked into her eyes, her own filled with raw emotion. “I’m completely crazy about you, too.”

Bella’s lips landed on hers again.

Cami straddled her lap without breaking the kiss, grinding her hips against Bella’s. Bella moaned while pulling Cami’s shirt over her head, revealing her sun-kissed skin. She tossed the shirt aside and melted at the sight of her breasts and hard nipples. “I’m never going to be the same again.”

Cami cradled Bella’s head and guided her mouth to her hardened nipple. She took it into her mouth and groaned. She sucked and nibbled on it while Cami whimpered with pleasure. She switched to the other breast, giving it the same attention. Her nipple grew more prominent against her tongue. Cami continued to grind against her more intensely, her moans growing louder. “You know how to please me, mi amor.” She breathed deeper and faster. “You’re making me come. Dios mío, I’m coming. Oh, that feels so—oh gosh.” Her breaths grew more rapid, and her engorged nipple tasted heavenly. “Oh, Bella,” she said, guiding her away from her breast. “That was amazing.”

She continued her journey, trailing kisses down Cami’s stomach. “That was just the beginning.”

Cami’s breath hitched as Bella’s tongue circled lower and lower. She grabbed her hair, pulling her up for another passionate kiss. Bella complied eagerly. As their tongues twirled, Cami pulled Bella’s shirt off and tossed it aside.

Bella ran her hands over Cami’s back, exploring every curve and crevice. “Let’s take this to my bedroom.”

Cami nodded, her eyes dark with desire.

Bella grabbed her hand, leading her to the bedroom. Once inside, they unbuttoned each other’s pants and took them off. Then, Cami pushed her back onto the bed and moved on top of her. She pinned Bella’s wrists to the bed and kissed her, their tongues entwining. With each lingering kiss, Cami’s movements became more urgent and passionate, sending her close to the edge of ecstasy. “My turn to offer you similar pleasure.” Cami lowered to her wetness. 

Bella closed her eyes and let Cami take her on a ride. Cami’s tongue explored her, circling, teasing, and sucking. Every pass sent a jolt of pure pleasure through her. “Dios mío, is right,” she panted. “You know exactly where to place those lips and tongue. Oh my god, right there.” She squeezed her eyes tighter, riding the tingles Cami created until, finally, with a shuddering moan, she quivered with pleasure. Cami slowly returned to meet her smile and placed soft kisses along her lips. “I’m never going to be the same again, either,” Cami said.

Cami fell to her side on the bed. They lay together, panting, hearts racing, until their breathing slowed and their bodies cooled.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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When the sun’s morning rays shone upon them, Bella smiled and snuggled closer to Cami. She admired her wild hair, scrunching a handful and inhaling its flowery scent. Cami’s features were striking—her almond-shaped eyes, soft skin, rosy lips, and cute nose. It was a diminutive gem perched gracefully in the center of her delicate face. She placed a kiss on its petite tip, and Cami stirred. 

Cami smiled blissfully at her. “Good morning, mi amor.” She kissed Bella’s hand.

A wave of warmth spread through her. “Good morning.”

A few minutes later, they both got up, washed, and parted ways on a fond kiss. “I’ll see you at the coffee shop in a bit?” Cami asked before ducking out of the door.

“If you’ll have me.” She tilted her head demurely.

“Don’t play shy with me.” Cami tickled her side, and she giggled like a schoolgirl.
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A few hours later, after video chatting with her father, Eduardo, and the kiddos, and hearing about their fun time at a recent picnic, Bella sat in the coffee shop with Tobi napping beside her. She put together her notes from their first day of field research. In between sentences, she watched Cami and Carlos serve customers. They moved like dance partners in perfect sync around the counters and coffee machines.

With years of industry experience, Carlos seemed the perfect person to explain the intricacies of coffee farming in Colombia. If only she could find a way to get him involved in their research findings that wouldn’t go against Cami’s wish to tread lightly.

She called Cami over. 

“How will I ever get work done if you keep distracting me with your sneaky glances,” Cami asked. 

“Work is overrated, and you know it.” She cupped her hand over Cami’s hand. 

“Tell that to the coffee drinkers.” 

She sat taller. “I called you over to ask you a serious question.” 

“In that case, I better sit.” Cami took a seat.

“We uncovered a lot of stuff in our research.”

“Cierto.” Cami’s jaw tightened. 

“Can’t we at least share it with Carlos and let him make his assumptions about it?”

“We’re busy in here right now. So maybe one day in the future we can.”

She glanced around. “There are two people sipping coffee.”

She cocked her head. “You’re not going to drop this, are you? You’re going to make me face facts and charge forward.”

“I’m not going to make you do anything. I want you to want to do this. Because once I go back to the States, you’ll have to be the one to see any changes through.”

Cami sealed her eyes. “I don’t want to think about you returning to the States yet.”

She leaned forward. “Let me approach the topic with him as an outsider doing research for an American company. We can gauge his interest or apprehension from there. It’s not like we’re enemies attempting a coup.”

Cami stood. “Go for it.”

She stared into her eyes. “Yeah?”

Cami stepped back, “Yeah.” Then she strolled over to the counter where Carlos put away coffee cups. “Bella wants to share some of her research on coffee with you. It’s interesting stuff.”

Carlos smiled at her and made his way over. “I’m sure it’s interesting, but is it realistic?”

Tobi’s ears perked like he wanted to know the answer to that, too.

Bella faced him with confidence and began to present her findings.

Half an hour later, she finished sharing what they had learned about regenerative and organic farming in Colombia. 

“You did do your research,” Carlos said in Spanish, stirring his coffee. “But it’s not as straightforward as you might think. Organic farming, especially for coffee, is a complex process.”

“But it’s possible, right? If regenerative and organic farming is so much better for the environment and for the quality of the coffee, why aren’t more farmers considering it?”

Carlos sighed, “It’s several factors, Bella. The first one is cost. You brought that up, but you just brushed over the surface of it like money grows on trees here.”

She sat back in her chair. “Then educate me.”

“Transitioning from traditional to organic farming is expensive. There are new practices to learn, new equipment to buy, and new types of plants to grow, as you learned. It also takes a lot of workers, which are hard to find.” 

“Workers are hard to find?” 

“Regenerative farming is hard work. Farmers are under extreme conditions by standing under the blazing sun, digging in the dirt, stretching their bodies in unnatural positions at times, and bending a lot. Today, young people don’t want to farm. They want to work with technology. I can’t blame them. I don’t like working on the farm, either. It’s not easy.”

She swallowed a hefty dose of disappointment. 

He took a sip from his cup before continuing in Spanish, “Coffee farming is not as profitable as other types of farming. It could take us several years to reap a harvest at first. The yield from organic farming, at least in the beginning years, can be lower than traditional farming. It takes time for the soil to recover and start providing the benefits of organic farming. In the meantime, the farmers experience lower production, which means less income. Our family can’t afford that.”

How could she argue with that? “That’s not an easy thing to overcome.”

“Maybe in the States it’s different for other types of farming. I wouldn’t know.”

“You’re right about the young generation. They don’t want to be digging in the dirt. Of course, some tools can make that easier.”

“Tools that cost money.”

She nodded.

“Remember, most farmers, like my family’s, work on small plots of land, living harvest to harvest. We can’t afford to take the risk.”

“What about the long-term benefits I told you about? Over time, isn’t this a better way to go?”

“Yes, in the long run, as you discovered, organic farming can increase soil fertility, improve the health of the farms, and offer better quality coffee,” Carlos said. “But the immediate economic risk often overshadows these long-term benefits. That’s the harsh reality.”

She sat quietly, absorbing his words. The road to organic farming lay littered with obstacles. The sheer amount of work required to switch from traditional farming methods to organic was enormous. It would mean revamping entire systems, starting from scratch almost entirely. And then there was the risk. The risk was that everything could go wrong, the crops might not grow, or the quality wouldn’t be up to par.

She wanted to do what was right: to leave a better world for future generations. To not have hundreds of thousands of families suffer from unnecessary diseases like cancer because of toxins in the food system due to pesticide use. To not have families of geese and other wildlife floating dead in lakes. To have soil that could continue to reap harvests a hundred years from then. But at what cost? Financial ruin? The destruction of livelihoods?

Carlos seemed to sense her inner turmoil and reached across the table to pat her hand. “I can tell how much this means to you, Bella. You’re an environmental advocate trying to do good in the world. It’s in your blood. I get that. The fact that you’re even thinking about this shows how much you care. But as for us small farmers in Colombia, we can’t change the world overnight. And the reality is that sometimes, we must compromise to survive.”

“Then we need to help figure out a way to make it worth the risk.”

Cami shot her a look from across the coffee shop. 

She had crossed a line. 

She picked up her spoon and fidgeted with it. Then, it slipped through her fingers and crashed to the plate. She glanced at Cami.

Cami remained straight-faced. In the past, she would’ve giggled and told her she was adorably clumsy. 

“I’m approaching this theoretically, of course. I’m trying to get my facts straight before I present them to my director.”

Carlos leaned back in his chair, studying her thoughtfully. “I understand your passion and drive, Bella. I respect that. It’s not just about us wanting to make it worth the risk. It’s about the entire industry shifting toward a more sustainable future. It’s about the demand for organic, regenerative coffee in the market. Right now, that demand isn’t enough to make it worth the risk for farmers like me. Like I said, maybe it’s different in the States.”

She looked down at her notes, wanting to learn more from his point of view as the operations manager without insinuating his farm put countless consumers, workers, and future generations at risk. “Maybe that’s where consumers and advocates come in. They can start creating that demand. Maybe they don’t realize the benefits of sustainable farming.”

Cami cleared her throat while wiping the counter with her dishrag. 

“You make a good point about education. That’s why Cami and I have begun to hold monthly coffee talks in the town center. To bring the community together in the name of coffee.”

“If you have their attention, that might be the best time to discuss sustainable farming to see their reaction.”

“And risk alienating them from us because they now think we’re harming them with traditional coffee farming methods?”

That didn’t go where she hoped. 

She opened her mouth to counter, but could she? He was right. It was a risk.

“Look, I see what you’re saying, Bella. Creating a movement is important. But for many now, it’s not feasible. We must focus on surviving and providing for our families. It’s a difficult reality.” Carlos stood. “I admire your passion and drive, Bella.”

He walked away and, by the uneasy smirk on Cami’s face, appeared to have exchanged a look with her. She sipped her coffee, a sense of dread gradually settling within her.

Cami approached moments later. “Can we take a walk?”

She let out a slow, unsettling breath. “Of course.”

She followed Cami out of the coffee shop and down the street to a dirt road that led to the quiet fields surrounding the town.

Cami stopped walking, her gaze lingering on the horizon. “Bella, I get that you’re excited about organic farming, but Carlos and my family have already invested so much in traditional farming practices. We’re not able to take on additional risks right now. I need you to respect that.”

“I’m sorry if I overstepped. But Carlos seemed interested. So I kept going with it.”

Cami turned to face her. “I don’t want to get my family’s hopes up to have them crash back down again. If they listen to me and take the risk, I’ll have to live with the regret if it doesn’t work out.”

“If I hadn’t taken a risk with work by requesting remote work, I wouldn’t be here right now. Risks are part of growth and opportunity.”

“This isn’t the US, Bella. This is it for us. We don’t get multiple opportunities like you do where you come from. We have coffee; if that doesn’t work, we have nothing.”

“Okay, I get it.” The weight of Cami’s reality deflated her. “Does this mean we’re no longer researching for your family farm?”

“I thought we were researching for your job? Since when did this turn into a crusade to save my family from being “those” farmers who use what ninety percent of the rest of the farmers use in the world?”

Where did her open-minded and understanding Cami go?

Bella kicked the dirt. She took a deep breath, choosing her words carefully. “Cami, I understand your reluctance to confront the past and to potentially upset your family. But you can’t let ignorance be an excuse. Now you know the risks of using these pesticides without protection. Ignoring that won’t change the truth. But it can change the future for many.”

Cami’s expression tightened. “Bella, it’s not about ignoring the truth. It’s about respecting my family’s choices, even if they didn’t know better back then.”

Her frustration bubbled up. “Respecting their choices doesn’t mean you must continue down the same path. You have a chance to make a positive change, to protect the health and well-being of the workers and the land. Ignorance isn’t bliss, Cami. It’s a liability.”

Cami’s gaze faltered, seemingly torn between her loyalty to tradition and the desire for a better future. “Bella, it’s just…it’s not that simple. This farm means everything to me. I can’t risk losing it.”

Her heart ached for her, torn between love for her family’s legacy and the need for progress. “Cami, I understand how much this farm means to you, and I don’t want to see it suffer either. But there must be a way to move forward that honors the past while ensuring a safer, more sustainable future.”

Tension hung in the air, their conflicting perspectives pressing down on them. Bella held Cami’s gaze, her eyes pleading for understanding. “Please, Cami. Let’s find a way to reconcile with the truth and make a change for the better.”

Cami’s shoulders slumped, her resistance softening. “I just—I need some time to think, Bella. This is a lot to process.”

“Of course, Cami. I get it.”

As they stood there, the fields stretched before them, a silent witness to their shared struggle. The truth hung in the air, waiting for Cami to be ready.

“Take the time you need. But I have to ask, if you’re not ready to face the truth, why were you open to joining me in my research for sustainable farming?”

Cami met her gaze, her eyes searching for an answer. “I guess I thought maybe there could be a way to find a middle ground, to make some changes without jeopardizing everything. Right now, my family needs stability and security, not more uncertainty.”

“Nothing worthwhile comes without risks, Cami,” she argued. “If we can sit down with Carlos and engage in an open conversation about it, maybe we can make it work.”

“Please, Bella,” Cami pleaded. “Unless you uncover a realistic way with no risk, then why waste your time?”

She studied Cami’s face, finding fear. “Research is never a waste of time.”

Cami furrowed her brows.

Bella’s heart sank. Their usual playfulness disappeared. A deafening silence wedged itself in its place. She had so much to say, yet Cami didn’t want to hear the words.

“I’m going to head back home,” Bella said, breaking the unbearable silence.

“I need to get back to work anyway.”

“I need to keep researching. I can’t shut off my curiosity.”

Cami sighed. “I get it. It’s who you are.”

“Yes, it’s who I am.”
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Bella floated in her uncle’s pool to clear her mind of the conversation with Cami. Her thoughts returned to the frustrating impasse where they had landed. Amidst the pool lights and geckos clacking, she imagined her mother’s gentle voice in her mind. Mijita, remember when your father and I disagreed on whether to move to the US or stay in Colombia? We had different dreams and desires, like you and Cami now. What I learned from that experience is that communication is vital. What would you want to hear from Cami if the roles were reversed?

She let the question marinate, letting the coolness of the pool and her mother’s wisdom comfort her. Even in moments of conflict, seeking common ground and staying open to conversation could bridge the gap between different perspectives.

How is it we talk more now than when you were alive?

The silence bounced off the mango and plantain trees. 

I wish things were different, Mamá.

Mijita, not everyone can afford to take risks, she imagined her mother saying. It doesn’t mean they don’t want to improve. It means they won’t eat if things don’t work out. In the States, we can walk to a community food bank and take care of our family. In Colombia, we don’t have that safety net. We sit on the sidewalk with threads and pray someone will walk by and ask to purchase a bracelet with their name woven on it.

“They’re not against it. They can’t afford it,” she said aloud. “With some work, maybe I can help them afford it.”

You are a talented grant writer, Mijita.

Yes, I am. She sat taller. First thing tomorrow, I’ll begin researching grants for sustainable projects and work on a proposal for the Santos family farm. There must be grants available in Colombia. Why didn’t I consider this earlier?

That’s why I’m here, Mijita.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Over the next few days, Bella researched grants for Colombian farms. She landed on a website that offered hope. Sustainable Agriculture Grant Initiative was a grant that provided financial support and resources to projects in Colombia.

Hot damn!

Then, she discovered another one. The Global Green Fund offered up to fifty thousand dollars to small farms transitioning to organic practices.

Another one, the Local Farm Initiative, provided financial support for farmer training in eco-friendly techniques.

Who knew?

With funding, anyone could start an organic coffee farm in Colombia. A grant could help fund all of it. Suddenly, grant writing took on a new level of purpose.

Mamá, imagine how much farmers could accomplish with this kind of support. They could invest in better equipment, hire more workers, and improve crop yields without using harmful pesticides or synthetic fertilizers. Cancer caused by these toxins could be a thing of the past.

Her phone pinged and brought her back to the room, to the present moment, to the fact she’d spent that entire day in research mode for Colombia, not work.

She picked up a video call from her brother.

“Bella.” He looked frazzled.

“Eduardo, what’s wrong?”

“It’s Papí. He lost his job today.”

“What happened?”

“The restaurant closed down.”

Her heart flopped. The restaurant meant a lot to him. He had worked alongside the owners to make it a success for decades. “Is he okay?”

“He’s cooking and singing like they offered him a raise and a company car instead of a kick to the curb.”

“Dad doesn’t sing.”

“Exactly. Papí knows he’s screwed but doesn’t want anyone to worry.”

A pang of guilt washed over her. She had focused on her projects and goals so much that she hadn’t checked in on her family back home that week. “I’ll call him later and see if there’s anything I can do to help.” 

“A call from you will make a difference.”

She temporarily lived abroad and had no real problems. She had a job with fantastic pay and benefits. She never had to consider where her next meal would come from or where she’d lay her sleepy body at night. She could care for herself without ever having to ask someone for help. She was her father’s daughter, proud. He was proud, which meant he’d never ask for help. He would not do well without opportunities to care for himself. 

“The kiddos want to say hello. Hang on.”

