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To my Sayuri, wherever you may be.




Grave

We are always searching.

Searching for something we cannot voice. Something we cannot share. Knowing what we are searching for, only after we have found it. Sometimes, it goes around, fleeting out of reach. Sometimes, it comes to us, finding us, instead of us finding it. It finds us at a time we could not have known, a place we could not have seen.

We never find things where we seek. Life is far too wily, and wondrous for that. The world is full of wrong times, and wrong places. Once in a while, in many moons, they lead to one right time, at one right place.

I wonder what they seek. Those visitors who come through the wrought iron gates of Beacon Park. Under the gloomy shadows cast by the morose, unyielding clouds that paint the skies and days a special shade of grey. Those who walk over the fallen bodies of leaves slain by the seasons. Who enter the home to memories of people long lived and dead. People who took their earthly bodies to their graves, but left their stories for those to come.

This home to spirits, a statue, and its ghost.

I wonder if they come filled with a distant curiosity. Like the way we are drawn to a crowd and its commotion, and then scurry away when we find only the commonplace. Is the past a circus animal, to be forever flogged for the amusement of spectators?

Do they come with a longing for a time long gone? Some other time when the sun always shone, the grass always grew green and tall, and colours always danced in our eyes and in our souls. A yearning for things not there, seen through a mist and then remembered forever.

Or do they long for a person long gone and yet still in their hearts? A person they knew and loved, and still know and love. Because a person can exist in different ways, that are sometimes even stronger ways.

Shying away in the western end of the park gardens is a Staffordshire man. He stands upon a pedestal of Cornish granite, yet braves the determined battering of wind and rain, enduring the indignities of callous birds. Flesh and bone now bronze and rust, he scans the horizon as he so often used to do.

Beneath him the words:

COMMANDER

EDWARD JOHN SMITH, RD, RNR

BORN JANUARY 27 1850 DIED APRIL 1912

BEQUEATHIING TO HIS COUNTRYMEN

THE MEMORY & EXAMPLE OF A GREAT HEART

A BRAVE LIFE AND A HEROIC DEATH

At him they peer, sometimes alone, sometimes not. Those wanderers to whom this monument is simply another mark, on another map. Disinterested children with disinterested parents who are struggling to impart an absent interest. All of them looking forward to moving on to the next thing they can then look away from. They drop in their dribs and drabs in the random days of the year.

I have been told there is a solitary figure. On the dawn of the day of winter giving way to spring, the figure comes with a simple easel, a modest canvas, a trifling palette, and a small wooden box of brushes and colours. She paints, and having done so, waits as though waiting for a memory to pass.

Or perhaps to come.

Only she knows, looking on the statue’s stoic face. On the statue’s squint eyes, stern countenance, and crossed arms.

I never knew I looked like that.

 






Birth

The first time I was born, I was born a boy.

And before I was born there was another boy who lived a life sheltered in the pleasant shade of bilious smoke three-imaginations thick. Smoke that poured generously from the mouths of hundreds of bottle ovens and factory chimneys in The Potteries of Stoke-On-Trent. It shielded him from dreadful glimpses of heaven, free from the influence of wanton rainbows, and kept him safe from the clutches of imagination. Gathered sentinels of clay, coal, and cinders guarded the landscape, ever ready to repel the intrusion of illusions. Potter’s years of tender touch in warm, dusty pot banks were returned with the affections of asthma, which stole his life with her kiss.

That boy was my father.

I lived the same sheltered, shaded, shielded life. But I looked not upwards toward heaven, nor downwards toward earth, but straight ahead. I looked through the green hills in the distance, and I returned the gaze of beyond. Knowing that one day, I would stare the unknown face to face.

I would have made a potter’s life, but I did not. I yearned for something more, the way that only prisoners can truly yearn for freedom.

We clobbered the same sooty cobbled streets between the burly walls of great factories. We made footsteps on the same simple dirt tracks, and danced the same splattered puddles, but we trod different paths.

 
Those dirt tracks led to cobbled streets and brought me through the gates of the Etruria British School. Established by a potter, for the children of potters, so they may become potters with the appropriate fear of God and godly men. For schools are made, to keep children safe from learning on their own.

 






Learning

English schoolboys never return their uniforms or their memories of schooltime. We tuck them into puffed chests and carry the lessons for life. Those days cannot be remembered, without making boys of us yet again.

In the great halls of that grand school, illustrious boys battled pirates, unearthed treasure, and rescued princesses. Some of the older lads even venturing a fanciful night or two with their grateful maidens. Occasionally, we returned to the bare wooden benches on which we sat beside reality.

I was always able to discharge duties to both kingdom and school faithfully, without one intruding on the other. However, I once found myself before the class, wearing the oversized and underestimated dunce’s cap, feeling distinctly less than heroic.

Later, I was told that when the schoolmaster had demanded, “Edward, did you hear me?”

My tender response had been, “Yes, my fair lady.”

It was an episode surely best buried and forgotten. Yet its memory was to be constantly revived, by the efforts of a certain energetic Joe Turner. Two years younger, and two heads shorter. At that point I had thought his smallish size a fine match for his smallish intellect. For he had taken to mocking mimicry, every chance he got.

Pulling on the edges of his imaginary dress with both hands, pinkies extended for effect, he would bow himself into a curtsey.

And purr, “Yes, my fair lady,” in the most cloying voice he could muster, giving me goosebumps mixed with ire. The chorus of laughter at my expense grated on my ember red ears.

His theatrics made as much sense as a chimp in a horse bucket. For I believed that heroes do not curtsey, but are curtsied to. Getting him to stop proved difficult, and since he would not accept my good common sense, I felt obliged to knock it into him. Strictly for his own good. After all, did he not come to the Etruria British School precisely to get a proper education?

He had scarcely begun his next performance when I launched into him like a cannonball from a galleon, knocking the wind out of his sails. As we cudgelled each other, I must have ripped his imaginary dress into a thousand imaginary shreds. We were two ferocious cats fighting, and all of a sudden lifted by our collars like kittens.

