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The real voyage of discovery consists not in 
seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes 
to see. 

Marcel Proust 
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FOREWORD 
 
 
This is not a story about leaving life behind. 
It is a story about seeing life more clearly. With new eyes. 
 
It is about the quiet and often unsettling realisation that what we spend our lives 
seeking has never been absent, only overlooked.  
 
Meaning is not something waiting at the end of effort, but something already 
present, quietly expressing itself beneath and despite our striving. 
 
For much of our lives, we are taught to become, to accumulate, to achieve, to 
define ourselves through roles, responsibilities, and recognition.  
And there is nothing inherently wrong with this.  
 
Becoming serves a purpose. It guides us. It brings structure and direction. 
 
But there comes a moment in our lives, sometimes gently, sometimes abruptly, 
when these things no longer satisfy. 
 
A moment when something deeper begins to stir. 
And in that instant, the ground beneath us shifts. 
 
This story begins at that turning point—a moment when certainty gives way to a 
deeper questioning. 
 
It does not offer answers. It offers something quieter. Something more enduring. 
A way of seeing. 
 
Because beneath all that we gather… 
beneath all that we construct… 
beneath all that we believe ourselves to be… 
There is something that has never changed. 
 
Something whole. 
Something present. 
Something already complete. 
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This story is an invitation. 
Not to become something more. 
But to recognise who we have always been. 
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THE BIRD 
 

There is a crack in everything, that’s how the 
light gets in. 

Leonard Cohen 
 
 
 
Michael Rowan had spent a lifetime gathering. 
 
Not collecting in the ordinary sense. Still, there were the usual things. Books lined 
the walls of his study. Each one was carefully chosen, many carrying the quiet 
imprint of who he had been when he first read them.  
 
Various awards rested in measured order. Their polished surfaces reflected a life 
that, by the world’s standards, was successful. 
 
Photographs filled the spaces between. 
 
Moments captured. 
Achievements marked. 
Relationships remembered. 
 
Each one is a fragment of a life well lived. 
Or at least, that was how things had appeared until now.  
 
The day after his retirement, Michael stood alone in that room. 
 
His thoughts turned to yesterday’s retirement celebration.  
 
Warm speeches, generous praise. Stories recounted with affection and admiration. 
 
Michael had thanked them all, and he had meant it. He was genuinely grateful. 
 
The light filtered softly through the window, touching the edges of the books, 
catching the metallic gleam of the awards. 
 
His fingers traced the spine of a book he had not opened in years. He paused at a 
photograph: a group of smiling students gathered around him. He remembered the 
day. The laughter. The sense of purpose. 
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He picked up an award he had received years ago for leadership. He held it for a 
moment, then placed it back exactly where it had been. 
 
Everything was in its place. 
Everything made sense. 
And yet… 
something did not. 
 
Beneath celebration and gratitude, something remained unsettled. 
 
It was not regret. 
He had lived well. Contributed meaningfully. Given himself fully to his work.  
 
There was no sense that he had wasted his life. 
 
And yet, beneath that quiet certainty, another awareness had begun to emerge. 
Subtle. 
Persistent. 
Difficult to name. 
As though something essential had been overlooked. 
 
Not ignored. 
Not denied. 
Simply… not seen. 
 
He walked to the window and looked out. 
The world moved on as always. 
Cars passed by. 
People moved in the street. 
Life unfolded. 
 
Really, nothing had changed. 
And yet, he could not stop thinking that something had. 
 
The question did not arrive as a thought. More a feeling, an intuition. 
It gained urgency. 
 
Who am I… when I am no longer what I do? 
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He did not resist it. 
For perhaps the first time in his life, he allowed a question to remain open, without 
rushing to answer. 
 
He looked around again. 
This room had once represented success and certainty. 
This room had held his identity together. 
But just then, he was beginning to see it all differently. 
 
The room had always been a record of what he had done. 
Not a measure of who he was. 
 
In drawing that distinction, something shifted. 
 
Achievements fill a life. 
But only presence reveals it. 
 
Nothing essential is absent; it is our perception that is incomplete. 
 
These thoughts arose without effort. 
He did not know where they came from. 
But he recognised their truth. 
 
Have I spent all these years doing what I thought was expected of me rather than 
what I passionately believed in? 
 
Have I questioned enough the definitions of meaning, success, and happiness I’ve 
been handed by others and the world since childhood? 
 
For some strange reason, Michael’s thoughts turned to a small bird that he had 
observed some days earlier during his regular walk in the park. 
 
It darted back and forth, collecting fragments—a piece of blue plastic, a strip of 
ribbon, something metallic that caught the light. 
 