Ethan and Emma’s faces popped on her screen a moment later. “Hey, Tía!”

“Hey, kiddos. How are you doing?”

“We’re good, Tía. When are you coming home?” Ethan asked.

Her heart tightened. “In a few months. I still have a lot of work to do here.”

“We miss you,” Emma pouted, her lower lip quivering.

“I miss you guys, too.” An ache grew in her chest. “I promise I’ll come home as soon as I’m done here, okay?”

“Okay,” Ethan said with a half-smile. “Can you tell us a story?”

“Of course.” Her spirit lifted at the request. “Once upon a time, a magical forest filled with talking animals…”
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After she told her story to the kids, she called her father.

“Papí, I heard the news. Are you holding up okay?”

Her father’s voice came through the phone with sadness and pride. “I’m fine, like I told your brother. I’ll figure something out. I always do.” He paused briefly before adding, “How are you doing? How’s Colombia treating you this week?”

She sighed and leaned against the wall, staring at the ceiling. “It’s been good. I’ve been doing a lot of research on sustainable farming practices. I found some grants that could help some of the communities here.”

A moment of silence wedged between them. 

Her father spoke again. “That’s great, Mijita. I’m proud of you.”

She loved her father. He had always supported her work, even if he didn’t always understand it.

“Thanks, Papí. I want to make a difference, you know?”

“I know, Mijita. I’m so proud of you. You and Eduardo’s happiness is all that matters to me. If you’re fulfilled, I am, too. It means I’ve done my job as your father.”

“You’ve done that and so much more, Papí.”

“Listen, I’m tired and heading to the unemployment office early tomorrow morning. Let’s say goodbye for now, and we’ll catch up later, okay?”

Sadness weighed on his words, and she hated it. He had sacrificed so much and lost his beloved wife, all at fifty-eight. Now, he had to go and stand in an employment line begging for a way to support himself. 

She hung up the phone, helpless.
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The following day, she messaged Cami.

Bella: I miss you and want to see you. Can I come to the coffee shop to do some work today? I want to see your smile. You do still wear one, right?

Cami: You just put it back. And I miss you, too. Get over here, please.

She sent her a wink and a red heart. 

Fifteen minutes later, she walked through the door. 

“Hey, mi amor,” Cami greeted her hesitantly as she entered the cozy establishment.

“Morning, beautiful.”

Bella ordered her usual latte and found a spot at a small table by the window. Cami brought her drink over and lingered, seemingly unsure whether to stay or go.

Bella broke the tension. “Hey,” she took Cami’s hand. “I’m sorry if I upset you yesterday. My approach was all wrong and I take full blame for that. I want to help, not hurt you. I hope you know that.”

“I do know that. You’re a curious soul with a big heart. There’s no fault in that.”

“It felt like you viewed it as a fault yesterday.”

“I did, at first. Then, I thought about it all night long. I felt horrible. I tried to dampen your spirit. I love your spirit. It’s the first thing I noticed about you. I feel alive when I’m around you, and I don’t want to miss out on that because of my fears over the future. I’m sorry I put that on you.”

Bella stood and pulled her into her arms, hugging her tightly. “You are so amazing.”

They remained in their embrace for a few moments longer, then Bella pulled back to take in the beauty of Cami’s soft eyes.

“Did we just survive our first argument?”

“Depends. Who won?” Cami arched her eyebrow.

She raised her eyebrow to match. “Well, considering we both admitted fault, Mother Nature won this round. But don’t worry, she’ll give us another shot.” Her tone was laced with enough sarcasm to let Cami know she was ready for a rematch, but maybe under more playful circumstances. They both shared a knowing look, a newfound understanding blending seamlessly with their playful banter.

They both chuckled, and the tension let out its steam. Cami lingered long enough to share one of her signature sweet smiles with her before retreating behind the counter to attend to other customers. Tobi trotted beside her, the trusted sidekick with a fabulous disposition on life and a cute little wagging tail.

She sipped on her latte and pulled out her laptop to do some work.

As the hour ticked by, she delved into her work, typing away with focused determination. The steady rhythm of the keys synchronized with the passing minutes.

Now and then, she glanced up, her gaze finding Cami as she expertly moved between tables, serving patrons with a grace that seemed second nature. Each time their eyes met, a silent understanding passed, a shared commitment to move past their argument.

Once the shop cleared of most customers, Cami and Carlos approached her. “So,” Cami started. “I spoke with Carlos.”

“About?”

Cami looked at Carlos, then back at her. “About how we could stand to improve things.”

“We’d love to learn more about how we can approach these improvements realistically without stirring up things too much,” Carlos said.

“Of course.” She nudged her laptop to the side. “Since Cami and I last spoke, I’ve been looking into grants for regenerative farming, and there are many.”

Carlos leaned against the table. “That sounds promising. What kind of grants are you talking about?” he continued to speak in Spanish.

She explained what she had found, highlighting the potential benefits for their farm business.

Carlos asked questions and took notes. “Thank you for sharing this with me.” He closed his notepad. “I’m going to do some due diligence of my own as well.”

“I’d expect nothing less. There’s no shortage of grants out there.”

“Who knew?”

“That’s what I said to myself when I discovered them! And who knows? Maybe one day I’ll get a grant and start my own organic farm, too.”

“Healthy competition?” Carlos asked.

“No competition with me. You get the first grant. I’d take the second.” She winked, then looked to Cami, whose smile lit the space. 

Bella gathered her belongings.

“Stay a while,” Cami suggested, gesturing toward the puzzle table. “We can talk more about this over some coffee.”

“¿Estás seguro?”

“Sí, I’m sure. I don’t joke around regarding puzzles.” She winked and headed over to the puzzle.

She joined Cami at the table, where she immediately got to work. After exchanging some pleasantries and sipping their coffee, Cami asked, “What else is happening in your life, Bella? Besides considering a career shift as an organic farm owner.” She pinched her cheek. “I’d love that.”

“We could have some fun.”

“Digging in the dirt together.”

“Or mud when it rains.”

Cami blushed. “God, I’ve missed you.”

They continued to solve the puzzle and sip coffee. 

“I spoke with Carlos and my aunt and uncle last night about how I was feeling, you know, with all the guilt and stuff. Turns out, they felt the same way.”

Bella smiled inwardly, realizing she was likely the catalyst to that important family conversation. “If we could all learn to communicate, we’d have no problems. I always say this to my family, yet we all continue making the same mistake with each new problem.”

“It’s uncomfortable to have crucial conversations.”

“We don’t want to hurt anyone. But these critical talks are necessary to grow.”

“I feel better,” Cami said. “Because now it’s out in the open, and we all realize we’re doing the best we can all do with the cards we have in hand. We’ll be okay if we keep improving.”

“Was it hard at first?”

“I was terrified to open up to them. But our argument helped me get out of my head and see it differently.” She paused, pushing around a puzzle piece. “I was mad at you. Like steam coming out of my ears, mad. But after a few glasses of wine, I came to my senses.” She looked up at Bella. “I wasn’t mad at you as much as I was mad at myself for being so closed-minded.”

“I didn’t see any steam.”

Cami laughed. 

They continued sharing time, sneaking kisses and flirty banter. 

“Were you serious about starting a coffee farm here?”

“I’d love to do something like that. But, you know, reality likes to set in.”

“You mean your job?”

“That, but more so my family. My father lost his job recently.” Bella fixed her gaze on the puzzle pieces. “He’ll begin struggling soon if I don’t come up with a solution. It’s hard from here.”

Cami placed a hand on her shoulder. “Lo siento, Bella. That must be tough.”

She appreciated the gesture but didn’t want to dwell on the negative. “I’ll figure something out.”

“It’s what you do.”

She chuckled. “Yeah. It’s what I do.” She fit a puzzle piece into its spot. “For now, let’s enjoy this puzzle.”

They discussed puzzle themes and techniques as they worked. Bella loved those moments of peace. The soft murmur of their voices blended harmoniously with the occasional clink of puzzle pieces finding their rightful places. The cozy ambiance of the coffee shop surrounded them, providing a sanctuary from the outside world.

As they collaborated on the puzzle, Bella marveled at how effortlessly they complemented each other’s strengths. The puzzle pieces were aligning, fitting together perfectly. In those stolen moments, she felt a sense of gratitude for the serendipitous connection that had brought them together. Their relationship was more than about solving a puzzle; it was a fitting metaphor for how they navigated life’s complexities side by side.

After a few hours of puzzle-solving and chatting, they had completed the jigsaw puzzle. Bella checked her phone. It had gotten late. “I should head back home. Thank you for the company.” She kissed her forehead and then the tip of her nose.

“De nada,” Cami said. “Keep me updated on your father’s situation. I’ll be here for you.”

“I sure will.”

As she walked home, her mind buzzed with the stress of helping her father from Colombia. It wouldn’t be easy, but then again, what was?

When she returned home, she opened her work email. She flinched at the bold, red letters in the subject line: “MISSING DEADLINE.”

She gasped. She had forgotten all about her work project.

She sent a quick email to Susan apologizing for the missed deadline and promising to call her the next day to explain.

Shielding her face with one arm, she sank into her mattress and let out a long sigh. She’d much rather dig in the dirt and play in the mud with Cami.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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The following day, Bella dialed her director’s number. When Susan answered, she explained that she missed the deadline because she was putting the final pieces together on the sustainability project.

“I promise you, Susan, this report will be a game-changer.” Her voice exuded confidence. “Once you read it, you’ll see how much potential sustainable farming has.”

“I see,” Susan said. “We’re shifting gears a bit now. We’ve been trying to devise a campaign to reduce single-use plastics. I want to put you on that project. We need your environmental advocacy and creativity background.”

She didn’t want to deal with plastics. She wanted to work on farming. But she couldn’t afford to rock the boat and risk losing her job, not with her father out of work.

“Of course. Send me the details, and I’ll get started.”

After the call, she needed reassurance. So, she messaged her friends.

Bella: Hey! I’m letting you know that the universe is trying to test my stress limits. Work pressure is at an all-time high, and to add some extra spice, the restaurant where my dad worked closed, and he’s out of a job. 

Emily: Bella, take a deep breath, prioritize your tasks, and tackle them individually.

Emily was always the practical one. If only the world operated so efficiently. Good for her that she could settle the world by taking a deep breath and making a list of action items.

Sandra: Let’s brainstorm some ideas for your dad. Does he want to stay in the restaurant business?

Bella: He’s great at it, so ideally, that would be best.

Veronica: I could always use a trusted delivery guy at my flower shop for the short term.

Her father hated driving. His blood pressure skyrocketed every time he got behind the wheel. Hard pass.

Bella: No, that won’t work. He needs a longer-term solution. He still has ten years to retire.

If I were my friends, I wouldn’t be able to stand me. They’re just trying to help. Be kind.

Pat: I’ll keep my eye out for him. We’re always looking for reliable guys in the bricklaying world.

Seriously? Bricklaying at his age?

Bella: He’s never going to be a bricklayer at this stage in life.

Pat: It was just a thought.

Be kind.

Bella: And I appreciate it. I appreciate all of you. Please keep the ideas coming.
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As two months flew by, Bella continued to focus on her job, appreciating that she had employment and a way to pay her bills. Then, she reserved her nights and weekends for intimate moments with Cami and farm research. On weekends, her family invited Cami and her family over for barbecues and dancing under the patio lights. They embraced Cami and the rest of the Santos as part of their extended family, asking when the wedding would occur and arguing over who would be part of the ceremony.

Life sure did straighten itself out over that time. For starters, she had applied for many sustainable farm grants, determined to help Cami and Carlos in any way possible. Secondly, Pat found something more aligned with her father’s experience and ability: a cook at the Masonry Institute restaurant. He loved it and called her often to let her know how much. 

Bella found solace in her work and the joy of helping others. Despite her busy schedule, she always relaxed over jigsaw puzzles with Cami. During that time, they uncovered each other’s vulnerabilities by sharing stories of their pasts and dreams of the future. She fell deeper in love with her life, embracing her home away from home.

Then things changed one morning after she walked to the coffee shop to research more about Colombia’s farming history. 

The quaint coffee shop hummed with activity. Bella sat hunched over her laptop, eyes fixed on the screen, engrossed in research.

Who knew searching for “farming dangers” could toss her into such a dark rabbit hole?

The more she delved, the more appalled she became at what she uncovered about the potential dangers lurking in the rural areas of Colombia. The idyllic countryside belied a harsh reality for many communities, where environmental degradation and exploitation threatened their way of life.

She scrolled through reports, eyes scanning the stark statistics and heart-wrenching anecdotes. It was a sobering reminder that the picturesque landscapes she had admired held deeper, more complex stories than met the eye. The implications of her findings stretched far beyond mere data; they represented countless individuals’ lives, livelihoods, and futures.

Her thoughts swirled in introspection as she scrolled pages. How could such a stunning landscape hide such troubling truths? It starkly contrasted the picturesque scenes she’d grown to love, a disheartening revelation about a place with so much promise.

Day by day, she had a growing dream of starting a small, eco-friendly farm in the countryside. In that dream, she envisioned living off the land, growing fresh produce, and contributing to the community around her. But the more she dug into the country’s politics and social structures, the more she realized how naive she had been.

She had heard about the violence and drug cartels that ravaged certain parts of the country but had brushed them off as something that wouldn’t affect her or anyone she knew. Now, as she sat inside the coffee shop, she couldn’t ignore the fear that crept up on her. 

New elections were coming in the months ahead that threatened to change the peace Colombians enjoyed since the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, a Marxist guerrilla organization known to locals as the FARC, and the government signed a peace treaty eight years earlier. New groups were emerging, threatening to upend the peace.

How realistic was running a sustainable and organic farm in a land vulnerable to corruption? Should she bother researching for something that may never see fruition? If the community farms became super successful, would they survive at the hands of criminals seeking power from that success?

A group of loud tourists walked by the window, laughing and snapping photos of the interesting buildings outside.

Tobi barked at them, putting up his best tough-guy impression. “You’re not kidding anyone.” She patted his head. “You’re too cute to be scary. Leave the happy tourists alone.”

He barked again, then jumped down and click-clacked across the floor to Cami.

She sighed and sipped her coffee, hoping the caffeine would jolt her brain into a solution. But as she glanced back at her laptop screen, her heart sank. The articles she had been reading painted a bleak picture of rural life in Colombia, filled with stories of farmers being forced off their land by paramilitaries and guerrilla groups, violence and corruption, poverty and injustice. 

She suddenly felt foolish for thinking she could make a difference there. What did she know about the place? What right did she have to come in and try to change things? She felt like an outsider, an interloper, someone who didn’t belong. 

But then, as if in response to her doubts, her mind flashed back to the reason she had come to Colombia in the first place. The monotony of her old life had suffocated her. She craved adventure, something different from the mundane routine of work, home, and sleep. She wanted to live a life that mattered.

As her contemplation peaked, Cami bustled over, a tray of steaming coffee cups balanced on her arm. Her eyes sparkled with warmth and determination, the essence of the life she breathed into every corner of the coffee shop.

“Bella, you’ve been so absorbed in that screen. What’s got you so engrossed?”

She looked up. “I’ve been reading about rebel groups in Colombia. It’s shocking, Cami. I had no idea how prevalent they’re becoming again.”

Cami’s expression shifted, defensiveness flashing across her features. “Bella, you can’t assume things based on your reading. Colombia is a vast and diverse place. You can’t generalize.”

Whoa.

She raised her hands in a pacifying gesture, her voice gentle but persistent. “Cami, I’m not passing judgment.” Or am I? “I want to understand, that’s all.”

Cami’s defenses softened slightly, her gaze meeting Bella’s with vulnerability. “Let me deliver these coffees. I’ll be back.”

She continued to read how, as of late, the rebel groups went into small rural areas to recruit young men to join their cause, promising them resources for their loyalty. The rebels wanted social justice and equal resources for all. Their cause was noble, but their actions not at all. They were willing to rob people, grow illegal crops, and perform other criminal acts to fund their cause.

Cami returned and sat across from her. “It’s complicated, Bella. In places close to Quindio, like here, it’s still very safe. But in other more remote areas, it’s true, there have been issues with rebel groups.”

She nodded, absorbing the information, grateful for Cami’s willingness to share. “I didn’t mean to judge. I want to be aware and make sure you’re safe.”

Cami’s features softened, a hint of gratitude warming her eyes. “I know, Bella. It’s just—it’s a sensitive topic. But I appreciate that you care enough to ask.”

The tension that had briefly flared dissipated. Talking things out with Cami came easy. She had no ego, and therefore, Bella saw no need to hang onto hers in those moments, either.

“I guess no place is fully safe,” Bella said. “Hell, Baltimore is the murder capital of the States, and I live only forty miles from there.”

“Exactly. Nothing is guaranteed. We can’t stop living and making plans based on what may or may not happen.”

“That’s my wise one.” She cradled Cami’s hand. She wanted the best for Cami and would continue to find ways to deliver that.
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One night, after finishing her remote work, she sat on the edge of the bed, lost in thought. Her phone chimed with an incoming message from Cami.

Cami: Hey, Bella, can I come over?

The words appeared on the screen like a tease.

Bella: Of course.

Cami’s presence always lightened her load.

Moments later, her knock came. She opened the door to Cami, cradling a bottle of wine, chocolates, and a package of Ducales crackers. 

“How about a little impromptu date?” Cami stepped into the guest cottage.

“Get in here, beautiful.” She pulled her into her arms and whisked her through the door. They settled on the couch with full glasses of wine and plates covered in crunchy crackers and chocolates.

“Gracias, Cami.” She raised her glass in a toast. “For this and everything else.”

“De nada,” Cami said. 