The schoolmaster.

“A jolly good fight, I see,” he said as we squirmed like the kittens we were, “So… Who is winning?”

As a young boy I had more brash than brain, so naturally I said, “Me of course! I must’ve gotten in a hundred good punches!”

“Jolly good fellow!” he nodded approvingly, and rewarded my valour with the intimacies of Aunt Betty. A stocky, crooked cane that whistled cheerfully as she went, arguably the least beloved in the school. One stinging lash for every claimed punch, and I contributed a yelp with every lash. Joe Turner was not spared the rod, but as second-best he did not win as many strokes as the victor.

Musing on the soreness of my behind not many days later, I turned the corner from the school to find two of the older boys laying upon a smaller third. The smarter part of myself wanted to mind my own business, but my feet were led by the curious part of myself, and it became apparent that the pummelling bag was Joe Turner.

Now, this was the same Joe Turner with whom I had exchanged vigorously earlier. I was not the least surprised to find him in another fix, which I assumed to be of his own doing. But cudgelling should be done in the proper manner. That is, one-on-one as gentlemen should.

So there and then I appointed myself as his second, jumping into the scrummage. There was much swinging, and gnashing of teeth. As much as we received a good beating, we gave a pretty respectable one ourselves.

We hobbled away on the crutches of each other.

Years later and lives after, old schoolmates would say of me, “He was a brave soul as a boy. He was always ready to help and give of his best.”

After that day, we had significantly less interest in cudgelling each other. We became more interested in climbing trees and acquainting ourselves with the young lasses of the township through their open bedroom windows. We were pleased to find that our combined exertions brought our endeavours to higher levels.

Now, our parry with the older lads had escaped the keen ears and eyes of the schoolmaster. But that was the exception, rather than the norm. There was a range of unique and unusual punishments designed to shame, exhaust, or terrify stubborn malefactors amongst the boys. An assortment that would sound strange to more modern minds, but that imparted much sense to nonsensical young minds.

A heavy log around the neck, for you to parade till you dropped. An old burlap sack, to contain your overenthusiasm. A wicker basket hoisted to the ceiling, where you may contemplate your crimes till the end of the lesson. And of course, dear Aunt Betty, which whipped many a slipshod boy into shape.

I had ample opportunity to run the gamut through my years at school. Meted out in generous amounts by the schoolmaster. Never a boy had ever a grudge, for there was not one punishment given that was not deserved. As much as he was a drillmaster, he also planted some admirable ideals in our minds.

Dear Olde Alfred Smith, as we called him, hailed from Derbyshire, cut from the stiffest blue-red British cloth, who marched the halls at exactly eighty paces a minute, chin tucked in with a stare fearsome enough to head off charging cavalry. He was a stern guiding hand that dispensed a heavy dose of discipline, bestowing much-needed order and a sense of pride. His abrasive handling burnishing boys from a low dullness to a high polish, if not then, to reasonable precursors of gentlemen. Much needless trivialities were left at the gates by departing boys. Things such as Arithmetic, and Science. But if nothing else, we took “God, Queen and Country” with us.

His favourite phrase, more of a commandment, had two words, born of five hundred years, a thousand battles, and countless souls.

“Be British.”

In a ponderous voice that straightened spines as it reverberated across the hall. A voice that regaled tales of British deeds across the globe. Some heroic, some foolhardy, most both, but all brave. Of Englishmen whom with last dying breaths, chose enduring monuments over forgotten graves. Tales to inspire, and to instruct. Tales such as that of the HMS Birkenhead. A tale of how real Englishmen foremost, had to put Women and Children First.

For England is a land of dead heroes.

 






Women & Children

THE STORY OF THE ILL-FATED AND IMMORTAL

HMS BIRKENHEAD AS RECITED BY

SCHOOLMASTER ALFRED SMITH OF

THE ETRURIA BRITISH SCHOOL

TO THE RARE SPECTACLE OF A HUNDRED HUSHED

SCHOOLBOYS AND ONE EDWARD J SMITH



Hear now the story of HMS Birkenhead

Tragic tale of many glorious dead.

The Seventy-Third bound for the Eight Frontier War

With wives and children followed from afar.

Blighted it was, stabbed on jagged rock

Fate from which no one would walk.

As ship foundered, soldiers stood

Like all true Englishmen would.

So women and children could

Flee on precious few lifeboats good.

Act, which no lesser men could cope

Courage, in the face of absent hope.

 
As ship journeyed to watery grave

Men showed how much Man could be brave.

Not one woman or child harmed

Not one man with life charmed.

Ever set in stone, when fate turns for worst

Women and Children, First.

 






Summer

A train killed eight at Warrington. The working man got his voice in the Reform Act. The women held their tongues. A boy turned thirteen. Found his freedom. Lost his friend. The year was 1867. One day that year, I stood and looked out at a rolling sea of green. Wistful eyes shaded below my outstretched fingers. Rippled surface never still. Rising where wind touched. Resting where it passed. Lovers cursed to ever meet and part.

I sensed the presence of the sea. Though it was far, in miles I could not measure, I felt its gentle caress on my skin. I drew its salty breath into my nostrils, welcoming it into my lungs, and into the ocean of my heart.

There is a place where the sky meets the sea. Where the sun is a long straight line dividing the world into above and below. It is a place that takes one step back, as you take one step forth. Where men do not look down at their feet, or huddle from what this world would throw at them. Where the sky can be blue, black or grey. But looking up, men see only the colour of heaven.

“That is where I want to be.”

I said to Joe Turner, looking away from the green hills in the distance, as he studied the veins and freckles on the bare discoloured arms of the rafters sloping across the ceiling. He was, I am sure, imagining them to be anything other than what they were. He was a spreadeagled starfish lying on a stout bed of rough-hewn oak, which ended in edges sharp as the elbows of men. The sheets were yellow from age, and yellow, understandably, from when I was younger.

