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THREE STEPS
REMOVED

The Wellness Reset You Can’t Bottle

PHOTOS & ARTICLE BY MAREYA IBRAHIM-JONES

We've done something interesting to wellness.

We've taken something inherently simple—
how we eat, how we move, how we connect—
and turned it into a fully engineered produc-
tion. There are protocols, powders, plans and a
never-ending stream of advice telling us how to
“optimize” our lives.

And yer, for all the effort, so many of us still
feel tired, disconnected and just slightly off.

I mean, sometimes the idea of doing yoga in
a hot, sweaty room, breathing in the stank of
my neighbor’s feet while slipping across the floor
doesn’t sound very appealing. Is that just me?

The truth is, wellness was never meant to be
this complicated or uncomfortable.

It’s not built in a lab-manufactured product
or packaged in a program.
It doesn’t come with a bar-
code or a subscription.

I's found in the
stripped-down,  unshel-
lacked version of life—the
one that exists before we
layered on all the noise.

It happens somewhere
between the void of traf-
fic, the lack of strip malls
and the omission of chain
restaurants, where your
biggest decision of the day
is: A slow cup of fair-trade,

organic coffee or coconut

https://edibleorangecounty.ediblecommunities.com/ezines/EOC56/

On our latest visit,
we stayed at Ocio
Villas, a Casa
Chameleon property
in Mal Pais on the
southern tip of the
Nicoya Peninsula,
known for being one

of the world’s five

Blue Zones.

water right out of a Pipa Fria first?

In Costa Rica, you can find yourself three
steps removed from everything and closer to
everything you didn’t know were missing with
one decision — am I truly going to let myself
get consumed by simplicity?

I've been going to Costa Rica every year since
2021, my first real trip after the pandemic. My
husband and I celebrated a belated honeymoon
there at Casa Chameleon in Las Caralinas
overlooking the Pacific coast. After our mid-
February 2020 wedding, we promptly found
ourselves in lockdown. An abrupt buzzkill to
our new nuptials, to say the least, and the idea
of going out of our house - let alone the coun-
try — was put on the back burner. When it was
finally time to travel a
little over a year later, it
felt like the first time I'd
ever been on vacation,
like a person who'd wan-
dered in the desert for 56
weeks and finally had a
sip of water.

Between the serenity
of the quiet peace, the
open fire cooked meals
with  seafood caught
and produce picked that
morning; swimming in
the warm, salty waves

and staring at the impos-
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sibly pristine coastline with views from every angle, you forget your
b.s. Have you ever tried to be sad or mad while dipping your toes
in sand, the color and texture of fine Turbinado sugar? Or rocking
in a hammock, nestled like a baby in her mother’s arms? Or sipping
on coconut water and eating papaya in your private plunge pool? I
was not going to let anything interrupt this peace unless the world
was coming to an end. And maybe not even then.

I learned this was exactly the way I wanted to seek out well-
ness, inextricably woven into a focus on nature, nourishment
and no schedule.

And it happens when you finally—finally—stop trying so hard
to control the situation and let yourself actually sit in the presence
of the present.

Step One: Distance
Let’s start here: distance is wildly underrated.

Not just the kind that requires a passport (though that helps),
but the kind that puts space between you and your habits—the
constant social media scrolling, email checking, the over-schedul-
ing, the need to optimize every waking second like you're some
kind of human productivity app.

It’s called airplane mode. You should try it sometime, even when
you're not on a plane.

On our latest visit, we stayed at Ocio Villas, a Casa Chameleon
property in Mal Pais on the southern tip of the Nicoya Peninsula,
known for being one of the world’s five Blue Zones. In a region
known for longevity, strong community, and simple, whole-food
living — life has a way of interrupting that nonsense, bogging you
down almost immediately.

Perched above the Pacific, the view alone is enough to make you
forget what day it is—and honestly, that feels like a win. Our villa
opened up a balcony with a hammock, and this endless expanse
of ocean, trees and sky, the kind of horizon that gently reminds
you: if you focus on this living mural, you will likely lose sight of
yesterday’s problems. Even the private pool, with its gentle jets and
sun-warmed water, felt less like a luxury flex and more like a quiet
invitation: slow down, stay here, breathe deeper... and maybe re-
think everything you thought wellness was supposed to look like,
without cellular service.

The rhythm of nature has something to say about your mood,
too. The jungle surrounds you, the treetops bursting with morning
life, harmonized by the calls of howler monkeys and birds of every
color chiming in like backup singers, and just like that, you're try-
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ing to figure out why you never hear nature like this.

I'd grab my coffee, pad barefoot across the cool tile, and settle into
the hammock like it was my full-time job. No buzzing phone. No
plan. No need to “make the most of it,” because #his was already it.

And here’s where something unexpected started to shift—not
just in how I felt, but in how I ate.

When you're not rushing, you don’t grab.

When you're not distracted, you actually taste and savor.

And the last thing you're really concerned with is calories be-
cause the food is fresh and wholesome and your appetite feels
strangely satiated.

