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A Note Before We Begin
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This is a work of spiritual fiction. Rafael Cruz is not me, though I recognize him. He represents the part within us that, upon reaching a certain age, suddenly understands with quiet and painful clarity that the life we’ve been building is not the life we always intended. He is not a broken man searching for repair, but a whole man acting as if he is incomplete, having simply forgotten his wholeness. This journal is the record of his slow journey to remembering it.

The setting is Sagada, Mountain Province, Philippines. I chose it for its profound, distinct silence. The pine trees do not make noise; they seem purposefully still and patient. I’ve learned this quality of waiting, like the trees, teaches us that stillness is its own guidance.

What Rafael faces here is common for adults. Those with experience in ambition, love, parenthood, or loss understand that none of these prepares you for their realities. Rafael is forty-three. He has long been useful, but only now discovers that living usefully is not the same as living wholly; these are two different countries, and decades can pass in one without realizing you aren’t in the other.

I wrote this for anyone who has sat with food they couldn’t taste and wondered quietly where the person they meant to be had gone. In my experience, they did not go anywhere. They simply got very quiet and waited, in the manner of pine trees, for the right conditions to be heard.

Read this slowly if you can. Rafael did not arrive at anything quickly, and neither should you.

With love and great sincerity,

Abundant Deepak
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Chapter One

January 3rd , First Entry
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I haven’t kept a journal since nineteen. Then, I filled half a notebook with earnest thoughts that only the certain and young have. I thought my future self would marvel at them; I never did. I threw the notebook away in my thirties, during one of those apartment cleans that bury who you were.

I am forty-three now. Each year, I have thrown away a great deal.

The journal was Elena’s idea. She wasn’t gentle. On December 28, in the kitchen doorway, coffee cup in hand, wearing exhausted love, she told me to find a quiet place and write things down before I lost them. By things, she meant not objects, but the version of me that knew his purpose.

We separated in October. I say this plainly, not to minimize, but after three months of avoiding the truth, calling it 'taking time' and 'figuring things out.' I’m tired of careful language. Elena moved to her sister’s in Quezon City with our composed fourteen-year-old daughter, Mila. I stayed in the BGC condo, worked, ordered food I didn’t taste, and watched the city as if it were a film in a foreign language.

I bought a one-way ticket to Baguio, took a bus to Sagada, and arrived at room seven in a wooden guesthouse called Lola Cita's, which smells of pine, old wool, and altitude. The owner, Bernadette, a sixtyish woman, asked if I’d stay long. I said I didn’t know. She had a room.

I’ll stay through the month, maybe longer. I told the office I needed to leave. My director, Jonas, is ten years younger and has never taken a vacation in six years. He looked at me as if at a cracked wall: worried and unsure. He said, "Take the time you need." Neither of us knew what that meant.

So I am here, in room seven. A giant pine stands outside the window. Elena gave me a notebook with a blue pen at the airport and told me to write before I lose them. She hugged me at the gate, neither romantic nor indifferent, but the embrace of long love unsure of itself, refusing to become nothing.

I did not cry until I was through security. I do not say that as a point of pride.

The bus from Baguio to Sagada took three hours. The road was narrow and winding, with sheer drops sharpening the mind. I watched the mountains unfold and, for the first time in months, felt something besides the city’s anxiety, a smallness not of failure, but of being the right size in a vast world.

The mountains stay green even in January, surprising me. I expected more cold. Pines hold their color through anything. There’s a lesson there, maybe; I’m not sure I’m ready for it. I just sit with the fact I’m here, and the life I had isn’t the one I have now.

It’s seven thirty. I hear other guests at dinner and the distant bleat of a goat. Nothing else. In BGC, there was always the city beneath everything, that low, continuous hum of ten million people in vertical towers. All live with great urgency. Most, I suspect, are not sure why.

I turned forty-three in November. Nobody made a fuss about it, as I requested. I got exactly that, yet it still felt like a small disappearance.