Standing firm at the foot of the bed was a squat wooden chest that could have been cut from that same oak tree. It safeguarded all the worthless, priceless possessions I had in the world. These treasures of children that come to us in their bits and pieces, containers for the experiences and emotions of our soon-distant childhood. The experiences hold the hands of time, and follow it as it walks out the rooms of our mind. The emotions, being emotions, are more sentimental, and prone to linger past their time.

Upon them I looked amazed, at how few and much they were. How little they had meant, how much they had come to mean. Over the years, how what I had chosen not to keep, took as much space in my mind, as what I had chosen to. How the act of not keeping, moulded me as much as the act of keeping. And bit by bit, decision by decision, chisel by chisel, unknowingly I had sculpted the shape of me.

Joe and I were in a disconsolate attic that moonlighted as my bedroom. A space of the kind that by day looked to lock in your mind, and by night sought to steal your dreams. So, I slept fitfully in night, and dreamt furiously in day.

Joe Turner stirred, but did not rouse.

Two days fore, we had stalked each other through the cornfields that stretched out along Mill Street. Trampling up the dirt and mud that now adorned the pair of knickerbockers lying on the floorboards. Crouching to avoid alerting him, I stealthily hoisted the putrid pile and with careful aim, foisted them squarely on his face.

This time, Joe Turner did rouse.

“Pfffftttt!” he spluttered the words and the mud from his mouth, “What’s the meaning of this?”

“I’m not going to be a potter,” I explained.

“What do you mean, you’re not going to be a potter?”

“I meant exactly what I said.”

“But… We’re all going to be potters. Your father is a potter. My father is a potter. I’m going to be a potter…”

He cast his eyes downwards, and I found his doubt from his hiding of it.

“What else is there?” he asked. A question that was an admission.

Sometimes you have a secret dream, and when you whisper it, it floats away on the wind, and never finds its way back. And then sometimes things are said not for the sake of others, but for yourself. Spoken, so breath may give them life.

“There is the sea,” I inhaled, then exclaimed, “I’m going to sea,” and I disowned those doubts of my own, casting them away on that very same breath.

“What do you know about it?” he challenged. “Have you even seen it before?”

“All I know is that I cannot stay. And it’s the only way I know away from here.”

It was the truth.

“And no, I haven’t seen the sea before.”

It was a lie.

 
For I had seen it a thousand times before. Swam in its sparkling waters. Tasted its salt on my lips. Lived my life upon its waves. Sailed it to the end, and then returned on its ebb. The shortest way between two points, is through the mind. Not all things are seen through eyes.

“Haven’t you ever thought about it?” I asked.

“Gee… I don’t know Ted,” he wavered, rubbing his temples the way he did in school when confronted with a question that stumped him, which was most questions. “It’s not as though we can just stow away on some ship, and live happily ever after.”

I did not tell him about Happily-Ever-After, but I told him about my uncle Joseph Hancock. Captain Joseph Hancock, who like us, had been confined in Stoke-On-Trent, but henceforth went on to sail the seven seas. Presently at the helm of the stately sailing ship Senator Weber.

Captain Hancock, whom I had persuaded to take me on, the last he docked at the nearby River Mersey. Cajoled him with sly threats of running away to tuck with the mangiest ruffians the harbour had to offer. The ship was due to load at the West Float Dock in one month’s time, and if one was good, would two not be better?

It was summer, a time for boys to ponder their future in the break between semesters. For schoolboys to decide if they would stay as such or switch into the garb of working men, to pull their weight and earn their keep, whether because of choice or circumstance.

Summer. When thoughts lodged in minds as seeds into the soil. Where the long rays of gold shone, warming them, bidding them blossom, nurturing those seedlings into fully grown trees. So they may stand through the coming autumn and winter of doubt and hesitation.

Where the endless meadows of emerald played accomplice to ceaseless imagination. To reveal, in illuminating light, the vastness of the earth, and the possibilities of the world. Notions that seemed fleeting, ethereal before, materialised in substantial form, taking on a hue of near inevitability.

In this way, what had germinated in my mind grew fruit, spreading its roots in my friend’s mind. As summer nourished the land, our thoughts fed on each other’s, growing with every leap between our imaginations.

 






Fathers & Sons

It is a rule that there be no affection between fathers and sons.

They meet, if ever, and begin a long-drawn-out formality. The boy becomes intimately familiar with his father’s back and retreating shadow. Though mostly the father provides, it is a relationship characterised, by lack. Defined, by absence. By words given sparingly, and offence taken liberally. The occasional curt rebuke, and the nod that never comes.

A child ruined in a thousand different ways.

If I was the exception, I would not know. For I only had one father. My mother might have spoken more. But she did not.

When she thrust me upon the world, she must have given me the last breath of life she had. Drew it from her lungs, and pushed it into mine. For she collapsed, immediately after. The only cries to be heard, were that of my father, as he poured over her.

Sometimes people are people. Carelessly hurtful, obliviously cruel. Sometimes people are much more than a person. Sometimes they are a painful reminder, their every breath a stab.

The strong, remind us of our weakness.

The rich, remind us of our poverty.

The generous, remind us of our miserliness.

The weak, remind us of our nonchalance.

The poor, remind us of our greed.

The miserly, remind us of ourselves.

I reminded my father, of what he had lost. In return, he assured me that it was an exchange he would not have made. With brittle words spoken in actions, in a speech a childhood long.

As a thousand times before, he did not look up as I walked into the living room. In the most vacant words possible, I informed him of my intention. I was not seeking his approval, for I had long ago learnt that it existed in a place I could never reach.

My words were refugees, lingering anxious in the air.

Finally, his brows furrowed for the briefest moment. From his hands, he put down the photograph of the lady who was his wife, and was barely my mother. The only one of her we had. Thus began one of the longest conversations to live between us.

“Your mind’s made?” he grunted.