A short distance away, nestled in low branches, was a carefully arranged display. A 
small, intricate construction of gathered objects. 
 
He had recognised this remarkable collector as a bowerbird. 
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At that moment, something shifted in Michael. 
 
All my life, I have done the same, he reflected. 
 
Gathering.  
Arranging.  
Constructing a life to be seen and admired. 
 
For the first time, he allowed a deeper question to fully form: 
 
Have I spent my life building something real…or merely something impressive? 
 
He looked around the room again. Now he saw it differently: a construction, a 
collection. Each book, each degree, each award. 
 
Pieces of a life assembled. 
 
Not false. No. He could not accept that. Much good had been done in the name of 
this thing called a career. 
 
But incomplete. 
 
We spend much of our lives collecting experiences, achievements, and identities. In 
the end, what truly matters is not what we gather, but what we become through 
gathering. 
 
Michael sat down. 
Not to think. 
Not to plan. 
Not to decide what came next. 
But simply to be. 
 
And in that stillness, something unfamiliar began to emerge. 
Not an answer. 
Not a conclusion. 
More of a quiet awareness that perhaps everything he had been seeking was not 
ahead of him but, with him, all this time. 
He had not been present enough to realise it. 
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Is it possible to spend your life becoming someone and yet not discover what it 
means to simply be? 
 
For the first time in a long time, Michael did not rush to reassure himself.  
He simply stayed with that question, letting it be unresolved for now. 
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THE LETTER 
 

The one who plants trees, knowing that he or 
she will never sit in their shade, has at least 
started to understand the meaning of life. 

Rabindranath Tagore 
 
 
 
 
A few days later, Michael received a letter.  
 
This rarely happens now, he thought as he took it from the mailbox. A personal 
letter, addressed to me. 
 
No official envelope. 
No printed address. 
Just handwriting, deliberate and careful, unmistakably human. 
 
Michael turned it over slowly, as though opening it required a different kind of 
attention. 
 
Inside, a single page. He unfolded it slowly. 
 

Dear Dr Rowan 
 
You will not remember me, though I thought of you often. 
Many years ago, you visited our school. You spoke to us about success: 
making a difference, using our gifts well. 
 
I followed much of what you said. I studied. I worked hard. I achieved. 
I built a life that, from the outside, looks as though it worked. 
 
But I am writing to ask you something I have never been able to resolve. 
 
When all of that is achieved… what remains?  
When all the goals are ticked off, what comes next? 
 
Maybe the years have helped you sort this out. 
I would love to hear your thoughts. 
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With gratitude and respect 
 
James 

 
 
Michael read it once. 
Then again. 
 
Not because he had not understood it, but because something in it resisted being 
understood too quickly. 
 
He placed the letter on the table and sat down. 
 
For most of his life, questions had been things to answer. 
Problems to solve. 
Uncertainty to clarify. 
 
For years, he had been the one offering answers. 
 
Standing before students. 
Before teachers. 
 
Speaking with clarity. With conviction. 
Inviting others to live with purpose. 
 
But these questions touched something deep. 
 
He felt an immediate impulse to respond. To shape something thoughtful. 
Encouraging. Wise. 
 
He could do that. He had done it his entire life. 
 
But now, something in him hesitated. 
 
And for the first time in many years, he allowed himself not to know. 
 
He felt uncertainty and vulnerability. An experience he had rarely allowed himself to 
have. 
 



 11 

The admission came quietly. 
Almost as a relief. 
 
I do not know. 
 
There was no collapse. 
No sense of failure. 
Only something unexpected appeared: Space. 
 
Over the following days, he noticed a subtle shift. 
 
Thoughts he had once trusted without question began to loosen. 
Beliefs that had shaped his life still held meaning but no longer felt complete. 
 
The ground on which he stood was somehow shifting.  
The beliefs and philosophies that had seemed so right and airtight no longer felt as 
solid as they once had. 
 
Certainty had shaped much of his life and given him direction. 
 
Certainty about what mattered. 
Certainty about what was true. 
 
But maybe this need for certainty had also limited him. 
 
Michael approached his bookshelf and opened a notebook he had not used in years. 
The blank page seemed to be a quiet invitation. 
 
He wrote slowly: 
 
What if I have been sincere… but mistaken? 
 
The words unsettled him. 
But somehow, they also felt like an opening. 
 
He did not rush to soften them. 
 
What is happening to me?  
Michael panicked for a moment. 
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First the bowerbird, and now this letter out of nowhere. 
 
All that once seemed so neat, planned and ‘in order’ now felt uneasy and under 
threat. 
 