They clinked their glasses together, the sound echoing like a promise in the quiet room.

They savored the velvety smoothness of the chocolates and the connection they shared. “Your love means the world to me,” Bella said. “I don’t know what I will do without you once I return to the US.”

Cami brushed a stray strand of hair from her face with a tender touch. “We still have two months. Unless you purchase a farm before then.” She stretched a smile on her face. 

“I would’ve had to apply for a grant. The grants are for you and your family first.”

Time stood still as Cami kissed her. “Your budding dream is just as important as ours.”

“One step at a time, love.” She traced her finger around Cami’s hairline and tucked her curls behind an ear. 

Cami rose to her knees and straddled her, kissing her. Her tongue played with Bella’s, teasing and coaxing her into euphoric bliss. 

Cami broke the kiss and gazed at her with dreamy eyes. “Make love to me, Bella.” 

She gripped Cami’s hips and lifted her. “Hang on to me, love.” 

Cami wrapped her legs around her hips and kissed her neck as she carried her to the bedroom. 

Once there, she placed Cami on the bed and unbuttoned her jeans. She lowered them down Cami’s hips, trailing her soft skin with her tongue. Inch by inch, Bella peeled them down her legs, savoring the salty sweetness of her skin. When she removed the jeans, she tossed them aside and traveled her tongue back up her leg, over her hip, and to her tight belly. “You are so freaking sexy.”

Cami moaned and swayed her hips in response. She grabbed Bella’s thick hair and massaged her fingers, working them at the same rhythm as Bella’s tongue circling her belly button. 

Bella savored each curve and contour and grew wetter the more Cami’s lithe body moved against hers. Her skin was soft and warm against her tongue.

Cami wrapped her legs around her, wrestled her onto her back, and then pinned her arms above her head. “What are you going to do to me, my love?”

“Patience, mi amor.” Her hands were gentle yet demanding as she traced paths of pleasure on her skin. Her soft yet passionate kisses created waves of pleasure in Bella. She was wet and hot and desperate for more. Cami explored her wetness with a firm yet gentle touch, massaging her with the right pace and pressure. She planted loving kisses down her neck, tangling her legs with Bella’s. “Do you want me to keep going?” Her breath was hot against her tingly skin.

Bella responded with a deep moan, teased by her playful command.

“I take that as a yes.” Cami increased the pressure of her touch. With each circle of her fingers, Bella soared higher and higher, closing in on a tilted world where up was down and down was up. Cami led her on the thrilling ride, increasing her pressure and speed, taking her out of her body, and launching her into bliss. Her body quivered and shook as Cami brought her closer to the heights of pleasure. She gasped as Cami hit her sweet spot, sending her spiraling into an orgasmic abyss, leaving her trembling in Cami’s embrace. 

She lay panting below Cami for a few long beats until Cami rolled over and propped herself on an elbow. She circled Bella’s lips with a light touch. “I take it you’re pleased.” 

“You sure do know how to take me places I’ve never been before.”

Cami caressed her cheek. “Pleasuring you is one of my favorite things to do.”

She took Cami’s hand and kissed it. “What a coincidence. I feel the same way. And now, it’s my turn to pleasure you.”

“Take me there, mi amor.”

The moon’s light spilled into the room, casting everything in an indulgent glow. As she made love to Cami, she had long forgotten about the world outside.
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The moon continued to shine across the tangled sheets of her bed. She opened her eyes and stretched, the sweet ache of their lovemaking coursing through her limbs. Cami lay beside her, her arm draped over Bella’s waist, her breath delicate and even.

She gazed at Cami’s peaceful face. She had never believed in love at first sight. But with Cami, she recognized a long-lost companion. Every moment with her felt like a gift of grace, a reminder of life’s beauty and joy.

As she lay there, basking in the warmth of Cami’s presence, her thoughts turned to the inevitable future that lay before them. One day soon, she’d no longer enjoy moments like that.

With one last look at Cami’s sleeping form, she closed her eyes and eventually fell asleep.
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The first light of dawn filtered through the curtains when Bella awoke. Her body still tingled from the night before. Cami slept peacefully beside her.

She gazed at Cami’s face, and the calm, peaceful look on her features stirred something deep in her chest. An inner warmth grew with each passing second, radiating from her core and seeping into every part of her being.

Careful not to disturb Cami, she slid out of bed and tiptoed across the cool wooden floor to retrieve her laptop from the desk.

She opened her email and read a message from Susan.

Dear Bella,

I hope this message finds you well. We have an urgent matter that requires your attention when you return to the office. We’ve scheduled a critical client meeting on the day you return, and your expertise is vital to its success. 

Please ensure you return to our Rockville office as scheduled. Your presence is necessary to ensure proper preparation and collaboration. Your contributions are highly valued, and your insights will significantly influence our client’s confidence in our strategies.

I appreciate your dedication to our projects. Please let us know if you have any questions.

Her heart dropped like a stone in her chest. Two months would be here too fast. How would she leave Cami now that their relationship blossomed into something so beautiful and profound?

“Hey, what are you doing?” Cami rubbed sleep from her eyes. “Is everything okay?”

“Morning, love.” She closed her laptop. “I received an email from my boss. She scheduled a client meeting for my first day back in the office.”

“I see.” Cami propped herself up on one elbow. Concern etched on her face.

“I know it’s coming, yet her email bothers me,” she sighed. “Why can’t they let me work from here? I’ve already provided them with so many valuable insights from my research. Why isn’t that enough?”

Cami placed a comforting hand on her arm. “I know how much your work means to you. I wish you could stay here and do it.”

“Yo también.” Her voice wavered, caught between her love for Cami and her commitment to her career. “Both sides of me—the Colombian girl who grew up dreaming of a better future and the American woman working to protect the environment—they’re tearing me apart.”

“Follow your heart, Bella. It knows the way.”

She leaned into Cami’s embrace, their foreheads touching as tears threatened to spill from her eyes as the weight of her reality bore down on her.

“I’m going to get some work done. Go back to bed.”

Cami wiped her sleepy eyes. “We’ll continue this conversation in a few hours once I’ve woken properly.” She kissed her forehead. “Don’t work too hard, mi amor. Everything will work out as it should.”
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Bella sat at the kitchen table, contemplating the consequences of leaving Colombia: missed opportunities and a potential long-distance relationship with Cami.

“Hey,” Cami said. She stood by the doorway, a steaming mug of coffee in her hand. “You still look lost in thought.”

“Lo siento.” She offered a weak smile. “I’m just trying to figure things out.”

“Look, I know this is hard for you.” Cami crossed the room and took a seat next to her. Her dark curls framed her face, and she looked into her eyes, radiating compassion. “We can make it work, no matter where you are.”

Cami meant well, but Bella couldn’t shake the fear that their relationship would suffer. What would life look like without Cami? Boring nights, no laughter, terrible coffee, no more tummy flips or heart flutters.

Panic bubbled up in her chest. She didn’t want to lose her.

“Can we?”

“Of course we can,” Cami said, resting a reassuring hand on her knee. “We’re stronger than distance, Bella.”

“Promise me again, for good measure, that we’ll stay close no matter what happens.”

“Te lo prometo,” Cami vowed, her grip on her knee growing tighter. “I promise.”

Cami glanced at the clock on the wall and sighed. “I have to get to the coffee shop.” She stood and kissed her forehead. “But we can talk more tonight, okay?”

“Okay.”

Cami walked toward the door. “Have a good day,” she said before disappearing, leaving her alone with her thoughts again.

As the door clicked shut, she felt torn in two. She wanted to stay with Cami, but her work and dependents beckoned her.

“Follow your heart, Bella,” Cami’s words echoed in her mind.

How could she follow it when it pulled her in opposite directions? The weight of the decision pressed against her chest, threatening to suffocate her as she wrestled with her options and their implications for her future. She closed her eyes, seeking solace. But she couldn’t turn off her mind.

She needed some space. She grabbed her backpack and headed out the door. She needed some time to think things through and gather her thoughts. She hailed a taxi and directed the driver to take her to one of the organic farms with a park nearby.

The park offered tranquility and peace for her to reflect. She let go of her fear and anxiety as she walked the tree-lined paths, listening to the leaves rustle beneath her feet. In a secluded spot, she pulled out her notebook and wrote. She wrote of her love for Cami, appreciation for her job and father, and fears about making the wrong choice. 

Writing helped her see the possibilities ahead. Her decision wasn’t an all-or-nothing one. 

Right?

She grappled with the juxtaposition of her love for Cami in Colombia and her responsibilities in the States, including her job and the support she provided to her father and family.

Putting pen to paper helped Bella clarify her priorities and allowed her to weigh the pros and cons of each choice. Still, no choice seemed right because someone would get hurt either way.

As the sun set, she closed her notebook and took one final look at the park. 

Mamá, I need to ask Susan for an extension in Colombia to explore the possibilities here. Please tell me I’m not making a terrible choice.

As her thoughts swirled, her mother’s voice echoed in her mind. Mijita, follow your instincts. They will lead you to where you need to be. Remember, everything has consequences. Make sure you’re ready to accept them, no matter what you choose.

Her heart clenched at her mother’s words. She missed her mother and wished she could turn to her for actual guidance. But she would need to navigate the decision on her own.

Still, the spirit of her mother’s wisdom grounded her and gave her the courage to trust herself. She took a deep breath, the weight of her decision lifting slightly, and resolved to face the future with all the strength and determination she possessed.

Mamá, to win her over, I’ll discuss how I have so much to offer, especially researching firsthand in Colombia from farmers who live and breathe sustainability. This knowledge can help Susan take the firm to new profit levels. It’s a win-win.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Bella gulped a mouthful of guava juice as she reread the email draft to her boss, asking if she could stay in Colombia longer. Her mind raced with possibilities and doubts, but with one deep breath, she hit send.

Relief and apprehension stewed in her. Time would tell what her future would hold.
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The door to the coffee shop tinkled when she stepped inside. 

“¡Hola, mi amor!” Cami called out. “You look like you could use a coffee.”

“¡Sí, a gallon might do the trick, por favor!” She slid onto a barstool by the counter. Tobi greeted her with his typical sniff of the ankle routine. She reached into a glass jar on the counter and dug out a dog treat for him.

Carlos handed her a steaming mug. “It’s not a gallon, but it’s the best darn coffee you’ll get in this region,” he said in Spanish.

“Gracias, Carlos.”

Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she sipped the brew. 

Her director emailed her back. 

Whoa. Way too quick, Susan.

Her heart flipped. 

“Everything okay?” Concern etched across Cami’s features.

“I don’t know yet.”

Cami exchanged a glance with Carlos before busying herself with wiping down the counter, giving her the needed space.

She tapped on the message with trembling fingers and braced herself for the worst. Her eyes scanned the words on the screen, her pulse racing to see the answer.

Bella, I saw you sent an email. I haven’t had a moment to read it yet. I will. The clients have us swamped here, which is why I’m reaching out. You once interviewed someone from the Chesapeake Bay Foundation about crab populations. We need that person’s contact info immediately. Please send it.

She exhaled.

“What is it?”

“I sent my boss a proposal to extend my time here to research farming practices this morning. I thought she was responding, but she hasn’t read it yet. She asked me to do a task instead.” She chuckled.

Cami chuckled back.

She scanned her contact list, found the person’s info, and sent it to her boss. “Crisis averted.”

“¡Felicidades!” Cami beamed, wrapping her in a warm hug. “I knew you could do it.”

“Felicidades? I haven’t heard her answer yet, though.”

“You took the bold move. That’s worth celebrating!”

She cocked her head. “I guess you’re right. I did take a bold step!”

“Oh yes, you did! Let’s celebrate by visiting that organic farm I told you about last week near Buena Vista.”

Another day enjoying the countryside with Cami meant another night working late for Susan. She might groan about it later, but at that moment she wanted to spin Cami around in joy. “Sounds perfect.” 
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The sun suffused the sprawling organic farm with a gentle luminescence as they exited the borrowed Jeep. Rows upon rows of crops stretched before them, a picturesque red barn and a cozy farmhouse in the distance.

“Wow, this place is breathtaking.” Cami stretched her eyes wide, taking in the sights around them. “Imagine if we could own a farm like this together?” 

“That would be amazing.” Bella scanned the fields around them. If only she could snap her fingers and make it happen. Reality had a way of poking its ugly head through it, though. “But hardly realistic at this point for me.”

Cami’s expression softened, and she took her hand. “I know, mi amor. We can still dream, can’t we?”

She squeezed Cami’s hand. “Yes, we can dream,” she said, a wistful smile growing. “And who knows? Maybe the stars will align one day, and our dreams will become a reality. I love a good challenge, as you may know by now.”

Cami released her hand, opened her arms wide, and spun. “Challenge accepted.”

She took in her beauty. “Come on, let’s explore.” She took Cami’s hand, and they ventured deeper into the farm together.
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The farm owner, an older woman with worn hands, greeted them as they approached the main field. “Welcome, ladies! I’m Señora Marta. Let me show you around.”

Señora Marta explained in Spanish, like the other farmers they interviewed, the importance of crop rotation. “We alternate the types of crops we plant in each field every season. This helps maintain soil fertility and reduces pests and diseases. Healthy soil is the backbone of sustainable agriculture. By rotating our crops, we allow the earth to recover and rejuvenate naturally, ensuring our land remains fertile for generations.”

Their tour continued, and Señora Marta showcased other regenerative farming practices that had become integral. “Composting is another key practice,” she continued, gesturing to a large mound of decomposing plant matter. “We collect organic waste from the farm and let it decompose naturally. It becomes nutrient-rich compost, which we use to fertilize the soil.”

The simplicity and efficiency of the process impressed Bella. Whereby she tossed her food scraps and lawn clippings in the trashcan to be hauled away by a big, noisy, gas-guzzling dump truck, they turned theirs into something life-affirming. “Nature’s way of recycling.”

“Exactly,” Señora Marta agreed. “Everything is interconnected. Our actions on the land affect our crops and the wildlife and environment surrounding us.”

“¡Qué fascinante!” Bella said, admiring a group of ladybugs crawling over the leaves of a nearby plant. “And it’s all chemical-free.”

“Exactamente,” Señora Marta said. “These beneficial insects are nature’s pest control experts. They prey on the harmful bugs that would otherwise threaten our crops, allowing us to avoid pesticide use and preserve the delicate balance of our ecosystem. We also have one hundred and twenty different species of birds that keep things in check,” she explained in Spanish.

They continued to stroll through the fields. As they reached the heart of the farm, Bella hesitated before voicing the question that had been on her mind since the research. “Señora Marta, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but with the current situation in some parts of Colombia, how safe is this area from the rebel groups?” She turned to Cami and whispered, “Sorry, love, I had to ask. I mean no disrespect.”

Cami patted her arm. 

Señora Marta’s expression grew somber, her gaze fixed on the distant horizon. “It’s true, my dear. There are areas affected by the recent rebel activity, especially those far from tourist regions like Quindio. But here, in this community, we’ve been fortunate. We look out for one another, and we’ve had no major incidents.”

“Told you.” Cami nudged her side. 

She felt a sense of relief wash over her. “That’s good to know, Señora Marta. I worry about the safety of the community.”

Señora Marta nodded, a solemn understanding passing between them. “I appreciate your concern, my dear. It’s important to be cautious. But I can assure you, this land is our sanctuary, and we do everything we can to keep it that way.”

The farm was more than just a piece of land; it was a haven of sustainability and hope. And in Señora Marta’s capable hands, they were in the presence of a faithful steward of the Earth, a woman whose wisdom and dedication would guide them toward a future they could believe in.

After their tour, Señora Marta led them to a table laden with the farm’s produce. The colors of tomatoes, cucumbers, and other vegetables invited them to taste the fruits of the land.

“Please, help yourselves,” she encouraged.

Bella bit into a juicy tomato, its ripened flavor bursting on her tongue. At the same time, Cami enjoyed the crunch of a cucumber. Savoring the farm’s produce connected her even more to the land and its people. “They even taste more delicious than conventional produce.”

“That’s because, with conventional farming, the produce soaks up the chemicals and passes it on to the one eating it.”

Consuming harmful chemicals horrified her. Her eyes widened in appreciation when she looked down at the pile of organic vegetables.

Cami had filled her mouth with cherry tomatoes. “We’re all interconnected. When we take care of the land, the land takes care of us, I suppose.”

“Absolutamente.” The woman handed them napkins.

After they wiped their hands, Cami took out her phone. “Let’s take some pictures.”

Hand in hand, they explored the rows of vegetables and fruit trees. She snapped photos with her phone. They plucked a few bright strawberries off a vine for one final photograph to remember their day.

Their experience at Señora Marta’s farm had opened their eyes even more to the power of regenerative farming practices. It wasn’t just about growing crops. It was about nurturing the land, embracing sustainable techniques, and respecting the delicate balance of nature. The benefits extended far beyond the farm’s boundaries, reaching the wider community and the environment.

“You should return for a hands-on experience in the field,” Señora Marta said.

“We’d love to,” they said. 

“It’s a date then. When?”

She turned to Cami. “When can you?”

“How about right now?” Cami asked.

“Perfecto,” Señora Marta said.

Bella cocked her head. “I’m along for the ride, so let’s do it.”

Cami clapped. “Let’s do it!” 

Señora Marta led them to a farm section where the soil was freshly tilled. “Let me show you how important healthy soil is to grow our coffee plants.” She knelt and picked up a handful of dirt. “This, my dear friends, is the foundation of everything we do on this farm.”

Señora Marta allowed the soil to trickle through her fingers. The sun played off the particles, creating a cascade of tiny, glinting specks.