Elena and I built everything together: our business consultancy, the apartment, and a deliberately shaped life. After fifteen years, I became an invisible part of the structure, like a support beam that holds things up but is noticed only when breaking. People see a building’s supports only when they fail, not when quietly sustaining everything.

I won’t talk about the failing tonight. Not yet. This is the first entry, and it feels important to avoid the hardest part right away, the way you don’t walk straight into a cold lake but linger at the edge first.

I’m at the water’s edge, feet in the cold. The lake feels ancient and seems to have waited for me, inviting a gradual entry.

More tomorrow.
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Chapter Two

January 5th
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Bernadette’s dog, Cookie, a large, brown, indefinable breed, has a monastic stillness. He spends his days on the porch, simply present, which is more than I am. This morning, I sat by him for over an hour, doing nothing but watching the fog in the valley. Cookie expected nothing, offered no opinions, just sat beside me, fully present. I was grateful.

I slept ten hours last night, a first. Manila meant six, or five on bad weeks. I was so used to that cycle that I barely noticed the deficit, only a dull sense of always being behind. Ten hours of mountain sleep is different. I woke at seven, mind rinsed clean. I lay in bed, feeling an uncomplicated, ordinary happiness.

Yesterday, I walked into the village and found a restaurant serving pinikpikan, a Cordilleran chicken dish. Grace, who worked there, explained its history, but I’ll leave that out; it’s not the point. The food was extraordinary, especially compared to eating at my desk. I ate slowly, tasted every bite, and realized I’d forgotten how.

Walking back, I thought about the things I’ve done without tasting them. Work without curiosity. Marriage without presence. Superficial conversations from someone who once delved deep. Elena didn’t fall for a man who ate at his desk; she loved a man who once drove her four hours to the beach because she hadn’t seen the ocean in a year. That man brought pineapple juice and a bad audiobook; they talked the whole way, neither of them listening to either. I miss that man, lost before I knew he could be lost.

The road back from the restaurant winds past several small gardens, and a stone wall that a woman was mending when I passed, fitting pieces of rock together with the patient attention of someone who has been doing this particular kind of work long enough to understand that hurry is not part of its nature. I watched her for a moment. She did not look up. The wall was the thing, and the wall required everything. I kept walking and thought: when did I stop giving the wall everything? When did the quality of attention I brought to things slip from that kind of full engagement to the partial and conditional presence I have been operating on for years?

I do not have an exact date. That is part of the problem. These things do not happen on a Tuesday. They happen the way erosion happens, in increments too small to notice until you look back from enough distance and see the altered landscape.

My daughter called this morning. Mila. She asked how the mountains were, and I said cold and green, and she said that sounds like the mountains in that Studio Ghibli movie, the one with the forest god. I said yes, something like that. She said, "Good," then asked if I was eating. I said yes, and she said, "Okay," and then, "Dad, I think this is good for you.” I said I think so, too. She said, "Call me Sunday.” She is fourteen. She takes care of me without appearing to, which is a skill I did not teach her and which she must have absorbed from watching her mother.

I have been thinking about the word burnout, which is what Jonas, HR, and my therapist all used last year when things became what they became. It is a clinical and useful word but it does not actually describe the experience, which was less like a fire going out and more like discovering, one ordinary Tuesday, that you have been running a machine that was never designed to run at the speed you have been running it, and the machine has not broken down dramatically but simply begun, very quietly, to come apart at its joints.

The joints in my case were: sleep, patience, joy. Those were the first things to go. Then curiosity. Then the capacity to be moved by things. Then, toward the end, basic kindness, not cruelty but its absence, the disappearance of the small warmths that hold a marriage together from the inside. Elena did not leave because I was unkind. She left, or we left together, because I had become increasingly absent while physically present, which, in some ways, is the lonelier of the two options.