My life has followed a well-accepted formula. 
But now, just when I should be rejoicing and celebrating all that I have achieved, it 
all feels somehow empty.  
 
Michael closed the notebook and sat back. 
 
Outside, life moved as it always had. 
Nothing had changed. 
And yet… 
He couldn’t help feeling that something had begun. 
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THE OLD MAN 
 

Wisdom is a living stream, not an icon preserved 
in a museum. Only when we find the spring of 
wisdom in our own life can it flow to future 
generations.  

Thich Nhat Hanh 
 
 
 
Over the next few weeks, Michael noticed that something subtle began to change in 
how he moved through the world.  
 
He walked more slowly. 
Listened more carefully. 
 
Not out of effort. 
But because something in him was no longer rushing to conclude. 
 
Maybe this is a ‘retirement thing’. The thought made him smile. 
 
With his newfound retirement freedom, Michael spent more time walking and sitting 
in the park where the bowerbirds lived. 
 
The birds’ structure was still there. 
Slightly altered. 
A new piece has been added. 
Another shifted. 
The work is ongoing. 
 
And then, almost without intending to, he spoke aloud: 
 
“When is enough, enough?” 
 
The question hung in the air. 
Not directed at the birds. 
Not even fully directed at himself. 
Something wider. 
 
A voice behind him responded. 
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“Enough for what?” 
 
Michael turned. 
An older man stood a few metres away. 
 
There was nothing remarkable about him at first glance. 
 
No sign of authority. 
No air of instruction. 
And yet, something in his presence felt… settled. 
 
“I’m not sure,” Michael said after a moment. 
 
The man nodded. 
As though this were a complete and sufficient answer. 
 
They stood together in silence for a time. 
Not awkward. 
Not forced. 
Just… shared. 
 
“Most of us spend our lives answering questions we have inherited,” the man said 
eventually. 
 
Michael glanced at him. 
 
“And you think those questions might not be the right ones?” he asked. 
 
The man smiled gently. 
“No, not wrong,” he said. 
“Just… unfinished. For someone else to answer.” 
 
The word stayed with Michael. 
Unfinished. 
 
“What are we supposed to do then?” Michael asked. 
 
The man looked toward the bower. 
“You begin again.” 
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There was no emphasis in the words. 
No sense of instruction. 
Just a simple offering. 
 
“Begin what again?” Michael said. 
 
The man turned back to him. 
“You begin to see with new eyes.” 
 
Michael held his gaze. 
There was no challenge in it. 
No expectation. 
Only a quiet invitation. 
 
When Michael looked away, even briefly, the man had already begun to walk on. 
 
No farewell. 
No conclusion. 
Just… gone. 
 
Michael stood alone again. 
But something had shifted. 
 
Not resolved. 
Not explained. 
Opened. 
 
That night, he returned to his journal. 
 
Beneath his earlier question, he wrote: 
 
What if life is not something to be achieved… but something to be understood? 
 
He paused. 
 
Then added: 
 
And what if understanding begins by letting go of what I think I know? 
 
He closed the journal. 
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The letter from James remained unanswered. 
 
But for the first time, Michael sensed that this was not neglect. 
It was honesty. 
 
Because he sensed that whatever he might eventually say would need to come 
from somewhere deeper than where he had spoken before. 
 
And for the first time in his life, he was willing to wait for that. 
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THE MYSTERIOUS WOMAN 
 
 

Life is a garden, not a road. We enter and exit 
through the same gate. Wandering. Where we 
go matters less than what we notice. 

Kurt Vonnegut 
 
 
 
 
Michael did not plan to leave. 
There was no moment of decision marked by certainty. 
No declaration of a new beginning. 
It was more of a soft turning. 
 
A week after his encounter in the park, he booked a flight. 
 
No itinerary. 
No structured purpose. 
Just a quiet sense, difficult to explain, impossible to ignore, that remaining where he 
was would only deepen the questions without allowing them space to unfold. 
 
His destination was not far. 
A small coastal town he had once visited years earlier for a conference. 
He remembered very little of it. 
Only the schedule. 
The presentations. 
 
What he did remember, however, was that the town moved differently. 
People lingered in conversation. 
Shops opened without urgency. 
 
Michael noticed how quickly his mind moved to organisation mode. 
 
What should I do here? 
What is the purpose of this time? 
How do I make this worthwhile? 
 
He paused as he realised this was his lifelong habit.  
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To plan for success. 
 
And for the first time, he did not follow the questions. 
 
On his third morning, he found a small café near the water. 
 
Nothing remarkable about it. 
And yet, something about it drew him in. 
Perhaps the absence of pretence. 
Perhaps the way people seemed to be at ease. 
 