“Healthy soil is teeming with life,” Señora Marta continued, brushing her hands clean. “It’s filled with microorganisms that help our coffee plants grow strong and resist disease. We must treat it carefully and respectfully, for our crops would not thrive without it.”

“How do we prepare the soil for planting?” Cami asked.

“First, we loosen the soil to ensure proper drainage and aeration,” Señora Marta explained, demonstrating with a garden fork. “Then, we add compost or other organic matter to provide essential nutrients and improve the soil structure.”

“Compost, like the one we saw earlier, right?” Bella chimed in, recalling the pile of decomposing plant material they had passed on their tour.

“Exactly,” Señora Marta confirmed. “Ready to get your hands dirty?”

Bella and Cami exchanged excited glances before rolling their sleeves and joining her in the soil preparation. The earth felt relaxed and damp beneath her fingers as she worked, a sensation she found grounding and invigorating.

Once the soil was ready, Señora Marta handed each of them a coffee seedling.

“Now, we plant,” she said, guiding them through creating a small hole, placing the seedling inside, and gently pressing the soil around it.

“Take your time,” Señora Marta advised, watching closely as they followed her lead. “Each seedling is a new beginning, a promise of life and sustenance.”

As she cradled the delicate seedling, she felt a surge of protectiveness for the fragile life she held. The planting seemed symbolic, representing her commitment to preserving the environment and her journey of self-discovery and growth.

As they continued planting, she chuckled at Cami carefully pressing the soil around a seedling. Her brow furrowed in concentration. “You look like my favorite aunt when you do that.”

“Your aunt? I hope she’s as good at gardening as I am.”

Bella laughed. “She could make anything grow, even in the tiniest patch of soil. When I was little, she taught me how to plant tomatoes, but I’m afraid I didn’t inherit her outdoor gardening genius.”

“Ah, so I see,” Cami teased, her eyes twinkling. “I felt you were more of an indoor plant person.”

“I haven’t killed all my houseplants yet. I even have my brother looking after them.”

“Speaking of plants,” Cami said. “When I was young, my father taught me how to grow coffee. It was our special thing, just the two of us. He always said that if you treat the plants well, they’ll give you the best coffee beans.”

Bella nodded, understanding the bond that could form between parent and child while working the land. “It sounds like you had a beautiful connection with your father.”

“Indeed. And now we’re here, creating a new connection with these coffee plants.”

“Exactly,” she agreed, grateful for sharing this experience with Cami.

There was something about Cami’s easy banter that comforted her as if they’d known each other for years.

“Now that we’ve planted the seedlings,” Señora Marta said, “It’s crucial to water them properly. Maintaining consistent moisture levels is essential for their growth.”

She demonstrated how to water the plants gently, making sure not to disturb the soil or seedlings. “Be mindful of how much water you’re giving them. Too little, and they’ll wither away; too much, and they’ll drown.”

As they followed her instructions, they worked in tandem, their movements synchronized like a well-rehearsed dance.

“Once these coffee plants grow, we’ll have helped bring something beautiful into the world.”

“Something we can be proud of,” Cami added, her eyes meeting Bella’s in a quiet understanding. “Something free of chemicals!”

They took turns using watering cans to drench the newly planted seedlings. The cool water splashed over their hands, a welcome reprieve from the day’s heat, as they shared a quiet moment.

“Isn’t it amazing how something so small can grow into something so essential to our lives?”

Cami focused on the delicate seedlings. “It’s like magic.”

“Speaking of magic,” Señora Marta interjected, her tone warm and inviting. “There is much more to learn about these plants than planting and watering them.”

“Like what?” Cami asked, as if she had never planted a seedling before. She suspected Cami’s feign of ignorance was to allow Señora Marta the space to educate them freely.

“Like how to protect them from pests and diseases,” Señora Marta said, gesturing for them to gather around her. “You see, many natural predators and companion plants can help keep your coffee plants healthy without the need for harmful chemicals.”

Cami’s brow furrowed with concern. “What kind of pests should we be looking out for?”

“Many insects can cause damage to coffee plants, such as coffee berry borers and leaf miners,” Señora Marta explained. “Nature has provided us with wonderful allies to combat them—like ladybugs, which love to feast on harmful pests.”

“Really?” Bella asked, intrigued by the simple beauty of this organic method. “What other natural predators can we use?”

“Parasitic wasps are another option. They lay their eggs inside the larvae of coffee berry borers, stopping the pests before they can do any harm.”

“Wow, nature truly has a way of balancing itself out, doesn’t it?” Cami mused, her eyes reflecting a sense of awe.

“Indeed, it does,” Señora Marta said, continuing in Spanish. “And companion planting is another effective technique for organic pest control.”

“Companion planting?” Bella asked.

“Sí, planting certain plants near your coffee plants can help deter pests or attract beneficial insects,” Señora Marta explained. “Marigolds release a scent that repels many pests, while chives attract pollinators like bees and butterflies.”

Cami looked thoughtful, her fingers tracing the edge of a watering can. “These ideas all seem doable and cost-effective.”

Bella and Cami began their pest control duties. They inspected the leaves, searching for any signs of unwanted visitors. The air buzzed with the hum of insects flitting about, mingling with rustling leaves.

“Look at this little guy.” Cami pointed to a tiny green caterpillar munching on a leaf. “He’s so cute.”

“Unfortunately, he has to go,” Señora Marta said. “He’s a greedy fellow who will decimate the leaves.”

Bella plucked the caterpillar from the leaf and placed it on the ground, away from the plants, watching as it continued its journey.

“Señora Marta,” Cami called out, noticing discolored patches on a nearby plant. “What should we do about these leaves?”

“Ah, that looks like a fungal infection.” she stepped closer for a better look. “You can remove and dispose of those leaves from the healthy plants.”

“Understood.” Bella removed the affected leaves and handed them to Cami, who dutifully carried them away.

As they continued their work, she reflected on the intricacies of organic farming and her growing connection to the land. It was hard work, but there was something undeniably satisfying about contributing to the well-being of the plants.

“Ready for the next step?” Señora Marta asked. “It’s time to harvest some ripe coffee beans.”

“Let’s do it,” Bella responded, eager to learn more. “First, can I use your bathroom?”

She pointed to the right of a barn. “It’s around the corner.”

She excused herself.

Once she finished her business, she attempted to flush the toilet. It wouldn’t flush. “Okay, then.” She stepped outside the bathroom and walked over to the sink, dousing her hands in soap. After lathering it, she turned on the faucet.

No water.

No water! No towel. Oh hell!

She wiped her sudsy hands on her jeans and returned to them. “The toilet and sink don’t seem to be working.”

Señora Marta smiled. “We get water every third day. There is a large container of collected water next to the sink. That’s what we use in the meantime.”

“Why only every third day?” Bella asked.

“That’s how it is in rural Colombia. We store water for the plants, too. What we lack in resources, we make up for in views.”

Cami reassured her with a wink. “It happens in Barcelona, too. Yet we all survive.”

Survive. Hmm.

Señora Marta urged them to follow her. “Harvesting is an important process, as it determines the quality of your coffee beans. You want to pick the cherries when they are a deep red—when they’re ripe and ready.”

“Like this one?” Cami asked, as if she didn’t know, gently touching a plump, red cherry on a nearby branch.

“Exactly,” Señora Marta confirmed. “Now, twist the cherry off the branch like this.” She demonstrated the motion, and the cherry quickly fell to her hand.

Bella mimicked Señora Marta’s movements, feeling accomplished as she harvested the coffee cherry. Looking over at Cami, she saw that she, too, had successfully picked a ripe cherry.

“You’re a natural,” Bella said.

“I’ve had some practice.” Cami winked.

“Good job, both of you. Now, let’s see how many more we can find.”

As they continued harvesting the ripe cherries, she thought about how much she had learned. The organic farming techniques, the importance of soil health, and the delicate art of harvesting coffee beans—each new lesson deepened her appreciation for the land and the people who worked to nurture it.

The baskets they carried grew heavier with each ripe cherry they harvested. The dark color of the fruit stained their fingers.

“Look at this one,” Cami said, holding a large coffee cherry. “It’s bigger than my thumb!”

“You should be proud. That’s quite an accomplishment.” She nudged Cami with her shoulder, causing them both to chuckle.

Cami rolled her eyes but grinned. “All right, Miss Rodriguez, let’s see you find an even larger one.”

“Challenge accepted.” Bella scanned the branches nearby.

She felt grateful for the shared experience with Cami as they continued searching for the ripest cherries. There was something so grounding about working together, hands deep in the soil, connecting to the Earth and each other.

“Ah-ha!” Bella said, plucking an enormous cherry from its branch. “I’ve got you beat, Señorita Santos.”

“Let me see that,” Cami said, squinting at the cherry she held triumphantly between her fingers. “Okay, you win this round. But we’re not finished yet.”

“Of course not,” agreed Bella, grinning widely. “There are still plenty more cherries to harvest.”

As they filled their baskets, Señora Marta approached, her face flushed from the day’s labor. “You two have done an excellent job today. It’s time to take a break and enjoy the fruits of our labor.”

“We get to taste the coffee now?” Bella asked.

“Indeed,” Señora Marta confirmed. “Come with me. I’ll teach you how to prepare a traditional Colombian coffee tasting.”

She pinched Cami’s cheek and winked. Cami was an expert barista who could likely run circles around Señora Marta. But they didn’t let on.

They followed her to a small wooden table under a nearby tree, where a rustic coffee pot and cups awaited them. “Here,” Señora Marta said, handing each of them a steaming cup. “Savor the aroma first, then take a sip and let the flavors play on your tongue.”

She closed her eyes, inhaling the subtle fruity notes before tentatively taking a sip. The coffee was unlike any she had ever tasted—bold, complex, and earthy, with a subtle sweetness that lingered after each swallow. She glanced at Cami, who seemed equally lost in the experience, her eyes closed and a content smile on her lips.

They stood side by side, gazing at the rows of healthy plants they had tended to throughout the day. Their hands, still stained with the dark color of the harvested beans, clasped together in a shared sense of accomplishment.

“We’ll never forget the lessons you’ve taught us today,” Bella said. “Your dedication to the land is inspiring.”

Señora Marta regarded them fondly, her face creased with a warm smile. “It was my pleasure, chicas. I can see the love you both have for this land.”

As they bid farewell to Señora Marta and her farm, they carried the bountiful produce and a sense of purpose and responsibility. Each small step toward regenerative farming would significantly shape a more sustainable and harmonious world. 

Now, if only they could have running water every day.

One small step at a time.

She hoped her director would let her stay in Colombia longer. She wanted the chance to create a community initiative to support local farmers and write grants to fund the process in Colombia and the US.

On the drive back, they passed a farmhouse with a for sale sign. “Let’s stop here,” Bella said. “I’m curious about it.”

As they approached the farmhouse, her heart raced. A vision of living off the land filled her mind. What would it be like to wake up to the chirping of birds, the smell of fresh earth, and a bounty of fresh produce at her fingertips?

Others did it. Why couldn’t she?

Reality set in, though. She had a job and bills to pay. Moving to Colombia wasn’t a realistic option. It was a dream.

Cami pulled into the sandy driveway.

They exited the Jeep to explore the charming farmhouse, bathed in a golden hue from the setting sun. 

The farmhouse was a quaint, rustic abode with a wrap-around porch furnished with blooming flowers. It exuded a welcoming aura as if inviting them to explore further. She peeked through the windows to glimpse the interior while Cami read the information on the for-sale sign.

“It’s an old farmhouse, but it has potential.” Cami’s eyes scanned the details. “The property comes with a substantial piece of land, too. Imagine the possibilities for a regenerative farm!”

Her eyes widened. She’d love to create a sustainable haven. She envisioned a place with crop rotation, composting, and natural pest control to nurture the land responsibly and provide wholesome produce. 

Cami looked at her. “Come on, let’s have some fun and dream a bit.”

She couldn’t resist her. What was the harm in a daydream? “Okay, let’s dream a little.”

Together, they walked the property, taking in the vast land around them. Serenity encircled her as they strolled along. The sun, a fiery ball of orange on the horizon, cast a warm glow over everything around them.

Cami painted a picture of their life on the farm as they walked. She imagined the possibility of waking up to the roosters crowing and drinking coffee while admiring the farmland. She pictured herself tending crops and harvesting vegetables, working alongside locals who committed themselves to the better good of their community and the health of their land.

It wasn’t just about the work. It was about the lifestyle. Slowing down, savoring small moments, and living harmoniously with nature appealed to Bella. She imagined long walks through the fields, inhaling fresh air and finding peace.

As if the universe guided them, an older couple emerged from the farmhouse, greeting them. They introduced themselves as Mr. and Mrs. Parker, the current property owners.

“Are you interested in the farmhouse?” Mr. Parker asked.

“She might be,” Cami pointed to her.

Bella shot Cami a look. 

“We’re just dreaming,” Cami mouthed.

“We were curious about it, is all,” Bella said in Spanish. Then her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and scanned a message from her boss. I’ve read your proposal.

“Is everything okay?” Cami asked.

“Susan emailed me back about the proposal.” Her fingers trembled as she opened the message. 

Bella, after careful consideration and review, we cannot accept your proposal.

The world tilted around her, making her dizzy. “Shit.” 

Cami grabbed her arm. “What is it?”

She continued to read the message.

We recognize your contributions and dedication to the company during your time here and appreciate your efforts, but we’ve decided to terminate your employment. We need someone more committed to our local efforts, and as you pointed out in your proposal, you’re more interested in staying in Colombia. We will provide you with any necessary information and support to facilitate a smooth transition during this process. Please return your access cards and equipment as soon as possible, and we’ll arrange for any personal belongings you may have at the office to be collected. If you have any questions or need further clarification, please contact me. We are committed to supporting you through this transition as best we can. Wishing you all the best in your future endeavors.

Her world had turned on its head. Despair and uncertainty dampened the dream of the farmhouse and sustainable living. She stared at her phone screen, unable to comprehend what she had read. Did they think that little of her that she wasn’t even worth the effort of a conversation?

Her job in Maryland enabled her to live comfortably, paying for her condo, bills, and visits to Colombia. Now, all that ease would disappear.

Stupid karma. I never should’ve lied about a sick godfather. Fuck. 

Cami tugged at her sleeve.

“Bella, what happened? What did the email say?” She peered over her shoulder at the phone.

“They fired me.”

Cami’s eyes widened in shock. “Without any warning? Can they legally do that?” 

“I’m an at-will employee, so yes. They can terminate me for any reason, as long as it’s not discriminatory. I’m still shocked they fired me. I brought them value yet tossed me aside without hesitation.”

Bella considered the implications of no longer having a source of income. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. This is going to screw things up.”

“Everything will work out.”

“Can we go?”

“Of course. Let me say goodbye to the Parkers.” She darted off in their direction.

Bella kicked around dirt while she waited on Cami.

When she returned, she took Bella’s hand. “Let’s go to that bench near the tree and sit down.” Cami guided her to a bench under the shade of a tree. The rustling leaves whispered words of comfort as she leaned into Cami, seeking solace in their shared silence.

“Have you ever been fired?”

“I’ve always worked for my family, so no. But I’ve also learned that sometimes, all we can do is trust and wait.”

“Trust and wait,” she repeated, letting the words sink in. Though the uncertainty of her future gnawed at her, Cami was right. At that point, she could do little more than hope and be ready to act when the time came. “I should book a flight back home soon. I’ll need to return my work stuff to them and find a new job.”

Cami’s brow furrowed with concern. “Of course, if you think that’s what you must do, I’ll support you. But maybe we can find a solution here.”

“I’m never going to make the kind of income I earned in the US here in Colombia.” She should’ve taken more care of her work responsibilities.

“Let’s take it one step at a time,” Cami suggested, placing a comforting hand on her knee.

“Okay.”

Her life went from living the dream to falling into a nightmare in less than five seconds.

They drove home, the Jeep sputtering at first as if responding to their dark moods. Chaotic thoughts ransacked her peace. How would she move forward without Cami’s daily presence? Why did life always create impossible roadblocks to her joy? Who would hire her after someone fired her? How would she pay her mortgage?


CHAPTER TWENTY
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Bella sat on the edge of the bed with Cami. She couldn’t shake the heavy feeling that had settled over her since the day before.

“Lo siento, Bella. I know how much the security of having a job meant to you.”

“It’s hard, you know? I don’t know how I will afford to stay here now. I have bills to pay at home, and although my father won’t admit it, he needs financial help now that he had to take a lower-paying job.”

Cami placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I understand, Bella. We’ll figure something out together, sí?”

She managed a small, grateful smile. “Sí,” she said, even as her mind swirled with worry. How could she make her dreams come true without any means to fund them?

Bella glanced around the cozy cottage. The plants were a constant reminder of her love for Colombia. She wanted to be there, where she felt alive. Yet, her precarious, new financial state threatened to undermine all she hoped to achieve.

“Let’s go for a walk,” Cami suggested. “Some fresh air will help clear your mind.”

“Cierto.” As they stepped outside the chalet and cottage grounds and onto the bustling streets of Barcelona, she inhaled, savoring the aroma of small-town life that carried on the breeze.

“Something will come up. You’re talented and passionate, Bella.”

She clung to Cami’s words as they meandered through the picturesque streets.

“I promised you and Carlos I’d help find funding to transform the coffee farm. But now that I need a new job, I’m not sure I can commit to that.”

Cami caressed her hand. “Don’t worry. We are content as we are. One thing at a time.”

“We might’ve been playing when we came across that farmhouse and lot for sale yesterday, but it felt real. I saw our future—creating a sustainable coffee farm. But now, without a paycheck and way to make a living, that dream is dead.”