His eyes never left the picture.

I looked out the window, back towards the rolling hills. Looked through them, to what I imagined lay beyond. Towards freedom. A life, or death, of my own making. It reminded me of the decision I had already made.

“I leave in five days. At first light,” my voice a spring without silt, clear of hesitation.

His expression changed. But it was only my imagination. He stood, and returned the photograph to its place on the mantelpiece. Gently, with two hands, as though he was carrying her actual body. He adjusted her slightly. The stranger I would never come to know. She was no beauty, but she was beautiful, smiling the way only someone in love could. I could see how my father could have given his heart to her, and lost it forever when she went.

 
Beside it, a small painting brought back from the land of Japan by my uncle Joseph. A little white lily, framed as was my mother. It had an ethereal grace that only grew through the years as it watched me grow. It comforted me, a lullaby sung straight to my soul. As often as my father had searched the photograph to remember joy, I had lost myself in the painting to forget sadness.

Standing to the side, other photographs of relatives, and family past. I had no idea of what they looked like. They were all shielded by a layer of dust, years thick. The dust had regarded both photograph, and painting, and had taken pain not to land on either.

My father made for his room, and at the doorway, stopped and turned. I followed his gaze. He was looking at my hills, and I knew not what he was seeing.

Was he trying to see what I saw? Or was he seeing something he had seen before I ever did?

The door closed.

And if it was possible, I saw and heard even less of him.

 






Farewell

Silence reigned for five days.

As I counted down the days, it seemed that every thought was amplified, echoing in the caverns of my mind. I was already steps into the path I had chosen. Yet, the firmest decisions are accompanied too, by dissenting voices from within. I kept steadfast, by smothering them with reminders of the certain and ignominious destiny I was escaping.

Every journey of significance is preceded by sleeplessness. As I travelled restless through the night, darkness played host to the darker inhabitants of my mind. They danced and cavorted under my closed eyelids, holding my attention captive.

It is the nature of sleep, that the louder you call for it, the shyer it becomes. It flirts, flitting beyond reach. Staying just close enough, to keep you on the chase. Almost as afraid of being given up on, as it is of being caught. Fleeing, with every advance.

The first hints of light burned into my consciousness, announcing my defeat, and calling me to rise. The night before, I had disembowelled my chest, laying its contents out upon the floor. Agonising over what to keep, and what to leave.

Not knowing yet that much of life is such. Keeping little, leaving much. Whilst what we may keep is limited, what we leave and lose is limitless. Out of sight, out of reach, yet not out of mind. A silent mountain of ever-growing loss.

The survivors of the cull huddled amongst each other, in the stained, threadbare knapsack that still carried the imprint of heavy books, and now the weight of my great unrealised expectations. I could hear their sighs of relief, mixed with shallow, rapid breaths and jitters for what was to be.

Spare and sparse, more space than possessions. It contained only the bare necessities. A few articles of clothing. A pocketknife, decorated with rust. A coat, short of a few buttons. Oddments such as a fork, a spoon, a bar of soap and a brush. Only all that would be of use in my life to come. It mirrored how I had prepared my heart, ditching everything that was deadweight.

There was space enough for a framed photograph. As my last and only act of spite, I had considered taking that photograph of my mother. As much to claim her for myself as it was to deprive my father of her.

I did not. But that I had even considered it, shames me to this day.

Instead, I plucked the white lily and planted it on my bosom, under my coat. If looks and thoughts were rightful stakes of claim, I was its undeniable owner. My father would miss it exactly as much as he would miss me. By my bedroom window, I regarded the scattered sounds of day’s birth. The slightest murmur of wind, and the lightest dip of dew dropping from leaves. Pitter-patter of paws on cobblestones. A trace of stifled sobbing in the unknowable distance.

As I took my final walk through the house, the lightness of my knapsack, and the heaviness of my heart both weighed on me.

He must have been coughing in his sleep. I heard the muffled sounds from behind his door.

I wondered which was greater. Relief at losing a burden. Or regret at losing something he loved to hate? With my leaving, would he then be confronted with the emptiness of his life?

I nearly missed it. A darker patch etched against the dim, a solitary object sitting like an omen on the living room table.

It was impossible that he had left something for me. Yet, that seemed the only possibility. What did he want by giving it?

I wanted to leave it where it was. Leave things lying. Forget I ever saw such a thing. But I could not. If I had left it behind, I would have taken it with me. Then I would have had to carry it for life.

I approached it gingerly, as a sapper would his mine. A satchel bag struggling to hold itself, bulging ominously. In the dimness, I scrutinised its contents.

A newly sewn great coat, which would fit perfectly no other body than mine. A thick blanket, of an unaccustomed softness. Candies for the boy that was fast being lost.

I took it with me, for I was weak.

I was out the door. I passed his bedroom window, which faintly flickered from a lamp he must have forgotten.

I trudged away, cursing his last act of confusion.

 






Fly

It was a forgotten morning.

My ears ached, from the deafening sound of birds not chirping. Blackbird, robin, warbler, finch. All deciding not to sing. They had come together in a great conference in the trees, and amidst a cacophonous cackling and chattering of beaks. They had come to the conclusion that their singing, which was meant to quell the turmoil in the souls of men had flown into deaf ears, since the time when there was Bird and there was Man. And after being taken for granted, for millennia, they decided they should only sing silently, in their tiny yet generous hearts. Till the time Man felt his loss, and yearned so greatly for birdsong to return, that he felt obliged to change his destructive ways. And only then would it resume.

My feet were leaden with memories. Refusing to be left behind, the phantoms of smiles grown and laughter broken had tailed me. Latching a ride upon the tips of my toes. My legs were strained, my will yet again.

I tripped, surely from a cobblestone that had tried to stand out from the rest. Barely avoiding a bramble bush bursting with berries. About to pick myself up and move on, my eyes were caught by an unremarkable, yet utterly enchanting sight.