He ordered coffee and sat on a long bench outside. 
 
For a while, he simply watched what was happening around him. 
Waves arriving and receding. 
People passing. 
A child laughing at something unseen. 
Life, unfolding without instruction. 
 
“Is this seat taken?” 
 
Michael looked up. 
 
A woman stood beside the table, holding a cup of tea. The woman had a mysterious, 
sort of bohemian look. He couldn’t quite work it out. 
 
“No,” he said. “Please.” 
 
She sat. 
Not as someone intruding. 
As someone joining. 
 
There was a quiet steadiness about her. 
Not distant. 
Not overly warm. 
Simply present. 
 
They sat in silence for a few moments. 
 
Not the silence of strangers avoiding conversation. 
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The kind that does not need filling. 
 
“I sense you’re not here only for the coffee,” she said eventually. 
 
Michael smiled slightly. 
“No,” he said. “I don’t think I am. I mean…I’m not sure.” 
 
She nodded, as though this confirmed something already known. 
 
“What does bring you here then?” she asked. 
 
The question was simple. 
But it landed differently. 
Not as a prompt. 
As an opening. 
 
Michael hesitated. 
Then spoke more honestly than he intended. 
 
“I’ve reached a point,” he said, “where what I thought mattered in life doesn’t seem 
to hold together in the same way anymore.” 
 
“I have spent my life becoming someone,” he said. 
Michael exhaled slowly. 
 
“Now I’m no longer sure that someone is who I truly am.” 
 
The woman listened. 
Not analysing. 
Not preparing a response. 
Simply receiving. 
 
“And that’s unsettling?” she asked. 
 
“Yes,” Michael said. 
He paused. 
“And strangely relieving.” 
 
She smiled. 
“That’s often how truth begins,” she said. 
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Michael looked at her more closely. 
 
There was no sense that she was trying to teach him. 
And yet what she said carried weight. 
 
“I spent most of my life in education,” he said. “Schools, universities. I believed 
deeply in what I was doing.” 
 
“And now?” she asked. 
 
He paused. 
“Now I’m wondering if I confused shaping lives with understanding life.” 
 
She let the words settle. 
 
Then said: 
“Education often teaches us how to become someone. To make a living” 
She took a sip of tea. 
“But it rarely teaches us how to simply be. To create a life.” 
 
Michael felt something shift. 
“I used to tell people to pursue excellence,” he said. “To make a difference.” 
 
“And, if you had a second chance, would you say those things again now?” she 
asked. 
 
Michael considered. 
“Yes,” he said slowly. 
“But I would say something more.” 
 
She waited. 
“I would tell them that what they become matters far less than how they live,” he 
said. 
“That achievement without awareness is just accumulation.” 
 
She nodded. 
“And awareness of what?” she asked. 
 
Michael exhaled. 
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“Of who we are, beneath all of it.” 
 
She smiled. 
“Then perhaps your work was not misplaced,” she said. 
“Only incomplete.” 
 
Again, this word, ‘incomplete’. 
The word landed gently.  
Not as criticism. 
As an invitation. 
 
“What do you do?” he asked. 
 
She considered. 
“I listen,” she said. 
 
He waited. 
“To what?” he asked. 
 
She met his gaze. 
“To what is already there.” 
 
Something in the simplicity unsettled him. 
 
“You make it sound easy,” he said. 
 
“It isn’t,” she replied. 
“But it is simple.” 
 
They sat quietly. 
After a while, she spoke again. 
“May I offer you something?” she asked. 
 
Michael nodded. 
 
“You’re beginning to question whether your life was worth it,” she said. 
 
He looked at her. 
“I didn’t say that.” 
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She smiled gently. 
“You didn’t need to.” 
 
He exhaled. 
“Well, yes,” he said. 
“I have wondered that.” 
 
She leaned slightly forward. 
“Then let me ask you this,” she said. 
 
“Were you living your life or performing a version of it?” 
 
The question landed deeply and cut through. 
Michael felt the impulse to answer. 
To defend. 
To explain. 
But he didn’t. 
Because something in him recognised the truth of the question. 
 
“I don’t know,” he said quietly. 
 
She nodded. 
“That’s a good place to begin.” 
They sat for a long time. 
 
As the light shifted, Michael realised he did not know her name. 
“I’m Michael,” he said. 
 
“Sofia,” she said. 
 
He repeated it softly. 
“Sofia.” 
 
As they stood to leave, she added: 
“Michael, you don’t need to undo your life.” 
 
“You only need to see it clearly.” 
 
She paused, then leaned forward slightly. 
“Michael…” 
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Her voice softened. 
“Attend.” 
 