“Your dreams are important, Bella. You have so much passion and knowledge. There’s a way for you to achieve them. We’ll figure it out.”

She sighed. “I hope so, Cami. It’s hard to see the path forward right now.”

“Maybe this is the universe offering you the opportunity to look for remote work so you can stay here in Colombia. This way, you can also work to secure funding for your sustainable coffee farm dream.”

“Our farm,” she corrected. “I’d never want to do this without you.”

“Sure, our farm.” Cami hugged her.

“I’ll start looking for jobs today.”

“Sí, mi amor,” Cami encouraged her.
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The next day, Bella sat in the patio area and stared at her laptop screen, the weight of her stress palpable in the air.

Her focus had now turned to securing remote work so she could stay in Colombia. She scrolled through remote job listings, hoping to find something to allow her to work on her dreams while allowing her the funds to travel back and forth to see her family in the US.

“Any luck?” Cami set a steaming cup of coffee next to her.

“Nothing yet. Remote work is hard now that many organizations have returned to in-person offices after the pandemic.” She sipped the coffee. “Finding something that makes me happy is another challenge. I don’t want to spend my days in front of a computer hating my life.”

“One step at a time, remember. You could find a job that pays the bills while you search for more meaningful work related to your dreams. You don’t have to sacrifice one for the other, Bella.”

Her fingers paused over the keyboard as she considered Cami’s words. Finding a job to cover her expenses didn’t mean giving up on her aspirations. But dividing her time between two roles weighed even more heavily on her.

“I’m fighting a losing battle,” she admitted. “I doubt I can find a job here in Colombia to sustain my needs and our aspirations for an organic farm. I’m afraid it’s all falling apart before it’s even begun.”

Cami comforted her with a gentle caress to her wrist. “Don’t lose hope. Life may surprise you yet.”

As she gazed into Cami’s eyes, thoughts of her family, job, and dreams jumbled.

“Sometimes I’m scared I won’t be able to make things work. But then I think of you and your family and how we could improve many lives if we succeed. I need to believe it’s possible.”

“Believing in yourself is half the battle.”

She took Cami’s hand. “Even if I have to return to the US sooner than expected, I’ll do everything possible to help your family transition to organic and regenerative practices. It’s important to me, too.”
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She paced the confines of her uncle’s guest cottage, wringing her hands as she Facetimed with her brother. She confessed her fears for her future and worries over how she’d make ends meet while trying to navigate the next move.

“Bella, we all want you to be happy.”

“I sense a but.”

“But is staying in Colombia realistic when it already cost you a job? What about your condo here or your car? Papí now needs a root canal. Did you know that?”

She sighed. “I had no idea. Doesn’t he have insurance for that?”

“His restaurant at the Masonry Institute pays him a little above minimum wage. He opted out of the benefits package because he couldn’t afford it. It’s going to cost him a fortune. I can’t pay for the whole thing because we used our savings to get the kids into a Christian school.”

“I know.” She rolled her knuckle against her right temple as dread filled her gut. “I’ll update my resume and send some feelers this week.”

“For Colombia?”

“Of course not. I can’t live on the ten-dollar-a-day salary like everyone else when responsibilities await me back home.”

“I might know of an opportunity. I’m meeting with Ethan’s soccer coach and wife this Friday for dinner and drinks. She’s a headhunter with contacts across many industries, including environmental advocacy.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Is the dinner and drinks because of me?” Was her brother deciding things without consulting her first, pushing her toward returning to the US?

Her brother’s voice softened. “No, Bella, it’s not about you. It’s a social gathering, but if the opportunity arises, I can mention your name and see if there’s anything available.”

Burdened by the weight of responsibility, her stomach twisted in knots. She appreciated her brother’s concern but needed to make her own choices. “Thanks. I guess we’ll see what comes up.” They bid their farewells, and as she ended the call, a storm of conflicting emotions raged within her.

Sure, Mamá, I know what you’d say—returning to the US would be the safe and practical choice. What about Cami and the life I’ve built in Colombia? Do I toss that away?

She heard her mother’s wise words. Mijita, staying in Colombia is not just about your dreams and passion. It’s about the reality of the situation, too. Remember, life sometimes requires sacrifice. Yes, you’ve built something beautiful there, but what about the challenges ahead? Consider everything—your relationship with Cami, your career aspirations, and even practical matters like where you’ll live when Tío’s nephew returns from Cali. It’s a complex decision, one only you can make. Follow your heart, but also weigh the practicalities.

Her mother’s words echoed in her mind as she wrestled with her choices, knowing that striking a balance between her dreams and the realities of life would be her ultimate challenge.

She pulled out her laptop to update her resume.

So much for her dreams of spending time with Cami and building a life of purpose. Back to the hamster wheel of office complexes, long meetings, and lonely nights. Life messed with her, and she had no idea how to deal with it.

Why did life have to be so complicated?

She missed her mother. She closed her eyes and imagined her. A warmth spread through her as if she were holding her.

Mamá, I don’t know what to do. I’m torn between two worlds and don’t know which path to take.

A gentle breeze rustled the leaves outside. A sense of calm washed over her. She imagined her mother’s soothing voice.

Mijita, you must trust yourself. You’ve always known what you want deep down inside. Listen to that inner voice, and it’ll guide you.

She enjoyed the comfort in her mother’s words. 

But what if that voice is wrong?

It’s never wrong, Mijita. The heart is a powerful compass that will lead you to where you are meant to be. 

The breeze rustled the leaves once more, and her mother’s presence faded away.

That night, she couldn’t sleep. Thoughts of her father, future, and Cami kept her up. When morning arrived, her anxiety multiplied. She wanted to see Cami and find solace in her presence.

“Te quiero, Papí,” she whispered to the empty room, rubbing her eyes as she stared at the ceiling. “I’ll make this work.”

She pushed through her weariness, got dressed, and headed to the coffee shop. She’d talk with Cami and find a solution to her turmoil. If anyone could help, Cami could.

She loved the coffee shop. Smooth music mingled with the low hums of friendly conversation and laptop keys of digital nomads like she used to be. The atmosphere comforted her restless soul.

Bella’s tummy fluttered as she spotted Cami behind the counter. Their eyes met, and Cami winked, washing away some of her heaviness.

“Mi amor,” Cami greeted her, wiping her hands on a towel before wrapping her in a loving embrace. She pulled back enough to place a tender kiss on her lips. The simple gesture soothed her spirit.

“Hey, I need to talk to you when you’re free.”

“Of course.” Concern swirled in her eyes. “The morning rush is here, so it’ll be a while. I’ll grab a coffee for you.”

An hour later, once things slowed, they settled into their familiar spot near the puzzle table. Her thoughts swirled like the foam atop her cappuccino. She searched for the words to express the turmoil within her.

“What’s troubling you?” Cami took her hand in her own. “Is it the job hunting?”

“It’s my dad,” she began. “He needs a root canal, and I’m…I’m trying to figure out how to help pay for it, but…” she trailed off.

“Hey, it’s okay,” Cami comforted her, rubbing soothing circles on the back of her hand. “We’ll figure something out.”

As they talked, the weight of her worries lifted.

Cami suggested she take her mind off her worries with a three-hundred-piece puzzle. Focusing on the intricate mountain landscape eased her anxiety.

“Look at the orange and pink colors in this piece.” Bella held up a small fragment depicting a sliver of sunset.

“It reminds me of the sunsets we enjoy together from your patio.”

As they continued to work on the puzzle, the image of the mountain landscape came alive. Rolling green hills met rugged peaks with an array of wildflowers sprinkled throughout. A winding river cut through the valley, reflecting the brilliant hues of the sky above. Each leaf and petal popped from it. The level of detail struck her.

“Here’s the last piece,” Cami announced, placing it into the remaining gap. They both took a step back, admiring the completed landscape.

“Working on this puzzle with you helped me forget my worries for a while.”

“Sometimes, focusing on the present moment can help us get unpuzzled.” Cami raised her eyes. “You see, that new word comes in handy, right?”

She laughed. “I love you so much.” She nuzzled up to Cami’s neck and tickled her side.

As they packed up the puzzle, her phone buzzed with an incoming message from her brother. “I spoke with the headhunter this morning, and she said she has an opportunity for you back home. She needs your resume ASAP.”

Back home.

The words shattered her tranquil bubble, forcing her to face the reality of her situation. Torn between Cami and family, any choice would come with a cost.

“Is everything okay?”

“Um, yeah.” She attempted to hide her anxiety with a smile. Sending the headhunter her resume could spark the end of her dream in Colombia. It could also mark the end of her potential financial crisis. “My brother might have a lead on a job, and his contact needs my resume.”

“¡Fantástico!”

We’ll see about that.

She kissed Cami’s cheek and dashed out the door.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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The next morning, Bella’s fingers trembled as she dialed the number for the headhunter. The sun shone through the cottage window, illuminating her floorboards’ dark, wavy grooves. “Hello, Ms. Allen. This is Isabella Rodriguez returning your call.”

“Ah, Isabella! I’m glad you called back. Please call me Tiffany. Listen, your brother mentioned that you’re looking for a position in the sustainability and environmental field. A new position opened at a sustainability consulting firm in the DC area. Your brother told me a little about your background, how you have a master’s degree and a strong desire to make a difference in the environment. Thanks for sending me your resume and salary history last night. This position could be a perfect fit. It’s for a Digital Transformation Strategic Business Development Manager. The starting salary, not including bonuses, which can be up to 10% of your annual salary, is roughly twenty thousand more than you made in your last job.”

“Twenty thousand more? Really?”

That could go a long way to her savings and get her back to Colombia much sooner.

“You’d be able to make a real impact on the community and environment by bringing awareness to current issues. What do you say? Do you want me to set up an interview with the director at the firm? They must fill the position quickly because the previous employee had to move due to their partner’s job.”

“Okay, sure. Is this position remote, by chance?”

“No, it’s not. The company would need you in the office and meeting with clients regularly. Is that a deal breaker?”

Her reality suffocated her—her father’s root canal, her condo mortgage and fees, and her dwindling savings account balance. “It’s not a deal breaker. Do you ever come across remote positions in the same field?”

Tiffany cleared her throat. “During the pandemic, sure, but not anymore. Consulting firms need team members with boots on the ground, ready to roll up their sleeves and keep the awareness flowing. I’m sure you experienced that with the firm you left?”

“Yes, true, yes, I did.” She had no idea what her brother had told her about her leaving the firm.

“Are you interested?”

She didn’t have the luxury of saying no. “Yes, but I’m out of the country currently. Can the interview be conducted remotely?”

“I’d imagine the first round, yes. But they'd require an in-person second-round interview if you want them to take you seriously as a viable candidate.”

“Okay. Sure. Let’s see where the first-round interview takes us.”

“Great, I’ll send you the details shortly. Good luck, Bella!”

“Thank you,” she said before ending the call. Her mind raced with thoughts of the new opportunity and her current situation in Colombia. What if the firm loved her and wanted to hire her? What if they didn’t? Would Cami consider moving to the US with her? Was that even an option? How would Cami ever get a visa to live there without a career path that would lead to sponsorship?

“Argh,” she shouted several times. “Fuck!”

Tío Jairo knocked on her door as she paced back and forth in the small cottage home. “Bella, can I come in?” he called out, his deep voice soothing in its familiarity.

“Come in, Tío.” She opened the door.

Tío Jairo stepped inside. His calming presence eased some of her stress.

“You look frazzled. Tell me what’s on your mind, mi sobrina.”

She confided in her uncle about the job opportunity and sought his advice.

“Is it wrong to consider taking this job, Tío? I’m passionate about pursuing the dream of sustainable and organic farming here. It’s as if I've unearthed a newfound vitality within me, a flame that burns brighter than anything I’ve ever known. I’ve even located grants that could fund the startup. My heart is tied to Colombia, but I can’t ignore the practical side. Starting a life with sustainable farming here requires patience; it can take years for the first organic coffee bean crops to yield fruit. I’m torn, uncertain about the path ahead. If I leave now, I may never have an opportunity to see where this takes me.”

Tío Jairo placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I know this is a difficult decision for you,” he began, his voice steady and wise. “Remember, moving back to Colombia permanently may be challenging financially. It’s unlike the US, where your educational level and position grants you the opportunity.”

She searched her uncle’s face for answers. “Tío, what if I regret not taking the chance to stay here?”

“Consider the security the American job offers,” Tío Jairo advised. “You could have a stable income and put your passion for environmental issues to good use. You’d be able to make a difference there, too. You could save money and come here in a few years to invest it in a farm. You must think strategically.”

She pondered the choices before her: stability and a chance to fight for the environment in the US or a life with Cami. Would she lose out on the latter if she took the former?

“Think about your life in Colombia, Bella,” Tío Jairo continued, sensing her hesitation. “While we all love our homeland, you must consider the many economic struggles. Opportunities are scarcer, and the cost of living can be much higher than what you’re used to in the US, given the low salary Colombian companies pay.”

His words resonated. Her family and friends in Colombia had to work extra hard to get by. Should she risk it or take the American job for safety and opportunity?

“Life is full of difficult choices, mi sobrina,” Tío Jairo said. “Sometimes, we must let go of certain dreams to embrace new ones like your parents did. They left everyone and everything they ever knew and traveled to the US to give you and your brother a better future. If they didn’t take that risk, who knows where you’d be right now?”

“I have no idea what risk I’m supposed to take. Both seem impossible.”

“Focus on what matters to you, and the right path will reveal itself.”

Her mind raced with thoughts of her heritage and future. She hoped she’d hate the company and director. Then, she could shift her focus to find a remote position, even though they were rare in her field.

Later that afternoon, after Cami’s shift at the coffee ended, she entered her guest cottage.

“Are you feeling better?” Cami asked.

The space closed in around them. “Cami, I…I need to tell you something.”

Cami backed away. “Que paso?”

“I have an interview for a job tomorrow morning.”

Cami’s smile returned. “That’s amazing!”

“It’s for a position in Los Estado Unidos.” She fixed her gaze on her hands, which had worked tirelessly over the past few months to bring their shared vision to life.

Cami stiffened beside her, the unspoken implications of her words hanging heavy in the air. “En Los Estados Unidos?”

“It’s the only real opportunity available to me right now.”

“Is it what you want? Or are you scared?” she questioned, her tone gentle but probing, hinting at the deeper conversation they edged toward.

“Scared? No, Cami, I’m being realistic. I have responsibilities, debts, and a family that depends on me. I can’t throw it all away for this—this dream. It’s a fairytale, and fairytales aren’t based in reality.” Her words, wrapped in a cloak of bitterness, hung in the air, their shadows darkening the green walls around them.

“Bella, when you talk about this place, our dream, is it just a fairytale to you?”

She had no words. Her gaze dropped to the floor.

“Well, is it?”

“I—I don’t know, Cami. This was supposed to be, but it’s so hard,” she finally managed.

“Bella, you’ve been talking about regenerative farming all this time. Resilient ecosystems can withstand stress and still flourish. Why can’t you see that the same applies to you, to us?” Her voice carried a sense of quiet urgency.

She shot Cami a bewildered look. “Cami, life isn’t farming.”

“Isn’t it, Bella?” Cami’s eyes flickered.

Her intensity took her off guard.

“We sow the seeds of our dreams,” Cami continued. “Nourishing them with hope and hard work. Sometimes, the weather turns foul, diseases strike, and the crops fail, but we don’t give up. We learn, adapt, and come back stronger. That’s resilience, Bella.”

“That’s different. This is about livelihoods, dreams, and people!”

“That’s exactly it!” Cami argued. “Why is it so easy for you to trust the process in farming, to trust nature’s cycles, but when it comes to your own life, to us, you surrender? Why can’t you see setbacks as opportunities for growth? Why can’t you see that adversity is what creates resilience?”

Bella stood, silent and thoughtful, as the magnitude of Cami’s analogy dawned on her. Had she been so blocked by her fears and doubts that she failed to see the similarity? Was she about to abandon a harvest on the brink of fruition? Or would that harvest never come?

“Please don’t make this harder on me than it already is.”

“Harder on you?” Cami scoffed.

“What do you expect me to do, Cami? Make money out of the tree leaves? I don’t have a family farm. Approval and funding from the grant can take months, even years, and that’s if we get it. I can’t afford to work at a coffee shop for ten dollars a day or in the coffee bean fields playing with soil while my father’s teeth rot because none of us could afford to get him a root canal.” She placed her fists on her hips. “I don’t know what you expect me to do.”

Cami shrugged. “As you hinted, your decision affects many. So you need to take time and think it through.”

“My parents gave up everything so I wouldn’t be in this position.”

“You mean happy? Living a life of purpose? Waking up to the sun and the friendly faces? Enjoying the support of a community that cares about you? Helping people live healthier lives through organic and regenerative farming practices? Which part of this position is so terrible? Do you think our community will let you starve out on the streets of Barcelona?”

Bella didn’t want to hear logic.

She imagined her family staring at her, their faces of reason poking holes in her dreams. “You have no idea what an impossible position I’m in.”

Broken dreams settled over them in stillness.

The interview would affect her life there with Cami in Colombia.

Choosing to interview was a defining moment, a test of resilience, and an opportunity for growth disguised as a roadblock.

“You must do what you must do, Bella. I won’t stand in your way.” Cami brushed her hand alongside her cheek. “And for the record, I’m angry but still empathetic.” She leaned in and kissed her. “I’ll see you later.”

On that note, Cami walked away.

She wanted to call out to her, to beg her to stay, but the words lodged in her throat, suffocating her.
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The designated time for the virtual interview arrived. Bella sat in front of her laptop, wanting the interview to suck so she could have a firm sign from the universe to stay in Colombia.