A jewel, rising from its case. A butterfly, emerging from its chrysalis. Numberless butterflies had darted past me, in many passing summers, but this was different. I felt this moment precious than the rest, and on knees I watched enthralled.

 
Hanging precariously from a branch, the butterfly shivered within its chrysalis, from cold, and apprehension. Through the silken skin, I could discern wings of a dull colour, straining against their confines. The place that had protected and harboured, now a prison, choking with its hold.

Its shivering became increasingly agitated. I realised, that it was not shivering, but endeavouring, to escape from its binds. And I became the very first person, to think of butterflies as valiant creatures.

It shook. It swung. It trembled, from exhaustion. And then it stilled. Motionless, for an interminable instant. I could almost hear it sighing, relenting to fate.

My heart stopped, for the grand struggle unfolding before me.

It made a final, great heave. And the chrysalis yielded to its will, unlocking its gates.

I could breathe again.

It pushed itself through the crack, and tasted the difference of air. It hung onto the chrysalis that held it no longer, yet was still an oddly familiar acquaintance.

It perched, contemplating where to head, where to go. And I was filled with sympathy. For though we were both vulnerable to vicissitudes, and the changes of the wind, its world was so much bigger than mine, and filled with so many more dangers.

It stayed, for only a moment more, before it arched, unfolded, and spread out its wings. Outside of its chrysalis, I saw its wings a brilliant shade of turquoise. The shade of skies on certain days of certain joy seen through certain eyes.

 
It is the smallest things that take our breath away.

As seconds slowed, and world faded, I watched it take the leap. Spindly legs slightly bent, then springing, as wings swung, then lifting into the air.

It took the first few steps of rebirth. Fluttering fitfully, at first. Then smoothly, with the confidence, of having tried. It bade me goodbye, with a little flourish of twirls, on minute currents of air.

As it soared away, I whispered, and wished it well. I think it did to me, as well.

I remembered Joe, waiting at the docks. Not knowing the time, but knowing I was late. Back on my feet, I started, then stopped. I had to look around, to regain my bearings. I do not know how long I had watched spellbound, but it was long enough, for the world can change in an instant, and also not change at all.

In a gentle breeze, the flowers pranced with a fresh beauty. Cheeks of petals flushed with comely radiance. I realised, like fair maidens, sometimes flowers just need the right light, to put emotions to flight.

Riding on the tails of that same breeze, sonorous notes that soothed my soul. Countless chirps coming together in chorus. The rhythm of nature as interpreted by birds. They had started to sing, after all. It seemed, they believed in first steps, second chances, and new beginnings. I closed my eyes to listen, then opened them to the skies.

A cloud flying against the wind.

 






Leaving

The cranes did not notice me approaching from afar, and went about their business without hesitation. Standing statuesque on the banks, slim graceful necks bent over the water. They were the first signs that I was reaching my destination.

Nearing, I saw them pecking, at ships berthed along the docks.

A bewildering array of goods lumped together. Pieces of the world broken up, taken across the ocean, sent here to be parcelled out.

Vinegar and brandy, vinegar that used to be brandy. Salt and pepper, salt and pepper hair, hair of other colours. Sugar and honey, beef and bacon. Ginger, cinnamon and cider, a little mixed together. Hops for beer, beer from hops. Cork, bottles, corked bottles. Soap. Candles, matches to light them with. Furniture, brass and pewter. Tobacco pipes, tobacco for pipes. Coffee, corn, and coal. To begin with.

I marvelled to myself, and thought human needs so complicated. That if their consumptions and belongings got even more convoluted, how would they live without being paralysed with indecision?

They came roped and sacked and casked and crated in every shape and size. The larger ones were hoisted and swung over dockside by the cranes. The smaller ones, were hauled out by human beasts of burden. An army of dockers that scurried around with weight of want upon on their backs. Atlases carrying the globe and its desires.

 
Brilliant comets blazed across skies of water. Tails of white furrowed in deep black yonder, longer than their source. Stargazing, I followed tips of tails to their origins in the distance. Eyes could not see, but mind clearly made out rows of sailors upon decks, standing proudly in immaculate uniforms white as wake. I spotted myself amongst them.

At its peak, the docks along the River Mersey had numbered five in operation. When I first set eyes upon it, there was only one, the Alfred Docks. But for a boy who had never seen a world beyond home and school, it was a stunning sight.

I felt a sprouting skip in every step, and the growing trace of a hopeful smile. I felt the way the presence of an old friend blunts the edges of the world, and relief at not having to forge alone into a new life. I found my friend upon a bollard by the water, squatting in the way he was prone to be, in a field after a copious meal. My smile drew into a grin.

In the days to that day, while I harboured secret anxieties of missing home, Joe had pronounced a lackadaisical manner, and I could see him marching forth from home without a glance back. I compared my family in name, to his family in loads. A raucous bundle of five lads, now less one, and five accompanying lasses, sheparded by two adults that hollered at the flock. I found it a curious thing to be so uneased to leave so little family, and for him to be so unaffected about leaving so much.

I slapped his back to summon him from his reverie. His grimace just as quickly turned into a grin. It seemed no slap nor squall could foul his mood that day, an infectiously bright weather.

 
“Mangy dog!”

“Dastardly cur!”

We greeted each other warmly. Amongst boys and men, enemies swap pleasantries, and friends trade insults.

Done with the niceties, I led the way to the dockside offices. Block D, as I had been instructed. Looking for the place where we would undergo our coming-of-age. A ritual where we would sign away our boyhood, and be stamped into new lives as sailors. I found our mark within a hundred paces. Nailed to the top, blue and yellow paint on woodboard proudly proclaimed the offices of Messrs Andrew Gibson & Co.

His back was toward us. In the office, the only captain’s coat of blue wool and brass buttons. Its trimmings gold-coloured, yet unassuming. It was filled by the stout shoulders I recognised, leaned over a desk full of what looked to be logbooks. Captain Joseph Hancock, my uncle, and our ticket to a ship. He was in discussion with a foreman.