He held her gaze. 
“To attend,” she said, “is to be present and to be of service to what is before you.” 
 
“You have been living as though meaning were something to be found,” she 
continued. 
“As though it existed somewhere beyond your current experience.” 
 
She gestured gently around them. 
“But meaning is not elsewhere. It is right here. Now.” 
 
She paused. 
“Or more precisely, it is in how you are with what is here.” 
 
Michael sat quietly. 
 
Something in him was beginning to loosen. 
Not collapse. 
Release. 
 
“For most of your life,” she said, “you have been asking: What should I do?” 
He nodded. 
 
“But there is a deeper question.” 
 
She held his gaze. 
 
“How shall I be?” 
 
They spoke little after that. 
 
Not because there was nothing to say. 
But because something more essential had begun to emerge, something that did 
not require words. 
 
Sofia got up to leave, and Michael, slightly awkwardly but without hesitation, said, 
“Will I see you again?’ 
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“Sure, Michael.” She replied. “I walk these shores every day. See you around.” 
 
He walked back to his room, taking a longer route than he needed to. 
The waves moved as they always had. 
But something in him was beginning to move differently. 
 
That night, he wrote: 
 
Perhaps the question is not whether my life was worth it, 
But whether I was truly present to it.  
Perhaps life is not waiting to be understood. It is awaiting attention. 
 
He closed the journal. 
Not with answers. 
But with openness. 
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SOFIA 
 

I have spent many days stringing and 
unstringing my instrument while the song I 
came to sing remains unsung. 

Rabindranath Tagore 
 
 

You are sent here to learn to love and to receive 
love. The greatest gift new love brings into your 
life is the awakening to the hidden love within. 

John O'Donohue 
 
 
 
 
Sofia did not appear in his life in the usual way. 
 
There were no arrangements. No plans. No agreed-upon times. 
And yet she always seemed to be present. 
 
Sometimes at the café, already seated as though she had always been there. 
Sometimes walking along the shoreline. Once, sitting quietly on a weathered bench, 
watching the horizon with a stillness that seemed to belong to something far 
deeper than the moment. 
 
And then… 
She was gone. 
 
At first, Michael did not question it. 
He assumed their meetings had been coincidental. 
A shared rhythm. 
Nothing more. 
 
But if the whole day passed, and the chair across from him remained empty, no 
quiet presence beside him, Michael felt something unexpected. 
Not loneliness. 
Something closer to reliance. 
He recognised it immediately. 
And the recognition unsettled him. 



 26 

 
Have I already begun to look to her for what I must discover within myself? 
 
The thought did not create panic. 
 
One evening, after such a day, he returned to the place near the beach where they 
had once stood together. 
 
The sand was smooth again. 
The tide had erased everything. 
 
He stood for a long time. 
 
Then, slowly, he knelt and drew a circle in the sand. 
The same circle Sofia had drawn. 
But this time, something was different. 
 
He did not feel as though he was recreating something she had shown him. 
He felt as though he was remembering something that had always been his. 
 
He placed his hand gently over the circle. 
Closed his eyes. 
For a brief, unguarded moment. 
There was no question. No seeking. No becoming. 
Only presence. 
 
It passed quickly. 
Too quickly to hold. 
 
But not too quickly to recognise. 
A glimpse. 
 
That night, Michael did not write. 
For the first time since his journey had begun, he did not feel the need to turn 
experience into understanding. 
 
The following morning, Sofia returned. 
As though nothing had changed. 
 
“You disappeared,” Michael said. 
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She smiled gently. 
“No,” she said. 
“I stepped back.” 
 
They began walking. 
 
“You felt it, didn’t you?” she said after a while. 
 
Michael glanced at her. 
“The space?” he asked. 
 
She shook her head slightly. 
“What remained in the space.” 
 
He exhaled slowly. 
“Yes,” he said. 
 
She nodded. 
“That is why I stepped back.” 
 
They walked in silence for a while. 
“Many people,” she said, “find a teacher and begin to gather again.” 
 
Michael smiled faintly. 
“The bower,” he said. 
 
She returned the smile. 
 
“Yes,” she said. 
“A more spiritual bower, but a bower nonetheless.” 
 
He felt the truth of it immediately. 
“So, you left,” he said. 
 
“I made space,” she replied. 
 
They came to a low outcrop of rocks and sat. 
The tide was receding, revealing textures usually hidden. 
 
“Let me tell you a story,” Sofia said. 
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Michael nodded. 
 
“There was once a man,” she began, “who spent his life building a beautiful house.” 
“He chose the finest materials. Designed every detail. Ensured that every room 
reflected who he believed himself to be.” 
“People came from far away to admire it.” 
 