The screen flickered to life, revealing the director, Mr. Smith, and the assistant director, Ms. Lee, both wearing warm smiles that took her off guard.

“Good afternoon, Isabella,” Mr. Smith said. “Thank you for joining us today. We’re thrilled to have this opportunity to learn more about you and your interest in our company.”

“Good afternoon, Director Smith and Ms. Lee. Thank you for considering me for this position.”

Please don’t like me.

“The pleasure is ours,” Ms. Lee said. “Let’s start by discussing your background and experience. Your resume is impressive. Can you tell us more about your environmental advocacy and sustainability work?”

“Of course. I’ve worked on various sustainability-related projects, renewable energy, and community engagement.”

“That’s impressive, Bella. We value real-world impact here, and your experience aligns with our mission. Now, let’s talk about this role. As our Digital Transformation Strategic Business Development Manager, what could you bring?”

“My environmental advocacy and grant writing background could help the firm expand its reach and impact.”

Stop selling yourself.

“That sounds promising. Our company aims to create a lasting impact, and your perspective is refreshing. Can you share an example of a successful project where you collaborated with multiple stakeholders to achieve a common goal?”

“Of course.” Keep it brief, Bella. “In a previous project, I worked on a solar energy initiative, collaborating with various stakeholders to secure funding and install solar panels in underserved communities. The solar panels continue to help to this day.”

The results were outstanding. Without my help, those solar panels would’ve gone to the highest bidders instead of those who needed them most.

“That’s precisely the kind of impact we strive for here. Well done, Bella. Now, let’s talk about your long-term goals. Where do you see yourself contributing to our firm’s mission in the next five years?”

Picking coffee beans on our farm. Hosting cultural and educational opportunities on the streets of Barcelona. Raising some children. Making my father proud. Fulfilling my responsibilities as a steward of the land, daughter, godmother, and sister. 

She hesitated.

“That’s a tough question because my interests run deep. I must operate at the forefront of sustainable innovation and advocacy regardless of where I land. I want to lead successful initiatives that have a meaningful impact on local and global communities. I see myself mentoring and empowering people, fostering a culture of creativity and collaboration. I want my life and actions to mean something.”

“Your passion and dedication are evident, Bella. We appreciate your perspective and feel we can provide what you seek.”

The director continued to explain the position, and it offered everything she had always wanted in a traditional career.

“As a Digital Transformation Strategic Business Development Manager,” Ms. Lee said, “you would identify potential clients and create customized sustainability strategies for them. This involves conducting research, analyzing data, and collaborating with various departments within the company to develop comprehensive plans. You would also meet with clients to present these strategies and build long-term partnerships. Your work will directly impact promoting sustainable practices in various industries and creating a greener future.”

“Can you give me an idea of what a typical day in the life of this position might look like?”

“Your day would start with analyzing data and market trends related to sustainability. You would collaborate with our team of experts to develop innovative strategies for our clients. You might meet with potential clients in the afternoons to learn their needs and present our solutions. You would also work with our marketing and communications teams throughout the day to create impactful campaigns that raise awareness about sustainability issues. It’s a dynamic role that requires a combination of analytical thinking and strong communication skills.”

The position offered everything she wanted, professionally speaking, before she met Cami and fell in love.

The conversation soon shifted toward a more personal level. Ms. Lee asked, “Bella, you mentioned that you’ve been working in the environmental space for some time. What inspired you to become a leader in this field?”

“I was born and raised as a child in Colombia, surrounded by nature’s beauty, the mountains, rainforests, and diverse wildlife. As I studied and traveled in college, I witnessed firsthand how economic pressures lead people to overexploit our natural resources like water and timber. After completing my studies, I became determined to make a difference.”

“That’s inspiring,” Director Smith said. He glanced at his watch before continuing. “We’re almost at the end of our meeting today, but before we go, I’d like to ask if there’s anything else you want us to know about you or your experience?”

She paused for a moment before responding. Though the thought of leaving Cami for a job made her want to throw up, she needed to stay in the running to keep her options open. She couldn’t afford to burn the bridge over a romantic desire. Reality revealed its cards, and the deck before her looked like a winning set. The universe all but gift-wrapped the opportunity for her. She could take the position, make the extra twenty grand a year, save it, and then return to Colombia in a few years. Logic dictated.

End with them wanting more, Bella.

“Every action impacts people and the planet. My background and experience have given me the ability to be creative and think outside the box regarding sustainability solutions. I’m interested in employing these skills in the next leg of my career journey.”

Ms. Lee made a few notes on her notepad.

Director Smith smiled at her. “We appreciate your honest answers during this interview; your passion for environmental advocacy is clear.”

“Is there anything else you’d like to add?”

“I have one more question. Is this position ever remote, or would it always require me to be in the office?”

“We prefer the person work in the office for better collaboration and client interaction.”

Prefer didn’t mean no.

“That’s good to know. Finally, could you share the next steps in the hiring process?”

“After this initial interview, we’ll review all candidates and conduct second-round interviews with those who best fit the role. The second round typically includes a more in-depth discussion about specific projects and scenarios related to the position. We’ll also introduce you to potential team members to ensure a good fit within our company culture.”

“I am currently in Colombia. Will this second round interview be a virtual one as well?”

“We need you to come into our office for this second round. We’re looking to bring candidates in next week. Would that be a problem?”

Her stomach churned. “I’d need a few days to arrange travel, is all.”

“We can accommodate that.”

“Thank you for the information. I appreciate this opportunity.”

The interviewers smiled, and she felt a swirl of emotions. The position offered her the desired challenge and impact she sought, but it also meant leaving Colombia. She had no idea how to decide if she was offered the job.

She’d cross that bridge when and if she arrived at it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Bella’s phone buzzed. Her heart lunged as she read the notification: a second-round interview request for the environmental advocacy job back in the US.

She looked to the ceiling in search of her mother’s support. 

Mamá, why does life have to be so complicated? It’s pulling me in different directions, and each choice comes with its own set of sacrifices. Cami, my dreams, a future farm—they all mean so much to me.

In her mind, she could hear her mother’s gentle, reassuring tone. Mijita, I wish I could give you a simple answer, a clear path. Life is rarely that straightforward. Remember, every choice has consequences, and it’s up to you to weigh them. Consider not just the present but the future. What aligns more with who you are at your core? What do you want your life to look like in the long run?

She stared at the computer screen, undecided. It was US vs. Cami, financial stability vs. memories in Colombia.

I wish you were here, Mamá. 
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Tío Jairo drove them to Tía Lucia’s and Abuelo’s home in Calarcá. Small talk filled the drive, but she still worried about her job interview. Tía Lucia, Tía Carmen, and Abuelo welcomed them with warm embraces and empanadas.

As they settled into their seats, Tía Lucia asked about her plans. “What will you do now that your visit is ending? Will you stay in Colombia or return to the US?”

She hesitated, unsure of how to answer. She glanced at Tío Jairo, searching for any hint of guidance, but he shrugged. He had left her to her own devices. She looked back to Tía Lucia.

“I-I don’t know. There’s a job opportunity back home. They’ve invited me for a second interview.”

“Ah, your Papí must be so happy for you,” Abuelo said. “These opportunities are what your parents wanted for you when they left here decades ago.”

She bit into an empanada instead of explaining her conflict.

After they ate, Tía Carmen brought them back to her apartment in Armenia to see the construction workers’ progress to repair the earthquake damage.

A faint smell of paint greeted them as they entered. Bella admired the room’s transformation: yellow walls and glossy floors.

Tía Carmen’s face beamed. She led her into the kitchen. “I want to show you something.”

She opened the refrigerator to reveal rows of homemade jams and preserves. “I learned how to make these from my grandmother,” she explained. “I sell them at the market to make extra money for the repairs.”

“For the deductible?”

“For the what?”

“The insurance deductible.”

“Oh, sweetie, only the wealthy people have insurance around here.”

“You had to pay for the repairs yourself?”

“Of course. That’s how we do things here.”

Yet another issue with having little money. 

As they left Tía Carmen’s, the sky turned deep sapphire blue. She walked with Tío Jairo and chatted, but her thoughts clung to the job opportunity and Cami. Soon, she sat restlessly in the passenger seat of his car.

“I had no idea Tía didn’t have money for the repairs. Why didn’t she ask for help?”

“Same reason why your parents left this country so many years ago. No one likes to ask for help when they need it. Your parents never wanted to be in that position again.”

“Again?”

He bit his lower lip. “They asked for money once, which was enough for them.”

“For what?”

He shot her a look she’d never seen from him, the kind reserved for an argument. “What does it matter?” 

She shrugged. “What happened when they asked for money?”

“The man they asked for money from was a bad guy. He hung out with the rebels and did bad things.”

“Did he do something bad to my parents?”

“He might have if they hadn’t left the country when they did.”

She blew a mouthful of stress into the space in front of her. “Was it for me? For Eduardo? Were we the reason they had to flee?”

“He doesn’t regret moving you to the States. You’re better off for it. You and Eduardo have both graduated with your master’s. You have opportunities calling you from thousands of miles away. It was the right decision, and we’re all glad he made it. This country is filled with people who take advantage of families.”

“We have those people in the US too, Tío.”

He sighed, then offered her an apologetic smile. “Of course. Let’s not focus on that kind of stuff. That was years ago. We now have much better things to discuss, like your bright future. Yeah, you’ve got some tough decisions ahead, but you’ll be fine in the long run. Everything will be okay, eventually.”
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When she returned to the guest cottage, she video chatted with her godchildren for a few minutes and then messaged with her friends.

Bella: Hey, everyone. I wanted to share some news. I got the second-round interview for the job I applied to back home.

Pat: How are you feeling about it?

Bella: Bittersweet. I need income, so I’m grateful. But it means leaving Cami and Colombia.

Sandra: Selfishly, I’d love for you to return to the States. But not under these circumstances.

Emily: Have you exhausted all other options?

Bella wasn’t in the mood for Emily’s practical advice.

Bella: Of course I have.

Emily: I’m sorry. I was just trying to help.

Bella drew a deep breath to find calm.

Bella: I didn’t mean to sound snarky. I appreciate you all.

Veronica: Everything will work out, Bella.
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That night, Bella lay in bed, unable to sleep. Moonlight lit up the walls as she remembered time spent with Cami: laughter in the coffee shop, the warmth of her hand, late-night conversations. She couldn’t imagine leaving it all behind.

She couldn’t ignore the other side: her family in the US, the financial strain, and whether she could make a more significant difference in Colombia or as an advocate in the US.

As dawn approached, she sighed and got up from the bed. She had to make a difficult decision and needed Cami’s insight. With a heavy heart, she shared her struggle with the one person who made her feel at home.

She texted Cami.

Bella: I need to see you. Meet me at the town square in an hour?

Cami: Of course.

[image: ]


The morning sun broke through the clouds as she approached a wooden bench in the quaint central plaza. She sat, and the scent of flowers blanketed her in calmness.

She spotted Cami. She loved her radiant smile and the way her curls bounced in a ponytail. She wore a light blue sundress that fluttered in the breeze, and her eyes sparkled. 

“Hey, beautiful.” Cami leaned in to kiss her on the cheek before sitting beside her. “It’s good to see you.”

Bella felt ashamed of how she had acted toward Cami. “I need to apologize for how I spoke to you the other day. I hurt you and didn’t mean to be so harsh.”

Cami’s expression softened. She took her hand. “It’s okay, Bella. You’re overwhelmed.”

Cami cradled her hand, and they sat silently for a few minutes. Bella surveyed the stunning church that loomed in the distance. The intricate carvings and a tall bell tower stole her breath. “It’s a work of art.”

“Yeah, it sure is. My abuela used to bring me here when I was a kid, and we’d light candles and say prayers.”

“That sounds lovely. I wish I had something like that when I was growing up.”

Cami turned to her with curiosity etched on her face. “Los Estados Unidos doesn’t have pretty buildings like this?”

“It does. Those pretty buildings offer a different vibe, though. I missed out on some of these cultural experiences when I was younger. That’s one of the things I love about Colombia so much—the traditions and rich cultural heritage.”

“We should visit a few more places soon to make more memories.”

Although she didn’t say it, Cami’s words insinuated she could taste the blandness that would trail their time together. 

“Remember that day we planted saplings together?” Bella asked.

“Of course I do. You made sure to place and nurture each one perfectly.”

She chuckled as the memory played out in her mind. They had spent hours under the scorching sun, their hands caked in dirt, planting those fragile seedlings with the hope of restoring the ravaged land around them.

“Your passion for preserving our Earth is one of the things I admire most about you.” Cami squeezed her hand.

As they sat there, she reminisced about the first time they met. She remembered Cami’s eyes bright with excitement and how her laughter filled her with joy.

“Hey.” Cami nudged her arm with her elbow. “Where did you go?”

“Sorry.” She rubbed the back of her neck sheepishly. “I’m a little overwhelmed by all of this.”

“Same.” Cami’s brow furrowed with concern.

“I received an invite,” she hesitated before continuing, “for an in-person second-round interview.” 

“When are you leaving?”

“I need to be at their office a week from tomorrow.”

Cami stared off, then back at her. “You will get that job.”

Bella’s chin quivered.

“Know that your passion and dedication will make a significant difference wherever you go. You’ll find your right path.”

They shared a moment of contemplative silence, and then Cami spoke again. “Whatever you decide, I’ll be here to support you.”

“My father—he’s getting older. My parents moved to Los Estados Unidos for my brother and me, and now I need to support him.”

“Of course. Family is important. I’m sure that’s what your heart tells you, right?”

A tear rolled down her cheek as she contemplated her answer. “Honestly? I want to stay with you and this community and make a difference. But my head tells me I can’t ignore my responsibilities back home.”

“Whatever you decide, I’ll be by your side.”

“Gracias.”

“Don’t let fear cloud your judgment.”

She leaned her head on Cami’s shoulder. “When I think about leaving, I ache.” Her voice cracked. “Then there’s this voice inside me that reminds me of all those obligations waiting for me back home.”

Cami tilted her head, studying her face. “You’re being pulled in two different directions. What is it that you want?”

Bella closed her eyes, her mind swimming with images of her life in the US and the memories she’d made in Colombia. “I want to make a difference in the world, but I also want to honor my family’s sacrifices,” she confessed. “And honestly, I’ve never felt so connected to someone like I do with you. It scares me how much I care about you, Cami.”

Cami’s eyes softened. “Don’t be afraid of how you feel. Let those feelings guide you.”

“I’m so afraid of making the wrong choice.” Tears welled in her eyes. “What if I disappoint my father? Or what if I give up on an opportunity back in the US and find that I can’t make a difference here as I had hoped?”

“Life is full of uncertainties, but we can’t let that paralyze us.” Cami’s voice was soothing yet firm. “You need to trust yourself. Trust your instincts. Remember that whatever decision you make, you’re strong enough to face the consequences.”

Cami’s gentle way softened her stress. The decision ahead was not easy, but Cami’s unwavering support made her more capable of facing it.

“Gracias.” She brushed Cami’s cheek. “For everything.”

“Always.”

She leaned her head on Cami’s shoulder again, considering a future without her. Pain squeezed her heart.

“Can I ask you something?” Bella asked.

“Of course.”

“Promise me that you won’t forget me.”

“Isabella Rodriguez, I could never forget you,” Cami said. “No matter where life takes us, you’ll always be a part of me.”

A tear slipped down Bella’s cheek. She wrapped her arms around Cami and hugged her. Cami sank into the embrace, their bodies pressed together, hearts beating in unison for the moment. 

“I love you.” Bella’s voice trembled.

“Te amo, Bella,” Cami said, her breath warm against her ear.

As clouds grew overhead, they sat on the bench, holding each other. No matter what the future had in store, their love was grounded in truth.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Bella sat on the edge of her seat, staring at the email confirming her second-round interview in the US.

She had to make a go of it and look at the bright side of the opportunity.

Returning to the US meant she could stay financially solvent and support her family. She could eat spaghetti and meatballs, get Chinese takeout, overindulge at an Indian restaurant buffet, wake up any day of the week and order a stack of pancakes, and shop for laundry detergent, cold medicine, and dinner all under one roof.

Of course, she’d rather suffer through cold showers, intermittent water days, and loud rides on the back of a motorcycle. But life wasn’t always fair.

The following days sped in a frenzy as she prepared to leave Colombia. She shared a bittersweet final meal with her family in Armenia, laughing at their jokes while holding back tears.

Then the day before she was set to leave, she methodically packed her bags, folding each article of clothing as her mind raced with conflicting emotions.

Tío peeked into her guest cottage. “Are you sure you don’t need any help?”

“No, thanks, Tío. I’ve got this,” she reassured him before continuing, “I’ll miss you so much.”

“Me, too.” Tears welled up in his eyes. “It’s been so nice having you here. Know you can always stay in one of the guest rooms in the chalet if you want to come back to visit or stay.”

A lump formed in her throat. She paused, composing herself before responding. “That means a lot to me. I don’t know when I’ll be back, but I’ll keep that in mind.” She smiled through her tears.

“Of course, Sobrina. You always have a home here, no matter what.”

Bella threw her arms around her uncle. “I love you.”

“I love you too, Isabella.”

She pulled away from the embrace and zipped her suitcase. The weight of sadness, excitement, and uncertainty took over. How would she leave her family, friends, and Cami behind and thrive?

“Remember,” Tío told her, “You always have a home here.”
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She reserved her last night in Colombia for time alone with Cami.

Bella sat on the edge of her bed, her heart pounding. A single lamp lit the room. Cami entered. A mix of longing and sadness filled her eyes.

“Hey,” she said, sitting beside her. “I can’t believe you’re leaving tomorrow.”