The foreman noticed the two bags, and the boys who held them. He motioned to Joseph, who started toward us, but soon was stopped, by the sight of Joe.

“And, who might this be?” head tilted one way, one eyebrow raised the other.

“Err… This is Joe Turner, my friend. We were thinking we could join together…” I spluttered. I had not thought of what to say. Glancing sideways at Joe, he looked increasingly concerned, as the confidence drained out of my face quickly like a cask of beer amongst sailors. Why do things, smooth in our minds, turn out so unlike?

 
Captain Joseph Hancock did not appreciate the surprise. Frowning powerfully as he pondered Joe, his hand wandered to his beard, where all answers were to be found.

“I can only pull in one,” in a tone that brooked no attempt at persuasion, nephew or not, “And besides, there is no vacancy for another.”

“But…” still I started.

“There is no outfit prepared for him, no space in the bunks, and frankly, there is no need for more crew,” he quietened me just as swiftly.

He gave the verdict to an ashen Joe, “It is regretful you had to come all this way for nothing.”

And then pronounced to a red-faced me, “You can come with me. Or you can go home both.”

I felt torn. Yet, the selfish part of myself knew this was my best chance. That I had gone beyond turning back.

“Joe… I’m sorry…”

“Ted… I thought we were going together…”

I spoke, with silence.

The wind takes our words, and breaks them on our behalf. Sometimes, dreams hold aloft only one. And we float on them above where loved ones used to be, pursuing our dreams. More than places, we leave people.

This was how I officially began my life on the sea, apprenticed and signed as “Boy” aboard the Senator Weber.

A man at sea does not regularly see home. Much less friends of old. Relationships, like flowers, have their brief time in the sun. You share a time with someone. When the time passes, you can never go back to how it was before. A dream grows on the sunlight of those who share it. And fades in their absence.

I told Joe that the ship was bound to return, and that he was bound to be able to join one day. But currents take you along their ride, and soon you find yourself so far down the river, that you have forgotten where you were. Where you used to be going. I never saw Joe again. And only heard of him once, many years later. That he was taken by the same illness that took my father.

When I received the news, I buried it in an unmarked hole deep inside the dark recesses of my heart, and spent the rest of my life trying to forget its location.

 






Family

The Senator Weber was to be my home for the next couple of years. In her day, ships were long lived, changing hands nearly as many times as they changed ports.

In American hands, she delivered hope, written in words, sealed in envelopes, from Boston to Liverpool. Then returned with hope, carried in hearts, by Mormon settlers answering the call of a new life, and a call from above. In German hands, fighting the Austro-Prussian War, she delivered death, dispatched by bullets, sent on artillery shells. In English hands, she delivered desire, on assorted wants from all ports continental and exotic. If she had sailed still, some forty years later, she would have been branded a traitor by any one of the sides in the Great War.

One of the company’s prime trading vessels, and the pride of her owners, she was a fair-sized and confident rig. Her long, sleek, black hull ringed by a glimmering gold band. Her upper works a gleaming white of billowing canvas sails against three masts, square-rigged.

As often so, the outside of things, does not augur the inside of things. As much as the exterior of the ship was cleaned, painted, and varnished, the sailors’ quarters were lived-in and neglected. The forecastle, or the fo’c’sle, as we called it, was spartan and cold. And for the constant washing of the deck, and the ever-present spray of the sea, we shivered through two ever-constant states of drench or damp.

Of the many foreign lands, hygiene is the one least visited by sea-going men, and baths were so far in between that the memory of them fades. Air hung thick and unmoving in the fo’c’sle, so every stench and odour and the heavy smell of dirt made its presence keenly felt. And the momentous breaking of wind, could stir the fighting passions of the men who experienced it.

Unlike the tepid breeze, the soggy weather was more determined. Rough and gruff, it often joined us in the hold. Its saving grace, was that like a thorough chambermaid, our quarters were spotless as it left. We slept on bare wooden bunks, and dreamt of plump down mattresses. By dint of our cramped quarters, changing was an ambitious undertaking. We wore the same clothes to climb rigging, pull sails, scrub decks, hang on to dear life, and to sleep.

The few items to our name, were safekept in the mariner’s sea chest that we lived out of. To a sailor with no space of his own, it was store, library, bank, and tenuous link to home. Being company property, we would carve our names, only on the inside of the lid. In this I stowed the scarce possessions of mine, and the possessions that were given me. And though I had not been able to leave the bestowed items, I tried to use them as little as I could.

The crew was a mixed bunch of twenty-six men who behaved like boys, and boys who tried to behave like men. Both types seemed well-disposed to candy, and one of the first things I did was give them out, and fit right in. Though the colour of our skin was varied, hailing from Britain, British India, Ireland, Ceylon, Germany, China, Greece, Norway, Italy and Denmark, we were united by the colour of our language.

While our countrymen were slaughtering each other in the various wars and petty massacres that plagued the world. We ploughed guilelessly through weather fair and foul, and when we landed, we never ventured far enough from shore to be blemished.

When sea becomes smooth, and sails hang straight down with never a flap against the mast, the ship lays absolutely motionless. With nothing much to do, all would play bridge morning, noon and night. When hands grew sore from cards, we would unravel worn yarns and spin them into new tales.

We shared the knowledge, of what it meant to be transients forever in motion. To go from port to port, place to place. Never stopping at one place for more than a moment. It is the burden of the sailor, to passage through a litany of discomforts and sicknesses on their travels. The most debilitating of which saps his morale, and drains the energy from his sinews. On long odysseys, homesickness was inclined to rear its head, and test his will. It strikes even the most footloose of us, both those with and without a home, and leaves them stricken with a fathomless longing. Of the homes they left, and the homes they have yet to find. Inviting itself in suddenly.