She paused. 
 
“And he was proud.” 
“But one day,” she continued, “a small crack appeared in the wall.” 
“At first, he ignored it.” 
“Then he covered it.” 
“Then he reinforced the structure around it.” 
 
She traced a line in the sand. 
“But the crack remained.” 
“And slowly it began to widen.” 
 
Michael felt something tighten within him. 
 
“Eventually,” she said, “he could no longer ignore it.” 
“So, he did something he had never considered.” 
 
She looked at him. 
“He stopped repairing the house and began to look through the crack.” 
 
“And what he saw,” she said softly, 
“Was not damaged.” 
 
She held his gaze. 
“It was light.” 
 
Michael felt the words move through him. 
Not as a metaphor. 
As a recognition of truth. 
 
What we resist as disruption is often revelation. 
 
“The crack,” he said slowly, “is the questioning.” 
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Sofia nodded. 
 
“Yes,” she said. 
“The moment when the life you have constructed can no longer contain the truth of 
who you are.” 
 
“And the light?” he asked. 
She smiled. 
 
“The life that was always there before the construction began.” 
 
They sat quietly. 
 
After a while, Sofia drew the circle again in the sand. 
“This,” she said, “is what I sometimes call our Common Heart.” 
 
Michael leaned slightly forward. 
 
“Not yours. Not mine,” she continued. 
“Not separate.” 
 
She rested her hand lightly over the circle. 
“The one life expressing itself as many.” 
 
“When we live as ‘a being,’” she said, 
“We experience ourselves as separate. We strive. We compare. We accumulate. We 
seek to secure ourselves in a world that is always changing.” 
 
She paused. 
“But when we are BEING…” 
 
Her voice softened. 
 
“We realise we are not separate from life. We are life expressing itself.” 
 
Michael felt the distinction land more deeply than before. 
 
“And what does that change?” he asked. 
 
Sofia smiled gently. 
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“Everything!” she said. 
 
She picked up a small stone and turned it in her hand. 
“Let me tell you another story.” 
 
Michael nodded. 
 
“There was once a musician,” she said, “who spent years mastering his instrument. 
He practised endlessly. Perfected his technique. Learned from the best. 
 
She paused. 
“And he became extraordinary.” 
 
“But when he played…” she continued, 
“Something was missing.” 
 
“One day, an old woman came to listen.” 
“When he finished, she said, ‘You play the notes beautifully, but I cannot hear the 
music.’” 
 
“The musician was offended,” Sofia said. 
“He had given his life to mastery.” 
“But her words stayed with him.” 
 
“And one day he did something radical.” 
“He stopped trying to play perfectly.” 
 
She smiled softly. 
“And in that letting go, the music appeared.” 
 
Michael closed his eyes briefly. 
“I have spent my life playing the notes,” he said quietly. 
 
Sofia nodded. 
“And now?” she asked. 
 
He exhaled slowly. 
“I am beginning to listen for the music.” 
 
She smiled. 



 31 

“That is the important realisation. When everything turns,” she said. 
 
They sat in silence. 
 
After a while, Sofia spoke again. 
“One more story?” 
 
Michael smiled faintly. 
“I was wondering when it would come.” 
 
Sofia laughed softly. 
 
“There was once a river,” she began, “that believed its purpose was to reach the 
ocean.” 
 
“It moved tirelessly. Around obstacles. Through valleys. Over rock and earth.” 
“And one day it arrived.” 
 
She paused. 
 
“But as it was about to enter the ocean, it became afraid.” 
 
Michael frowned slightly. 
“Afraid of what?” he asked. 
 
“Of losing itself,” she said. 
“But in that moment,” she continued, 
“The river realised something it had never understood.” 
 
“It had never been separate from the ocean.” 
 
Silence deepened. 
 
“The journey,” she said, 
“Was not to become something new.” 
She let the words rest. 
 
“It was to realise what it had always been.” 
 
Something in Michael gave way. 
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Not collapse. 
Release. 
 
All the years of striving, of becoming, of seeking meaning in what could be built, 
achieved, or secured. 
 
And in their place… 
Something simpler. 
 
I have never been separate from what I was seeking. 
 
Michael sensed that it felt like remembering rather than thinking. 
 
His eyes filled with emotion. 
Not with sadness. 
Not even with joy. 
Relief. 
 
“So, nothing was missing,” he said quietly. 
Sofia shook her head. 
 
“Nothing essential,” she said. 
 
They sat until the light began to soften. 
 
As they stood, Michael turned to her. 
“What happens now?” he asked. 
 
Sofia looked at him. 
Not as a teacher. 
As someone recognising readiness. 
 