“Me neither.” Her voice cracked. She took Cami’s hand. “I pray this is the right decision. My brain says yes, and my heart says no.”

“Remember what I said: everything is temporary. Even this decision.”

Bella leaned in, her lips meeting Cami’s in a tender kiss that spoke of all the love, longing, and regret. The kiss deepened, their tongues entwining, and soon they lay on the bed, exploring each other’s bodies.

They made love slowly and passionately. A bittersweet ache took up space in her chest as they cradled each other afterward. That would likely be the last time they’d be together for a long time.

“I hope you’ll come back and visit, and also that you’ll never forget me,” Cami whispered.

“I could never forget you,” she murmured, holding her closely.

She kissed Cami gently, basking in the warmth and love radiating from her. She held her close, inhaling her fresh scent. She wanted to memorize every detail before they had to be apart.

“I love you so much, Cami.”

“I love you, too. Promise me we’ll find a way to be together again someday.”

“I promise. Until then, I’ll do everything I can to help you and Carlos with the farm. I’ll ensure it becomes the regenerative haven we’ve dreamed about.”

As they lay wrapped in each other’s arms, their love for one another guided them through the night. They would always stay connected no matter how far apart they lived.

The following day, after teary goodbyes with Cami, Tío Jairo, and Tía Maria, she boarded the plane. She settled into her seat, pulling out her laptop. As she worked on grant proposals to fund Cami and Carlos’ dream farm, she allowed herself to imagine their future together—a future filled with laughter, love, and shared passion for preserving the land.

“Excuse me, Miss,” the flight attendant said. “Can I get you anything?”

“Water, please.” She wiped away stray tears. She continued typing, her fingers flying across the keyboard.

As the plane soared through the clouds, she gazed out of the window, lost in a world of thoughts and memories that spanned the past six months of her life. The hum of the aircraft’s engines provided a soothing backdrop as her mind embarked on its journey. Memories of Colombia unfolded before her eyes like a series of snapshots, each one capturing a unique moment that had shaped her experience. She recalled the coffee fields, the laughter shared with Cami, the joy of reconnecting with her family, and the sense of purpose she had found in her work. The montage looped.

The memory of dancing with Cami under the moonlit sky brought warm flips to her belly, the pulsing beats still echoing in her ears. Her fingers tingled with the phantom sensation of puzzle pieces slipping into place, a metaphor for how her journey had helped her piece together fragments of her identity and purpose.

The clouds floated by in peace. Cami’s loving ways played in her mind. In such a short period, she impacted her life profoundly. She would never be the same again, thankfully.

If she landed the new job, she’d work hard to pay off her debts and save money, creating a safety net for herself, her father, and her future.

She hoped to one day return to Colombia. She imagined herself in Barcelona surrounded by her family, Cami’s family coffee farm, and their own, both thriving examples of sustainable agriculture.

As the plane descended, her sense of purpose increased. She was determined to bridge the distance between her two worlds and create a passion, purpose, and love-filled future.

Everything will be all right with me, Mamá. Cami and I will find our way back to each other.

Of course you will, Mijita.
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Bella scanned the airport crowd. The weight of leaving Colombia behind slowed her steps forward. Nevertheless, a new chapter in her life had begun.

Thank God everything was temporary.

Her eyes locked onto her father’s beaming face as his booming voice called, “¡Bella! ¡Aquí estamos!” Next to him stood her brother, sister-in-law, and Ethan and Emma. She hurried toward them, overwhelmed with joy and relief.

Tears flowed as they embraced, laughter mixing with choked sobs that echoed through the cavernous space. She buried her face in her father’s shoulder. “I missed you.”

“We missed you too, Mijita,” her father said.

She studied her family’s faces as they parted their embrace, trying to commit every line and curve to memory. The sadness of leaving her life in Colombia tinged the joy of seeing them again.

Once they reunited, they went to their favorite restaurant for dinner to eat pizza.

The restaurant buzzed with activity, its dim interior spinning a cozy ambiance over the gathering. Checkered tablecloth runners covered rustic wooden tables, and the scent of freshly baked pizza wafted through the air. The clinking of glasses, chatter, and the sizzle of pizza ovens created a sense of comfort.

The table they settled at was a cozy corner spot tucked away from the hustle and bustle of the restaurant. The menu offered various options, from classic margaritas to gourmet creations with exotic ingredients.

Oh, how she missed pizza!

As they chatted and caught up, the waiter took their orders. Soon, the table filled with an assortment of mouthwatering pizzas and a pitcher of soda.

“Okay, let’s make a pact,” her brother, Eduardo, announced with a playful grin. “No talking about anything stressful tonight. We’re here to enjoy each other’s company and eat some good pizza.”

Laughter and agreement followed his declaration, filling the air with camaraderie. Her father ruffled Ethan’s hair. Her sister-in-law Nadia leaned in to share a whispered joke with Emma. Her brother caught her eye and winked.

Over slices of pizza and shared stories, the evening passed in a blur of joy and laughter. She savored each bite. She enjoyed the familiarity of her family’s presence. It grounded her and reassured her that everything would be okay.

“So, Bella,” Nadia began, her tone casual yet curious, “I hear you have a new job opportunity waiting for you?”

“Yes, I do. It’s a great opportunity, and I’m grateful for it.”

“That’s wonderful to hear,” Nadia said, studying her. “Are you excited to get back into the swing of things?”

Bella’s gaze drifted for a moment, her thoughts reflecting the complexity of her emotions. “I am excited, but part of me wishes things could be different. I had such an amazing time in Colombia, and I wish I could continue being a part of that world.”

Her words hung in the air, a mix of wistfulness and longing palpable among her family. Eduardo placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Change is hard, sis. But remember, you’ve gained so much from this experience. You’ve grown, connected with your roots, and made memories that will stay with you forever.”

She was grateful for her brother’s insight. “You’re right, Eduardo. I wouldn’t trade these past six months for anything.”

The conversation was animated as they caught up on each other’s lives. Bella loved hearing her godchildren’s stories of school antics and newfound hobbies. They accomplished their dreams and lived presently.

She could learn a thing or two from them.

After their bellies filled, they headed to her condo. Eduardo and her father helped her get her luggage into her living room.

“Okay, Bella and Papí,” Eduardo said, “I’ll say goodbye for now. Papí, I’ll see you tomorrow, right?”

“Sí, Hijo.”

“Wait, you’re staying?”

“For a few minutes. To catch up. Is that okay?”

“We dropped his car off here ahead of time.”

“Of course.”

The atmosphere shifted once her brother left, and they walked out onto the balcony. Her father turned to face her, and concern etched onto his features.

“Isabella, I am grateful to have you back. But I must ask you, why did you return? Were you not happy there?”

All the conflicting emotions rose within her, threatening to burst. Her heart tightened, caught between her desire to be honest with her father and the worry of disappointing him. She met his concerned eyes.

“Papí, it’s not that I wasn’t happy in Colombia. I was happy there, with Cami and my family. But there’s something important that I realized.”

“What could be more important than love?”

Her breath hitched.

“You, Papí. You are. You taught me to be financially responsible, and I will always honor that and honor your and Mom’s sacrifices.”

“Financial responsibility? Do you think that’s more important than love?” His brow furrowed. “Money? Really? Have I taught you anything?”

“What?” Her mind swirled. “Yes, of course, Papí. You and Mamá made an incredible sacrifice by coming to the US, leaving behind everything you knew for a better life for Eduardo and me. You wanted us to have opportunities you didn’t have. By staying in Colombia, I would disregard everything you and Mamá went through.”

Her father’s eyes softened. “Isabella, your mamá and I did want you to have a better life; by better, we mean happy. Happiness has nothing to do with money. It’s about having a sense of belonging and purpose in the world. It sounds like you found that in Colombia.”

She swallowed hard, burdened by the weight of her parents’ hopes and dreams resting upon her shoulders. She wouldn’t divulge what her uncle told her about why they left. “I was happy there. But I also want to ensure that your sacrifices, and Mamá’s, weren’t in vain. I want to contribute, to give back, and to honor the opportunities you worked so hard to provide us with.”

Her father’s gaze filled with pride and understanding. “You’ve always been thoughtful and determined. And foolish, if I must say.” He pinched her cheek.

“I know it might seem foolish, Papí, but I want to try.”

“I understand, Mijita. I’m proud of you. But remember, you can honor our sacrifices by being happy wherever you are.”

Her father’s words served as a reminder that happiness was not a destination but a journey. One that she was grateful to have experienced in Colombia and one that she hoped to continue pursuing.

“Gracias, Papí, for your sacrifices and always being there for me.”

Her father pulled her into his arms. “We should’ve had this talk while you were still in Colombia.”

“It wouldn’t have made a difference.”

He pulled out of the embrace and held her hands in his. “I don’t understand.”

She stared at the balcony floor. She struggled to make sense of the emotions that surged within her. “Papí, how can you sustain yourself if I’m not here to share the expenses?”

Her father released her hands and stepped back. He looked across the skyline, watching the last hues of the sunset paint the sky with an orange glow. “Mijita,” he finally said, turning back to face her, “I’m in the US for my family. The truth is, I’d be much better off financially in Colombia, where things are less expensive.”

Her eyebrows furrowed as she absorbed what her father said. They both sacrificed their happiness for each other. A pang of guilt struck her. “Then why don’t you return to Colombia, Papí?”

“Isabella,” her father said, “my grandchildren are here now, and I want to be close to them. I’m still paying into my social security benefits to retire comfortably. I need to be here. That doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice your happiness.”

“So, money?”

He chuckled. “I’m less than ten years from a great retirement if I stick it out. You’ve still got your whole life in front of you. It’s very different.”

He’d be foolish to walk away from getting his fair share of social security upon retiring. “I suppose you’re right.”

He studied her. “Isabella, I appreciate your concern, but I want you to know something. I’m an able-bodied man, and I’ve always been responsible for taking care of my family.”

His words resonated. “Papí, I know that and admire your strength and independence. You’ve already sacrificed so much for Eduardo and me. I don’t want to see you struggle when there’s a way I can help. And what about your root canal?”

“I had them yank the tooth. It was in the back. No one will know.” He opened his mouth, “See?”

She gasped. “Close your mouth! I can’t believe you had them yank it.”

“It’s my mouth, my money, my decision, Bella,” he said with a wry smile. “I’m wise. How do you think you grew up to be you?”

She laughed.

He wiped away a tear that had escaped down her cheek. “Mijita, your love and concern touch me, but I want you to understand something. Your mother and I left everything behind, not just for you and Eduardo, but for our dreams. We wanted a better life for our family and worked hard to achieve that.”

“I know, Papí, and I’m grateful for everything you’ve done. That doesn’t mean I can’t support you in return.”

“I raised you to be strong, independent, and compassionate. I also taught you that family stands together in good and challenging times. I’ll manage my expenses as I always have.”

Her lips quivered. He spoke not as a parent but as a proud and resilient individual who had overcome his obstacles.

“You’ve always been my role model. I want to ensure you have the support you need, especially after everything you’ve done for us.”

He placed his hand over hers, his grip gentle yet firm. “I love how much you care. But I’ve faced challenges before, and I’ve overcome them. I have savings and a network of friends who are there for me. Pursuing your dreams and building your future is the best way to honor the sacrifices your mother and I made.”

Tears streamed down her cheeks. She leaned into her father’s embrace, not wanting to wait until he died, too, to appreciate and connect with him as she had done with her mother.

“You were right. We should’ve had this conversation before I boarded the plane.”

He kissed the top of her head the way he always did every night he and her mother tucked her into bed.

An easy breeze rustled the leaves of the trees below. It was a moment of calm amidst the whirlwind of emotions that had consumed them both since her return. She wished she had a sign to let her know what the next step should be.

She fixed her gaze on the horizon. “In Colombia, I felt closer to who I truly am. I had found a part of myself that I had lost so long ago.”

“I know, Mijita. I could see it in your eyes every time we spoke on video. I never intended to pull you away from that place.”

“I understand, Papí.” She cupped her hand over his wrist.

He placed his hand over hers. “Life is a journey. While I’ll always be here for you, I want you to find your happiness.”

A profound sense of gratitude washed over her as her father spoke. It would take time for them both to adjust to that new chapter.

“Gracias, Papí.” She leaned her head on his shoulder. “For everything.”

“De nada, Mijita.” He wrapped an arm around her. “When are you going back?”

She took a moment to consider her father’s question, retracing the mental anguish she had experienced since arriving in Rockville a few hours before. The possibility of returning to Colombia tugged at her. She also recognized the opportunities that awaited her in the US.

“Papí, I’ve found a home in Colombia and am now connected to it. I also have responsibilities here, not just to you and Eduardo but myself.”

Her father’s gaze remained steady and supportive. “I understand, Isabella. Finding a balance between honoring your past and embracing your future is important.”

He had always encouraged her to follow her dreams, and now his wisdom guided her again.

“This company is offering me an opportunity to make money and save so I can make a better future,” she continued, choosing her words carefully. “I owe them the courtesy of at least showing up and considering the opportunity. They’ve invested time in interviewing me, which could be a stepping stone for my future. In a year or two, I may have enough saved to sell everything and invest it all in my own Colombian farm.”

Her father’s smile was a mix of pride and reassurance. “You’re right, Isabella. It’s important to honor commitments and explore the possibilities that come your way. But only honor those commitments that are right for you. You’ve always been determined and capable, and I don’t doubt your decision will be right.”

“Let’s say I decided to go back to Colombia. I don’t know how I’d do it without an American paycheck. It feels irresponsible.”

“You have equity in this condo. You own your fancy sports car outright. You have your six months of living expenses saved. Sell it all, and you’ll live like a queen in Colombia for the next few years. Will you be able to buy a farm right away? No. Are you resilient and smart enough to figure out securing a grant to fund it?” He arched an eyebrow. “I raised you to be so. There are no obstacles. Just excuses and fear.”

“What about Ethan and Emma?”

“We live in a world with technology and airplanes. You come here once a year, and we go there once a year. Families do it all the time. Problem solved.”

“Still, you can’t argue that if I worked here a few years and saved all that, I’d be in a much better way.”

“And you could die next year having never set foot back on Colombian soil.”

A delicate white butterfly fluttered into view as she and her father stood on the balcony, sharing time. It danced on the tender puff of air, its wings carrying it closer and closer until it finally landed on her father’s shoulder. The butterfly, the kind her mother had always loved and admired, brought a tender smile to both of their faces.

Her father glanced at it, his expression softening with affection. “Your mother used to say that white butterflies were messengers of hope.”

She longed for her mother. The butterfly was a gentle reminder that her mother’s spirit was never far away.

“It’s beautiful.” Her eyes fixed on the delicate creature. “It’s like she’s still watching over us.”

Her father’s gaze fixated on the butterfly. “I like to think so. Your mother always believed in the power of love and the connections that transcend time and space.”

As if responding to their conversation, the butterfly lifted from her father’s shoulder and fluttered around them in a graceful dance. Its movements were ethereal, bringing a sense of lightness and tranquility.

“It’s like she’s telling us that no matter where life takes us, we’re never alone,” she said.

She felt a deep resonance with the butterfly’s presence. The delicate creature had chosen that precise moment to appear, a sign meant solely for them.

Her father extended his hand, and to their astonishment, the butterfly landed on his palm. He lifted it, its delicate wings catching the fading light. “I like to believe that, too.”

Bella’s gaze remained fixed on the butterfly, her thoughts racing as she internalized its message.

“Mamá is telling you to go to the interview to hear them out so you will know your decision.”

Her mother’s spirit had reached out to her, offering guidance and comfort in that pivotal moment of her life. A surge of determination and clarity took flight, renewing her sense of purpose.

The butterfly finally retook flight, soaring into the horizon. Its graceful departure left behind a sense of peace and serenity as if it had carried away any lingering doubts or worries that had weighed on them.

“You know me well, Papí.”

“You never did like unanswered questions. Go get your answers to move forward with a clear heart and mind.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Bella entered the waiting room of the environmental firm. She clutched a folder containing her resume and other essential documents to her chest. They served as tangible proof of her experience. As she scanned the room for an empty chair, the weight of her dreams pressed down on her shoulders. 

She chose a seat among the waiting clients. She fidgeted with the edge of her folder.

Surrounded by muted murmurs, she prepared for a life-altering conversation.

“Isabella Rodriguez?” a voice called out.

Her mouth dried. “Yes, here I am.”

“Please follow me.” The receptionist led her toward the interview room.

Her indecision and anxiety threatened to overwhelm her, causing her heart to race as she approached the interview room. The woman opened the door, revealing a large room with an oblong table, a window overlooking the cityscape, and a group of five smiling professionals.

“Good luck,” she said and walked out. 

Ms. Lee and Director Smith stood to greet her. “It’s wonderful to meet you in person. We’re so happy you could join us.” They shook her hand, and then they all sat. The three other people introduced themselves as members of the team.

“How was your return trip from Colombia?” Director Smith asked.

The weight of the moment pressed on her. “Uneventful, thankfully.” She smoothed out her dress pants, then folded her hands in front of her.

“What was the biggest takeaway from your trip?” Ms. Lee asked. 

Images of Cami, the puzzle table, the farm, and dancing with her family under the fairy-stringed patio lights rushed in. “I would say it’s to find something you’re passionate about and do it.” 

“And what is it you’re passionate about?” A middle-aged man with wire-framed glasses asked. 

Cami. Coffee. Strangely, dancing.

“Leaving the world better than I found it.”

“I love that answer,” a young blonde with pink highlights said. 