As the others gaped, glazed over, and stared into the unreachable distance, I simply stepped home. For home is where the heart settles, and mine was in my sea chest, the small white lily that accompanied me, and told me that everything was as it should be. That nothing was out of place. That I am where I am meant to be. It wore varied shades, but spoke with one tone. I could feel every layer of the painting that together made it true, those untouchable overlapping petals. And I wondered about the hands that gave life to it.

 






First

The wind blew against the sails, and filled our hearts.

It moved on its own journey from one end of the world, to the other. Voyaging to fulfil its myriad purposes.

To play with maidens’ hair, and make lovers swoon.

To carry whispered declarations of love, into long-awaiting ears.

To lift the wings of birds, and bring them where they are needed most.

To brush fields of hills, and make a boy dream of seas.

As we cleared harbour, we hitched a ride on its wings, hanging on by the tips of our sails. It tugged us along, and the sword of ship’s bow sliced through the waves, carving an onward path. In my double-breasted, brass-buttoned uniform and sailor’s cap, I took a deep breath, my chest expanding, and my heart started thumping. I felt a profound sense of pride, in joining a long line of free-spirited men who had answered the call of the sea, sent forth on sighs from their souls.

The Senator Weber was bound for the far side of the globe, “and any ports and places in the Indian, Pacific and Atlantic Oceans and China and Eastern Seas”, as written in the voyage description of the crew agreement. To me it was not an obligation, but a promise.

Southward bound, we crossed from the top half of the Earth, to its bottom half, and were extremely fortunate, for we did not drop off the edge of the world. El Callao was the principal port of Peru, and a major destination for trading ships of all nations, which made it a mandatory port of call.

As we approached from distance, a notable number of other square-riggers lay at anchor with convoys of smaller vessels, launches and lighters shuttling passengers and cargo back and forth. On the shore, a long landing stage with a string of cranes and warehouses fit to rival those I had embarked from. Behind them, an energetic wharf peppered with piles of goods awaiting transport.

A fortune in bales of precious cinchona bark blessed with quinine, prized as remedy for the malaria ravaging the Old World, acquirable only from South America. They lay beside great heaps of wheat from Chile, bound for mills along the River Rimac to the West.

A taste of the sea’s black underworld, in white blocks of salt. Sundried brine that had emerged from subterranean depths, into salt pans of the Sacred Valley of the Incas. Loaves of crude yet cloying chancaca sugar, wrapped in ample plantano leaves. Hefty bars of hard-won silver from the Cerro de Pasco, the silver mine of the world, awaiting shipment to foreign ports.

We had touched upon a very busy place indeed. The wharf was a hive buzzing with droning dockworkers, sailors of every stripe, and solicitous natives. Progress through the harbour front was a halting affair, dodging vendors smilingly accosting you with potatoes, fresh and salted meat, jumping fishes, still-twitching crabs, lard, peppers and salt. Though, alas, not a slice of bacon or a leg of ham to be had.

 
They were without exception, disarmingly friendly, and made one feel at home in that boisterousness. I felt that strange, for foreigners had a disagreeable habit of lobbing cannonballs at this very port whenever they felt so inclined.

Just two years earlier, the Spanish had come bearing gifts of iron balls presented at high speed, seeking to salvage some figment of their declining colonial pride. They brought seven warships, seven auxiliary ships, and two hundred and fifty-two guns. They went back with one defeat. As the ill-mannered Spaniards advanced in reverse, they at least had the good graces to shout “Long Live the Queen!”

To add insult to non-injury, my fellow Englishman, the rogue admiral Lord Cochrane had also tried his hand at aggression here. Lacking originality, he had bombarded the port as the Spanish did, with similarly shoddy results. And the walls of the fortress that dominated the town, still bore the scars of those piercing cultural exchanges.

Once, some of the vendors stopped me with wide grins of misplaced teeth and pats on the back, offering a drink of orange juice. It looked irresistibly refreshing, a perfect antidote to the summer swelter. And I chugged it down as a sailor chugs all things that go into his mouth.

Imbibing orange, I turned green.

I learnt later that it was the juice of the Naranja Agria, a native fruit. It had made the observation that an orange would never be remembered for its sweetness. And therefore decided that it shall be remembered, instead, for its bitterness. That introduction made an unforgettable impression, and forever spoiled orange juice for me. As well as anything that came in hues of orange.

As green blushed into red, I recall thinking that even their fruits sported backbone. That maybe their memories were not as short as I had thought.

When lobbing cannonballs became tiresome, those white foreigners had resorted to hurling brickbats instead, supposing that their pens were mightier than their swords. Peering out from deck while waiting for supplies, Captain Hancock shared that some years ago, the HMS Beagle had stopped here on her scientific voyage around South America. One of the naturalists on board fancied neither the weather, nor the smell of the marshes near to the port, nor its inhabitants, declaring:

Callao is a most miserable, ill-built, small seaport. The inhabitants present every imaginable shade of mixture, between European, Negro and Indian blood. They appear a depraved drunken set of people.

I disagreed with this character going by the name of Charles Darwin, and his peremptory assumptions made me very much less disposed towards any other theory he might have had as well.

Notwithstanding their taste in fruit, I found the inhabitants striving and industrious. And no more depraved than the lot that stopped at their port.

Though, they might be found inebriated on occasion, on account of Italia, a native spirit that flowed from large jars readily available. It made all that drank it most agreeable, and likely to break into indecipherable song and dance at the slightest excuse.

 
I myself have done as the natives did, and in a band of crewmates one day, got my own dose of Italia. The firewater scorched its way down my gullet, igniting a fearsome blaze in my gut.

We managed our way back to the ship, feeling chuffed that we had stayed true to the letter of the crew agreement. Captain Hancock was yet aboard, and the carpenter in our party bet a pound of tobacco that I would not jump off the topsail yard into the water. It was probably a good eighty or ninety feet, but having just imbibed large measures of courage, I was not daunted. Though I did not smoke, I jumped, and got my pound of tobacco.