“Now,” she said gently, 
“You live!” 
 
Michael smiled. 
“That sounds so simple.” 
 
She returned the smile. 
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“It is,” she said. 
Then added: 
 
“But not easy.” 
 
They walked a short distance together. 
And then, without ceremony, she stopped. 
 
“This is where I leave you,” she said. 
 
Michael felt no surprise this time. 
 
“Will I see you again?” he asked. 
 
Sofia held his gaze. 
“You will,” she said. 
 
He waited. 
“In every moment you are truly present.” 
 
And with that, she turned and walked away. 
 
Michael stood still. 
 
There was no impulse to follow. 
No sense of something unfinished. 
 
Only a quiet awareness: 
Nothing has been taken. 
Everything has been given. 
 
That night, he wrote: 
 
I thought I was searching for meaning. 
But I was searching for myself. 
 
And beneath that: 
 
My true self has always been present. 
You do not become whole. 
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You remember that you were never divided. 
 
He closed the journal. 
And for the first time, he felt at home. 
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THE GIFT 
 

To journey without being changed is to be a 
nomad. 
To change without journeying is to be a 
chameleon. 
To journey and be transformed by the journey is 
to be a pilgrim. 

 
 
Michael did not remember the moment he decided to return home. 
 
There was no declaration. No sense of conclusion. No feeling of having “arrived.” 
 
Only a quiet knowing… 
Nothing more needed to be sought elsewhere. 
 
The journey had not ended. 
But the searching had. 
 
When he arrived home, the house felt somehow different. 
Not because anything had changed. 
But because he had. 
 
He walked to the study. The shelves. The photographs. 
Reminders of the bowerbird. 
 
But this time, he did not see accumulation. 
He saw expression. 
 
Moments of a life lived as best he knew how. 
Not something to judge. Not something to defend. 
Simply, something that had been. 
 
He did not remove the awards. He did not rearrange the books. He did not attempt 
to undo anything. 
Because nothing needed undoing. 
 
Instead, he opened the windows. 
Let the air move through the space. Let the light fall differently. 



 36 

 
And for the first time, the room felt alive. 
 
In the days that followed, Michael did very little. 
At least, very little in the way he once understood it. 
He walked. 
Sat. 
Listened. 
 
Sometimes in the park. Sometimes in a café. Simply watching the quiet rhythm of 
ordinary life unfolding. 
 
And gradually, something became clear. 
 
He had spent much of his life trying to make a difference. 
Now, he was beginning to understand something simpler. 
 
We are always making a difference. 
 
Not through what we do. But through what we are. 
 
One afternoon, while sitting on a bench in the park of the bowerbirds, a young lady 
approached him. 
 
She hesitated slightly. 
 
“Michael Rowan?” she said. 
He looked up and smiled. 
“Yes.” 
 
“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said. “I heard you speak years ago… at a conference.” 
 
He nodded. 
“You spoke about leadership,” she said. “About teachers making a difference.” 
 
Michael waited. 
 
“I’ve been teaching for a few years now,” she continued. “And I’m finding it much 
harder than I expected.” 
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He gestured gently toward the seat beside him. 
“Please sit,” he said. 
 
For a moment, neither spoke. 
 
Then she said: 
“I thought if I worked hard enough, cared enough, I would feel like I was doing it 
well.” 
 
Michael smiled softly. 
 
“And now?” he asked. 
 
She shook her head. 
 
“I don’t know if I’m making any difference at all.” 
 
He sat with her words. 
Not analysing. Not solving. 
Just being with her. 
 
Then he said: 
“May I tell you a story?” 
 
She nodded. 
 
“There was once a teacher,” he began, “who believed that her role was to shape the 
lives of her students.” 
 
“She worked tirelessly. Planned carefully. Gave everything she had.” 
 
He paused. 
“And yet she often felt it was not enough.” 
 
The young teacher smiled faintly. 
 
“That sounds familiar,” she said. 
Michael smiled gently. 
 
“One day, a student came back to visit her,” he continued. 
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“They spoke for a while, and as they parted, the student said something she did not 
expect.” 
 
“‘I don’t remember most of what you taught me,’ the student said.” 
“‘But I remember how you treated me.” 
“I remember that you saw me.” 
 
The young teacher grew still. 
 
Michael’s voice softened. 
“That is the difference you are making,” he said. 
 
Michael took a slow breath. 
“What really matters is not what you build in them,” he said. 
He paused. 
“But what you awaken in them through your presence.” 
 
She nodded slowly. 
“And what if I don’t always feel present?” she asked. 
 
Michael smiled gently. 
“Then begin there,” he said. 
“With honesty.” 
“With kindness toward yourself.” 
 