She told me once, near the end, that living with me felt like living with a very reliable piece of furniture. She was not being cruel. She said it with her face turned slightly away from me toward the window, and I knew she was not trying to wound me but was trying to say something true before the truth became too heavy to say at all. A reliable piece of furniture. I held that image for weeks. I still hold it.

What is the opposite of furniture? A person, I suppose. Someone who moves, who changes temperature, who sometimes surprises you, who takes up space in a way you can feel rather than simply account for. Someone whose presence in a room is an event rather than a given. I want to be a person again. I think that is the simplest way to say what I am doing in Sagada, in room seven, with a notebook, a pine tree, and a dog named Cookie.

Tonight I am going to read. I brought three books and have not opened any of them yet because even that felt like too much of a decision when I first arrived. But tonight I think I can begin. Mila packed a small card inside the cover of one of them, a thin paperback about Zen and the art of something I cannot remember, and the card says: take your time, papa. You have all of it.

She is fourteen, and she is wiser than I am. I do not know how that happened, but I am glad.
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Chapter Three

January 9th
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There is a sunrise here that happens in a particular way I have not seen anywhere else. Because the guesthouse sits on a ridge, with the valley dropping steeply to the west and the higher peaks rising to the east, the light arrives not all at once but in sequence, first touching the tops of the tallest pines so that they are golden while everything below them is still dark gray and cool, and then descending slowly, the way a tide comes in but made of light instead of water, until the whole valley is full of morning. I have been waking up at five-thirty to watch it. I set no alarm. My body simply wakes.

This is unusual. In Manila, in BGC, I woke to three alarms and still could not locate the energy to be genuinely awake. I would move through the first hour of the day like a man wading through something thick and resistant, coffee in hand, phone already open, the day already building pressure before I had properly arrived in it. Here I wake before dawn because some interior thing wants to watch the light come in. I do not question this. I simply get up.

I have been walking every morning after sunrise. There is a trail that goes toward an area called the Echo Valley, where the Hanging Coffins are, though I have not yet gone all the way. I stop at a certain rock that overlooks a bend in the trail and sit there for twenty or thirty minutes with nothing required of me. No deliverable. No stakeholder. No metric by which the sitting can be measured. I am becoming reacquainted with the idea of doing something for no reason other than that it is happening, and I am in it.

The trail itself teaches things if you let it. This morning, a section of the path had washed slightly from recent rain and required careful navigation, each footstep tested before being committed to, the whole body engaged in the simple project of crossing ten meters of uncertain ground. I have not been that fully inside my own body in years. The corporate life happens mostly from the neck up: analysis, language, and the management of other people's perceptions of your competence. The body is a vehicle, a thing that carries the important parts from meeting to meeting, and it is maintained rather than inhabited. Twenty minutes on a washed-out trail and I was entirely inside mine, feeling the grip of the ground and the cold of the morning air and the specific weight of my own existence in a way that was startling for being so simple.

Yesterday I met another guest at the guesthouse. His name is Ferdie, he is maybe fifty-five, and he comes to Sagada every January for what he calls my annual reset. He has a hardware business in Cebu, three grown children, and a wife he clearly adores, based on how he mentions her casually in sentences, the way you only mention someone when they are the underlying assumption of everything you say. We had coffee on the porch with Cookie between us and talked for two hours. It did not feel like two hours. It felt like the kind of conversation you have maybe six times in a lifetime.

Ferdie told me he came to Sagada for the first time twelve years ago, after his father died, and he found himself unable to feel anything except a low, constant irritation at everything and everyone around him. He said he sat in a cave here for an afternoon, one of the burial caves in the valley, and felt, for the first time, that there was something older than his grief. Something in the stone and the dark and the pine-scented air that had been here before his grief arrived and would be here long after it was finished. And that sense of being held by something larger than his problem did not make the problem smaller but made him feel less alone inside it.

I did not have to say much. He seemed to understand what had brought me here without needing the details. He said only: "The mountains are patient. They have already seen everything. You do not have to explain yourself to them.”
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