“That is what we strive to do here,” Director Smith said. “We need eager people on our team to bring awareness to sustainability. It’s the cornerstone of why we’re here. How do you plan to leave the world better than you found it?”

Bella lingered on the question for a few beats. “By spreading awareness of the facts. Our world is in trouble. We pollute our waterways, fill our air with toxins, and spray our food with poison. Plastics are in every single person, changing our internal systems, wreaking havoc on our adrenals, and destroying wildlife. We will screw things up for future generations if we don’t change. Species will go extinct. We’ll no longer be able to grow healthy crops because our soil won’t have enough nutrients thanks to pesticides, herbicides, and monocrops. We need to know that every action has consequences, which can be deadly if we aren’t willing to be honest with ourselves and change our ways.”

The fifth member piped up, “Tell us how you really feel.” A cocky smirk spread across his face, and she wanted to smear it away.

“Was that not enough?”

He leaned back. “I’m just saying, it’s a lot to take in.”

Gee, an office jerk. Why am I not surprised?

She had little patience for his smug attitude. “You did ask.”

Ms. Lee cleared her throat and shot her coworker an annoyed glance. “Bella, you hit the nail on the head with everything. Yes, it’s a lot to take in. And it should be. I appreciate your honesty and passion.”

She readjusted in her seat, sitting taller. “Thank you.” 

“Okay, so we’ve established you’re passionate about many things. In this role, you’ll be focused more on development. How does that make you feel?” Director Smith asked. 

The room closed in around her. Her heart hollowed out. Their stares pinched her like needles. 

“How does it make me feel?” She inhaled long and slow, contemplating her following words. “I’ll tell you how it makes me feel.”

“Please,” the smug guy said, “take your time.”

Ms. Lee cleared her throat again. “Yes, take your time.”

She glanced around at the group gathered. They took time out of their day to meet with her, the jerk included. She flew from Colombia to Rockville for the interview. She closed the chapter on Colombia to be there and now wanted to close the book in Rockville to be back in Colombia.

She felt a lot of things.

Mijita, pursuing your dreams and building your future is the best way to honor the sacrifices your mother and I made.

Mi amor, remember that whatever decision you make, you’re strong enough to face the consequences.

Mi sobrina, you always have a home here, no matter what.

She stared at the group of strangers.

I should make my own fucking future instead of having some random company make it for me.

What was she doing sitting in front of these strangers looking for a new home when she already had one? So the circumstances weren’t perfect? They never would be.

She did hold dual citizenship.

She sat forward. “I have to be honest.”

“Please do,” Director Smith said.

She scanned their faces. “I’m afraid I’ve wasted your time.”

“I see,” Ms. Lee said, folding her hands in her lap.

“I wanted this to be the right fit. But it isn’t. The things I want to do can’t happen around a boardroom table. I need to be out in the world interacting, teaching, and getting my hands dirty. I didn’t realize that fully until right now.”

The wire-framed glasses guy rolled his eyes.

The pink-haired one twisted her mouth to the side.

Director Smith cleared his throat.

Ms. Lee glanced at her with kind eyes. “I appreciate your honesty. I get it. I felt your heart was in Colombia the first time we chatted. But I needed to take the chance on you. You’re going to do great things.” She extended her hand. “I wish you success.”

She shook her hand and thanked her, then thanked everyone else. 

Then, she walked out, leaving behind a secure job.

I couldn’t be prouder of you, Mijita! Way to claim your life.

She looked up at the ceiling and smiled.

Her stride opened to a confident and purposeful one. “Challenge accepted,” she whispered to herself. She offered the receptionist a quick nod. The receptionist responded with a quizzical cock of her head.

“Is everything okay, Ms. Rodriguez?” 

“Everything is more than okay.” A gentle smile graced her lips. “I’ve made a life-changing decision today and accepted my challenge.”

Sensing the moment’s significance, the receptionist offered her a warm smile. “Best of luck to you, then.”

“Thank you.” She exited the waiting room, excited for the journey ahead.
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Bella’s laptop screen bathed her living room in a glow, a portal to a world where distance couldn’t diminish the intensity of their connection. Cami’s radiant face materialized on the screen, her voice a melodic greeting that ignited her heart. “¡Hola, Beautiful! I miss you so much. You look so good.”

“¡Hola, mi amor!” Cami said. “You’re breathtaking as always.”

She savored Cami’s sweet smile. 

“There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

Cami’s brows furrowed. “Of course. What’s on your mind?”

“Well, the job opportunity, you know, the one that seemed tailor-made for me?”

A playful twinkle appeared in Cami’s eyes. “You mean the one that pulled you away from me, from the coffee shop, from everything?”

She chuckled. “That’d be the one.”

“Well, spill the beans. Did you get it?”

“I don’t actually know.”

“I don’t understand.”

“They never offered it to me.”

“You’re waiting to hear back from them?”

“No, I’m pretty sure I severed that opportunity.”

“Mi amor, I could solve a thousand-piece puzzle faster than I could solve the mystery of what you’re trying to tell me.”

“I turned them down during the interview.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” A smile erupted on Cami’s face, and she forced it away quickly. “It was that terrible of an interview?”

“The interview was fine.”

“But…”

“The pieces didn’t fit.”

“I now have you speaking in puzzle mode?”

“I glanced at the big picture, and my piece had nowhere to go. I don’t belong there.”

Cami leaned in closer to the camera. “And where do you belong?”

She closed her eyes, drew a deep breath, and released it slowly. “Not in the US.”

Cami clasped her hand over her mouth, and her eyes watered. “Go on.”

“My heart is with you, Cami. The money, the house, the car, none matter. I want to be where you are.”

Cami’s eyes softened. “Bella…”

A series of goosebumps grazed her skin. “I can’t wait to kiss you again.”

“You have no idea.” Cami offered her a sidelong glance.

“We have so much work to do together to improve the world. I want to dig in the soil with you, plant coffee beans and plantain trees, and dance salsa in the streets of Barcelona together. I want to buy an old farmhouse and make it ours.” 

“Let’s get a Jeep, too, so we can give tours throughout the local farms like my cousin.”

“We’ll paint it red, like his.”

“Bella, your words are like a balm for my heart. What’s the game plan, love?”

“I’ll stay at Tío Jairo’s chalet while I get settled.”

Cami’s eyes widened, a mixture of disbelief and exhilaration painting her features. “This isn’t some dream I’m about to wake up from, right? You’re really coming home?”

She held Cami’s gaze. “This is the one thing I’m certain of. I want to be closer to you, to have nothing but time for us. It won’t come without obstacles, but I’m ready to face them head-on. This journey has taught me that a life filled with real connection and meaning is what I strive for, and I know that awaits me in Colombia.”

Tears shimmered in Cami’s eyes. “Maybe we can get our own place, and my aunt and uncle can finally use my room for their oil paintings again.”

Her heart leaped. “It’s settled. Let’s give them space for their oil paintings, then.”

“Are you sure about leaving behind everything you have in the US?”

“It’s a bittersweet decision. I’ll miss everyone, but my bond with them is strong. Technology will keep us close.”

Cami’s smile broke through the tears. “Absolutely.”

“I want to be part of your life, Cami. What do you say?”

“Bella, you already are.”

Tears sprang. “Thank you for your patience and giving me space. Thank you for being the heart of this decision.”

“Bella, your ability to follow your heart is one of the qualities I admire most about you. I can’t wait to have you back here and to explore more of our country together.”

“I can’t wait to explore with you again.”

Cami blew a virtual kiss that traveled through the digital realm. Bella pretended to catch it. “Until we’re together again, Bella.”
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Bella immediately called her father and the brother to tell them.

“You better promise to visit me at least once a year,” she said.

Eduardo smirked. “Then you better promise me you’ll learn to cook Lechona. If you can do that, I promise we’ll pack our suitcases and be there to drive you batty.”

Their mother cooked Lechona, a traditional Colombian dish made with pork, vegetables and spices, every Christmas. “In that case, I’ll learn fast.”

“I can’t wait to meet Cami,” her father said.

Her heart swelled. “She can’t wait to meet all of you.”

After chatting for a few more minutes, Bella ended their three-way call on a happy and hopeful note.

Then she contacted Tío Jairo to ask if she could stay with him and Tía Maria until she settled. He practically jumped up and down in joy, inviting her to stay as long as needed.

She wasted no time contacting a real estate agent to put her condo on the market. Within days, interested buyers scheduled viewings. She and her circle of friends prepared her place—cleaning, decluttering, and staging it to look its best.

With her friends help, she cleaned the living room and adjusted the throw pillows on the couch.

“Did you know that dust is ninety-eight percent dead skin cells?” Pat asked.

Emily stood and a dusty sock dangled from her fingers. “What other secrets are you hiding?”

Bella groaned. “Ugh, sorry. I’m not great at keeping a tidy house.”

“I’m aware. I wiped away a decade’s worth of dust from your coffee table.” Veronica swiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

“We love you despite this,” Sandra said. “I mean, you’ve had more important things to focus on lately.”

“I use a spreadsheet to keep me organized,” Emily said.

“Of course you do,” Bella chuckled. She walked over to her and pinched her cheek. “That’s why I love you so much.”

“My spreadsheets?”

“Spreadsheets, labels for all my boxes, the calendar you always send me every Christmas with color-coded reminders of birthdays and other milestones. I love your practical side.” She glanced at the crew in front of her. “Where would we all be without that?”

They all nodded, and a sense of wistfulness filled the room.

Pat swiped their hands together. “So these boxes are all going to a storage unit?”

“Yup.” Bella placed her hands on her hips. “You’ll be dazzled by my minimalist lifestyle once I get to Colombia.”

“Minimalist?” Pat asked. “I’ve seen the way you pack. You’re the only one I know who brings more than three suitcases for a getaway weekend. Minimalist, my ass.”

Pat opened their arms wide. “Group hug.”

Surrounded by her friends, Bella felt at peace. They had stood by her side through every twist and turn, offering laughter and camaraderie even in the face of significant life decisions.

“We’re so proud of you, Bella,” Emily said. “Taking this step and chasing your dreams.”

Pat stepped forward. “Yeah, and remember, whatever farmhouse you buy, make sure it’s big enough for all of us to visit.”

Her heart tightened. “Even if I live in a one-bedroom apartment, you better still come and visit.”

“Don’t worry, you can’t get rid of us that quickly,” Pat said.

She looked around at her friends, finding comfort in their support and love. With their camaraderie and unshakeable friendship, she had a robust support system for any storm.

They eventually backed away from their group hug. 

The night after her house showing, her agent called. “All right, Ms. Rodriguez, we have a few offers. I’ll do my best to get you the best possible deal.”

She prepared to sell her luxurious car to a local dealership. She bargained for a fair price as she bid farewell to her former life in the US. Eager to proceed with her plans, she negotiated the sale without hesitation. 

As she signed away her possessions, sadness and exhilaration filled her. A promise of a new beginning in Colombia sat on the horizon, but also trepidation at what lay ahead. 
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A week after she signed the house paperwork, she closed her suitcase with a click. 

“Okay, time to say goodbye.” She picked up her luggage and walked toward her brother’s car parked in his driveway. Her family greeted her with tearful embraces and words of encouragement. 

“Daddy said we’re visiting you for Christmas,” Ethan hugged her.  

“Oh, I’ll have cookies ready to bake.” 

“Can we put up a Christmas tree?” Emily asked when she hugged her. 

“If you promise to make me an ornament.” 

“I promise!” 

Bella turned to her father.  

“We’re proud of you, Mijita.” 

“I’m kind of proud of myself, too.” She hugged him. 

Her father held her hand for a long moment, his expression serious. “Remember, wherever you go, our love goes with you. Your family will always be here for you, no matter what.” 

“Gracias, Papí,” she murmured, grateful for the unwavering support. 

With her goodbyes and emotions in check, her brother drove her to the airport. 

As he navigated through the snarly traffic of D.C., Eduardo turned the music down. “You know, sis, I was mad when you turned down the job and declared you were returning to Colombia.” 

“Mad?” she scoffed. “Seriously?”

“Hang on,” Eduardo said. “I’m not finished.” 

She sat back on a huff. “Eduardo, I swear to God, you better not pile on any guilt. Not now, just as you’re dropping me off at the airport.” 

He squeezed the bridge of his nose before continuing. “I was mad because it’s lonely here without you.” He paused for a few beats. “You’re the one who made our family a family. It’s not the same without you. The kids cry. And that breaks my freaking heart. Sunday lunches with Papí aren’t the same. We have no one to poke fun at. There’s a hole. A big gaping hole.” 

Her throat tightened. “Damn you. Look what you’ve done.” She swiped tears as they rolled down her cheeks. “I don’t even have a tissue.” 

He tossed her a box from the middle console. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad or guilty. I want you to know how much you mean to everyone, that’s all. I was mad when I first heard, but then I saw you.” He paused and scratched his beard. 

She gulped and gave up on catching her tears. 

“You’re happy, Bella. Happier than I’ve ever seen you before. You’re about to do something I’ve always wanted to do.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Live life on your terms.” 

She bowed her head and broke into a whole new level of tears. 

“Don’t get me wrong. I love my life. I love my kids, my wife, our father. I love it all. But a part of me is jealous of your freedom and courage to start over.” He reached over and grabbed her hand. “I guess I’m trying to say I’m proud of you, sis.” He released a cry into her hand. “And I’m happy for you.” 

“Thank you,” she managed. 

“Just make it count, okay?” 

“I promise, I’ll make it count.”
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Bella stood at the entrance to the jet bridge, clutching her boarding pass. She closed her eyes for a moment, contemplating the enormity of her decision: leaving behind a comfortable life in the US for an uncertain future in Colombia.

“Boarding Group A, you may now proceed,” the gate agent announced, snapping her out of her reverie.

Stepping onto the plane, fear, joy, sadness, and hope congealed. She’d start a new chapter that would test her resolve and lead to self-discovery and fulfillment.

Settling into her flight, the airport disappeared. As the plane rose, she said goodbye to her old life and embraced the promise of Colombia’s unknown, glad she chose joy over regret.

“Here we go, Mamá,” she whispered, prepared to tackle each challenge and savor every triumph, knowing that each piece would eventually find its place in the mosaic of her journey.


ONE YEAR LATER


As they awaited news about the grants that they applied for to fund their farm, Bella and Cami found comfort in the simplicity of their moments together. They tackled puzzles as a team, their laughter resonating through their cozy apartment in town. Occasionally, Tobi would have a sleepover with them and curl up on her lap while they solved the puzzles. His presence in the coffee shop and their home reminded them that sometimes, the least complicated sidekicks in life had four legs and a tail.

“Another piece in place,” Cami proclaimed one evening, triumphantly connecting a piece. The scent of Colombian coffee wafted through the air, mingling with their shared laughter. “Oh, Veronica said she’s going to bring a puzzle when the crew and she comes for their visit.”

“Let me guess. The puzzle will be a…” Bella drummed on the table.

“A flower,” they said together with a giggle.

“By the way, I heard back from my brother,” Bella said. “They’re coming for Christmas this year again.”

“Your papí, too?”

“My papí, too!”
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As time passed, Bella worked on Carlos and Cami’s family farm as they began their transformative journey into creating a sustainable haven. She had helped them secure the funding needed to take it to pristine levels. She also found side gigs writing grants for nonprofits in the States, helping to supplement her income.

Then, a week before Christmas, she opened an email from one of the organizations where she applied for a grant to help fund their future sustainable farm, too.

Subject: Exciting News About Your Grant Application

Dear Ms. Rodriguez and Ms. Santos,

We hope this message finds you in good health and high spirits. We wanted to share some exciting news with you!

After careful consideration, we’re pleased to inform you that we have approved your grant application for the sustainable farm project. We believe in the potential of your project and are eager to support your efforts in creating a more sustainable future.

We will provide further details regarding the disbursement and any additional steps in the coming days.

I wish you a joyful holiday season and look forward to seeing your project thrive!

They secured a grant for their sustainable farm.

We did it.

Mamá, we did it. Tears of joy streamed down her face. I wish you were here so I could hug you. We did it, Mamá. It’s happening!

Mijita, how often must I tell you I will always be here? Even if you get sick of me. I’ll be here. I’m so happy for you both. Look at you soar, Mijita. 

When Cami returned home from the coffee shop, Bella ran out the front door. She hadn’t even climbed off her motorcycle before she got to her. “Guess what?”

She unlatched her helmet. “Que, mi amor?”

“Our grant was approved!”

Cami’s eyes widened. “Estoy muy orgullosa de ti, Bella.”

“You’re proud of me?” She kissed the tip of Cami’s nose. “This was a joint effort.”

“We need to celebrate!”

“We do!” She swept Cami into her arms and twirled her. They spun in circles, giggling and breathless.

A few minutes later, buzzing, Bella followed her into their small apartment.

Cami reached into the depths of their pantry and pulled out a bottle of red wine. “I’ve been saving this for this moment.”

She admired Cami’s grace as she poured them a glass of Merlot. The deep red liquid swirled in the glasses, cueing the start of their celebration.

Cami raised her glass. “To us—the dreamers, the cultivators, and the believers.”

“And romantics. Let’s not leave out that.”

Their glasses clinked, the bright tone echoing through their home. Every challenge they had accepted, every triumph they had celebrated, had led them to that moment—a life enriched by love, a shared purpose, and the beauty of following their hearts.

Sure, there would always be things she would miss, like bagels and cream cheese, home fries, and consistent hot water in the shower. But there were other things she wouldn’t agree to miss out on, and at the top of that list was Cami and the life they were building together.

As Bella considered where she landed in life, she realized that every missing piece had ultimately contributed to the montage of her existence, with Cami by her side, completing the puzzle in a way she could have never imagined.
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