He paused. 
“And with the willingness to return again and again.” 
 
She sat quietly. 
Then stood. 
 
“Thank you,” she said. 
 
Michael inclined his head slightly. 
As she walked away, he noticed something. 
 
He had not tried to inspire her. 
He had simply been with her. 
And something had moved. 
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That evening, Michael returned to his study. 
He sat at the desk. 
And for the first time in many weeks, he picked up James’ letter. 
He read it again. 
 
When all of that is achieved, what remains? 
 
He turned the page. 
And began to write. 
 
 

Dear James, 
 
I received your letter, and I have not responded until now because I 
wanted to be honest with you.  
You asked what remains when all is achieved. 
 
I spent many years believing that meaning was something to be achieved. 
Something earned. 
Something constructed through effort, intention, and success. 
And in many ways, that belief served me. 
It gave direction. 
It gave purpose. 
It allowed me to contribute. 
But it was not the whole truth. 
 
What remains is not what we achieve, but how we live. 
What remains is not what we gather, but what we give. 
What remains is not what we become, but what we recognise ourselves 
to be. 
 
For a long time, I believed the answer would be found in what we had 
built, what we had contributed, or what we had become in others' eyes. 
I no longer believe that. 
 
What remains is what was always there. 
Not the roles we have played, but the presence we have brought to them. 
Not the outcomes we have achieved, but the love, the kindness, the 
attention, the care with which we have lived. 
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I have come to see that we spend much of our lives becoming 
“someone”, constructing a life we hope will give us meaning. 
But meaning is not something we arrive at. 
It is something we express moment by moment. 
 
There is a deeper way of living, one that I am only beginning to 
understand. 
 
It is not about “a being” striving to secure its place in the world. 
It is about BEING, recognising that we are already part of something 
whole, something indivisible, expressions of something far greater than 
the individual lives we believe ourselves to be living.  
 
From this place, we do not act to become worthy. 
We act because we are already whole. 
We do not give to receive. 
We give because giving is what we are. 
 
If I could say anything to you now, it would not be to pursue achievement 
or even impact. It would be this: 
 
Be present in your life. Attend to what is before you. Live with kindness, 
with compassion, with a quiet awareness that nothing essential is missing. 
And in doing so, you may discover that what you were seeking has been 
with you all the time. 
 
With gratitude and best wishes, 
Michael 

 
 
He placed the pen down. 
There was no sense of completion. 
Only stillness. 
 
He folded the letter carefully. 
And as he did, he noticed something. 
 
He was no longer trying to answer the question. 
He was living it. 
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The next morning, Michael returned to the park. 
He sat on the bench. 
 
His thoughts turned to the bowerbird, to the old man he had encountered at that 
very place and to Sofia.  
 
Teachers who held no titles, no degrees.  
They were simply present, and what they had taught him was no longer separate 
from who he was. 
 
A child ran past, laughing. An elderly couple walked slowly, hand in hand. A breeze 
moved gently through the trees. 
Nothing extraordinary. 
 
And yet… 
Everything was. 
 
Michael closed his eyes. 
There was nothing to seek. Nothing to become. Nothing to resolve. 
Only this. 
 
And in that simple, unadorned presence… 
There was a quiet, unmistakable fullness. 
 
He no longer saw a life constructed. 
But a life expressed. 
 
Not achieved. 
Simply revealed. 
 
Michael opened his eyes. 
And smiled. 
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AFTERWORD 
 

We have two lives. 
And the second begins when you realise that 
you only have one. 

Mário Raul de Morais Andrade 
 
 
 
Perhaps there is a little of Michael in all of us. 
 
Most of us, at some point, find ourselves looking back over careers, 
accomplishments, responsibilities carried, roles fulfilled, and the many things to 
which we have given our lives.  
 
And while there may be much to be grateful for, there can also come a quieter 
question, one not always easy to name: 
 
Was that all there was? 
Or perhaps more truthfully: 
What was it all really for? 
 
This is not a question of failure. 
It is often the beginning of wisdom. 
 
For beyond achievement and recognition, beyond the lives we have built and the 
identities we have carefully assembled, there remains something deeper that 
quietly waits to be noticed. 
 
Michael’s journey is not his alone. 
It belongs, in some way, to all who have lived long enough to discover that success 
alone cannot satisfy the soul. 
 
If this story has offered anything, I hope it is not answers, but permission—
permission to pause, to notice, to see again, and perhaps to trust that what matters 
most has never been absent. 
 
Perhaps, like Michael, we are all being invited not to become more, but be more, to 
return more deeply to what we have always been. Whole and complete. 
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