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    To those who have ever looked at a horizon and wondered if they were on the wrong side of it.

And to the ones who stayed, the ones who left, and the ones who found their way back. This is for the restless heart. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            "No one leaves home unless home is the mouth of a shark... you have to understand, that no one puts their children in a boat unless the water is safer than the land."— Warsan Shire

"I am not the same, having seen the moon shine on the other side of the world."

— Mary Anne Radmacher 
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Prologue: The Geometry of Longing
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The Pacific Ocean is ten thousand miles of deep, churning indifference. From thirty thousand feet above, it looks like a sheet of hammered lead, beautiful and static, betraying nothing of the millions of lives suspended over it in pressurized metal tubes.

At this exact moment, two planes are passing each other in the thin, freezing air above the International Date Line.

In Seat 42K of a Boeing 777 heading East, Resty Encanto presses his forehead against the cold plastic of the window. His passport is tucked into a breast pocket, resting against his heartbeat like a shield. Inside it, a visa—crisp, official, and heavy with the debt of three aunts and a younger brother. To Resty, the ocean below isn't water; it is a chasm he has to jump to become the man his family needs him to be. He smells of the fried fish his mother insisted he eat for breakfast and the citrus soap of a home he has already begun to mourn.

In Seat 3A of a Dreamliner heading West, Daniel Harper sips a scotch he doesn’t want and watches the flight tracker. He is fleeing a life of "success" that felt like a beautifully decorated cage. His penthouse is staged for sale; his luxury sedan is in a stranger's garage. To Daniel, the ocean isn't a chasm; it’s a wash cycle. He wants the blue depths to scrub the noise of Wall Street from his skin until he is nothing but a blank slate. He smells of expensive leather and the metallic tang of a panic attack he’s been stifling since JFK.

They do not know each other. They are streaks of white condensation in a darkening sky, moving in opposite directions toward the same epiphany.

Resty is looking for a future. Daniel is looking for a soul.

Neither realizes yet that the "other side" is not a destination. It is a mirror. And the water between them is not an obstacle—it is the only thing keeping them from seeing that they are chasing the exact same shadow.
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Chapter 1: The Balikbayan Box
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The humidity in the small Pasig apartment was a physical weight, a damp wool blanket draped over Resty’s shoulders. Outside, the tricycle drivers were already revving their engines, a jagged symphony of two-stroke smoke and metal.

Resty knelt on the linoleum floor, his knees popping. In front of him sat the heavy-duty cardboard box. To the neighbors, this box was a trophy; it meant a visa had been stamped. To Resty, it felt like a coffin for the version of himself that was allowed to be happy.

"Did you pack the Barong?" his mother, Elena, asked from the doorway. She didn't enter the room. She hadn't entered his room since the visa arrived, as if the space were already haunted.

"Yes, Ma. Right at the bottom, wrapped in plastic."

"And the dried mangoes for your Auntie Cora in Chicago? Don't let them get squashed."

Resty nodded, though his throat felt like it had been lined with sandpaper. He wasn't just packing clothes; he was packing obligations. Every folded shirt was a silent contract. The blue polo was for the first Sunday service he’d attend to prove he hadn't lost his faith. The heavy denim jacket—bought second-hand and smelling of mothballs—was his armor against a winter he couldn't yet imagine.

He reached for a framed photo on his nightstand: a grainy shot of his graduation from the polytechnic institute. He was a licensed engineer here. In forty-eight hours, he would be a "Laborer, Grade 1" in a Midwestern distribution center.

The weight of the expectations was heavier than the box itself. He could feel it in the way his younger brother, Jun, watched him from the hallway—eyes wide, seeing not a brother, but a human ATM who would eventually send back the tuition for a private nursing school. He felt it in his mother’s frantic cooking, the smell of adobo filling the air as if she could preserve him in vinegar and soy sauce.


Resty’s Internal Ledger:

•  The Debt: 150,000 Pesos for the placement fee (borrowed from three different relatives).

•  The Goal: Five years of silence and sweat.

•  The Fear: That he would forget the sound of the rain on a tin roof.



He placed his engineering manual at the very bottom, beneath the socks and the thermal underwear. It was a secret anchor.

"Resty?" Jun’s voice was small. He stepped into the room holding a small, crumpled piece of paper. "I drew the Sears Tower for you. So you know where you’re going."

Resty took the drawing. It looked like a jagged tooth reaching for a cloud. He tucked it into the pocket of his suitcase, right next to his passport.

"I'll be back before you grow a beard, kid," Resty lied.

He reached for the packing tape. The sound of the roll—rrip-schrrrk—was violent in the quiet room. He sealed the box, pressing the tape down with the heel of his hand until his skin burned. He wasn't just sealing his belongings; he was closing the door on a life where he was known by name. In Chicago, he would be a number. Here, he was a hero.

He just didn't feel like one. He felt like a man being shipped out, one layer of cardboard at a time.
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Chapter 2: The Glass Tower
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Daniel Harper didn't look at the men across the table. He looked at the reflection in the polished obsidian surface of the conference desk.

The man staring back wore a charcoal suit that cost more than a mid-sized sedan. His hair was silvered at the temples—a "distinguished" trait his stylist charged extra to maintain. But it was the eyes that stopped Daniel. They were flat, like the screen of a tablet that had run out of battery.
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