One particular morning, we enjoyed a leisurely breakfast with
Chef Jose Lopez, the former executive chef of Casa Chameleon and
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now the global brand ambassador, who took us around Mal Pais
and nearby Santa Teresa. At Fermata, on the beach, we tasted fresh
fruit that tastes like fruit should—papaya, pineapple, mango—
juicy, vibrant, unapologetically sweet; eggs with bright yellow yolks
that taste like custard; peppers, avocado and plantains filled with
life force, and gallo pinto — the national dish of black beans and
rice — hits like a revelation. He reminded us that it’s the chef’s role
to elevate those ingredients by bringing out their best character at
the peak of freshness instead of robbing them of their personalities.

Because stillness, it turns out, changes more than your schedule.

It changes your appetite—for food, for life, for what actu-
ally satisfies.

Step Two: Immersion

If Mal Pais is where you unplug, Playa Barrigona is where you dis-
appear—in the best possible way. Tucked into hundreds of acres of
jungle on the Nicoya Peninsula, with a near-secret stretch of beach
just steps away, it trades in noise for nature and crowds for calm.

The truth is, it feels like a secret, the kind you almost don’t want
to write about because you're not entirely sure the world deserves it
but my friend, you do.

The beach stretches wide and open, framed by lush jun-
gle, zero pretense and an impossibly brilliant sunset. No
beach clubs blasting music. No rows of chairs claiming
territory. Just space, an occasional volleyball game, and the crash
of the warm waves.

At Hacienda Barrigona, a handful of villas, wide-open views, and
just enough luxury to keep you comfortable—but not distracted—
make it the kind of place where doing nothing suddenly feels like
the most productive thing you've done all year.

Hacienda Barrigona isn't the kind of place you stumble into—it’s
the kind you retreat to.

Our villa mirrored the landscape—open, relaxed, deeply con-
nected to everything around it. As I swam around the private pool,
I suddenly felt this giddy kind of unabashed joy. Like I used to be
when I was a litde girl.

Unrushed. Unbothered. Unfiltered. Like, no swimsuit, unfiltered.

At Playa Barrigona, a picnic was just the kind of uncomplicated
meal we were craving. We were able to enjoy fresh sea bass ceviche,
bright with citrus, tasting like it had just left the ocean minutes
catlier, layered on golden patacones — smashed and fried plantains -
crisp and warm, the kind you keep reaching for without overthink-
ing it. The guacamole and salsa were simple, vibrant, and exactly
what they needed to be, and coupled with fresh fruit drinks, we had

everything we needed.
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No labels. No calorie counts. No guilt. Just food. Real food.

And then something happened that felt small in the moment—
but profound in hindsight. We asked the staff who prepared it to
sit and eat with us. Not as a gesture. Not as a curated “experience.”
Just because it felt right. Because food has this way of breaking
down whatever invisible walls we've built—between roles, between
cultures, between people.

Suddenly, it wasn't “guests” and “staff.” It was just people, pass-
ing plates, sharing stories, laughing over patacones like we'd done
it a2 hundred times before. My mantra has always been that food
tastes better when it’s shared and crossing cultural connections is
just about the most nourishing thing on the menu.

Step Three: Connection
Somewhere berween Mal Pais and Barrigona, I realized something else:
We havent just overcomplicated wellness. We've overcompli-
cated food.
Back home, it’s easy to get caught up in the math of it all—calories,
macros, labels, trends. We analyze, optimize, restrict and reward. We
turn eating into something that requires strategy instead of instinct.

www.edibleorangecounty.com

And then you walk into a place like Pura Vida Market... and it

all kind of falls apart.
In the best way.

There it was—rows of fresh coconut water, not in cartons with
a shelf life of a year, but real coconuts, cracked open and ready to
drink, where we watched them harvest a truckload from the jungle.

Jars of fermented sauerkraut, alive and tangy and doing what real
fermented food is supposed to do. Colorful vegetables and fruit
that haven’t traveled halfway across the world to get there. And yes,
homemade chocolate chip banana bread—no apology, no “guilt-
free” label, no attempt to be anything other than delicious.

It felt like walking into a reminder. This is what food looks like.
This is what nourishment feels like, and ultimately, that’s how a big
piece of wellness is maintained.

Not engineered. Not overthought. Just grown, prepared, and shared
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to feed your physical and mental health. And when you eat like that—

when your food is fresh, local, alive—you don't need to count any-

thing. Your body already knows what to do. You feel satisfied.
Energized. Clear.

Bringing It All Together
Here’s where it all lands.

Distance is what gets you there. Immersion is what opens you
up. But connection—to nature, to people, to real food—is what
changes you.

In Costa Rica, wellness isn’t something you chase. It’s something
you remember. It’s in the rhythm of the waves.

In the laughter shared over a simple meal.

In the sweetness of fruit picked at the right time, not shipped at
the convenient one. In the realization that maybe we were never
meant to make food—or life—this complicated.

It doesn’t have to be in a foreign land. You can replicate this in
your own backyard if you choose to be present.

Three steps removed from the noise.

Three steps closer to what actually matters. And maybe the big-
gest takeaway of all?

Wellness isn’t something you need to chase down. It might just
be waiting for you on a quiet beach, in a hammock, or over a bowl

of guacamole you didn't have to think twice about savoring. %
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