The carpenter was suitably piqued, and bet I that would not do it again. So up I went. But this time, Italia weighted my shoulders, and they started to come forward. For the life of me, I could not straighten up, and had every breath in my body crushed and bruised out of me, nearly killing myself. On top of that, I could hardly swim back to the gangway, and came close to drowning. The carpenter and I both had had enough.

On course to the United States, we journeyed alongside ships proudly flying the thirty-seven Stars and Stripes. One fine day we came around a bend and were no longer in the Pacific Ocean, but beholding the glorious opening to the Bay of San Francisco. A train of ferry boats snaked across the water, a bridge between San Francisco and Marin County on the other side.

Captain Hancock, who took an interest in every port he called, explained that experts had declared a bridge out of the question. The strait stretched over six thousand seven hundred feet worth of strong, swirling tides and currents. Any person foolhardy enough to try would bear the wrath of ferocious winds, and the mendacity of blinding fog. It would also be silliness to place such a structure atop a geological fault, on which San Francisco was balanced upon. All in all, it could not be built.

We had enjoyed the hustle and bustle of the city and the rollicking waterfront for far too long. To make up time, we left San Francisco in the barely lit hours of October 21, 1868. Only later did we hear the news that just an hour past our departure, the Earth had a fit, and trembled in what would be remembered as The Great San Francisco Earthquake.

As the earth shivered, the city shook. Men, women, and children rushed into the streets in varying states of undress, but all were too excited to notice. Houses were damaged. Machines were put out of order. Buildings were wrecked. The ground sunk. Water belched out through fissures. Walls, cornices and chimneys fell, sometimes on people. And en masse, people became religious.

In the Fisherman’s Wharf District, cathedrals lost their spires. The Norwegian Seamen’s Redemption lost its walls, and buildings could be on the ground one moment, and on its roof the next. Across the street was the only structure spared, the Norwegian Seamen’s Revival, and it promptly became a house of refuge. Every seaman knew of it, for in the bay it was a favourite house of ill repute.

The only silver lining to be spotted, was for those who happened upon Clay Street in the aftermath. No. 323 was torn open, the cigar and tobacco warehouse of A.S. Rosenbaum. As its walls tumbled in, its contents spilled out, and thereafter the street was filled with tobacco smoke.

Having narrowly missed the quake by an hour, we thanked our stars, and settled for a long haul to the next port. Within only a few days, as usually happens, the fresh food taken on at San Francisco was thoroughly enjoyed by grub-like weevils, stowaways we could do nothing about. We had to revert to our standard sea-faring rations. Every day, we had to agonise over whether to have dry salt beef, or dry salt pork. For a bit of variety, we could put the two animals together. Though, both were equally dry and equally salty, and like twins it was impossible to tell one from the other. They were so tough, that when bored we would whittle model ships out of them.

There was also an endless supply of ship’s biscuits called Hardtack. Hard as rock, with just as much taste. It could only be broken by beating with a hammer, or against the corner of our sea chests. After an unfortunate incident, it was known more accurately, as a Jawbreaker. Considering that one could expend as much energy to break it into manageable pieces, as the sustenance it could provide. It was more trouble than it was worth, and usually left alone as part of the ship’s furniture. It was rumoured to be great with cheese, but I have never met one sailor who could verify it.

We crept into Hong Kong harbour under the blanket of night. In the low-slung skies, stars flickered as fireflies drawn to water, shining and fading like people. In turn, we were drawn towards their calling flame. A haunting beauty, their spectral reflections fleeted over creased linen of water. Drawing closer, tenuous shadows took on defined shapes, showing stars to be swarms of Chinese lanterns by their thousands, casting glow upon every door and every window. Their combined illumination, drowning out the celestial beings above.

By night, Hong Kong was a mysterious lady. By day, she was an insistent vixen. Grabbing your attention by every sense. Flaunting colours of contrasting signs, banners, silks, costumes and paintwork. Pulling you by the nose with her scent of heady, spiced smells. Clamouring shrilly with vying touts, rickshaw-pullers, stalls, shopkeepers, hawkers and of course the mamasans hawking their girls.

You could fall in love forever, for a moment. Then find that nothing belonged to you. Inscrutable night, or ungraspable day, I could not decide which captivated me more.

At the next port a few weeks later, I encountered a sailor who had been my accomplice in a bottle of rum at Hong Kong. His ship was still docked when we left. Barely an hour later, across the city sounded the ominous beating of drums and the blasting of the harbour’s typhoon gun. And a scene of undeniable destruction unfolded before his unbelieving eyes.

The wind announced its arrival, with howls of rage that chilled the bones. Anchors and heavy chains were as matchsticks and twine, rending ships from moors. One such steamer, the Canadian Athenian was dashed upon the Kowloon shore. Vengeful waves made the steamer their battering ram, crushing two French destroyers unlucky enough to be in the way, and few Frenchmen swam out from that meeting. The crew of the Macao steamer Heungshan battened the hatches in the harbour, and after the tempest found themselves on the far edge of outlying Lantau Island. Prayers were not heard for the Bishop of Hong Kong, and from a party on a houseboat he joined the lost. In one fell swoop, the number of watercrafts in Hong Kong was halved. They lay where they sunk, on the bay floor sixty feet under, masts protruding from watery graves as tombstones.

The Second Hong Kong Typhoon lived for forty-five minutes, and took ten thousand lives. The sailor did not venture into the desolation of the city. But he heard of broken windows, transformed into daggers flying indiscriminate. Trees that migrated, taking to air without wings. Wide open areas, where there used to be none. And the city must have fared no better than its harbour.

I remembered passing the open doors of a home, and seeing an altar straining under joss sticks, offerings and ancestral tablets. Above was a large panel of red mahogany, inscribed with a wall of Chinese characters. Some of the characters were pasted over with blotchy red paper, almost randomly. Curious, our Chinese cook told me that when they are born, their names are added to the panel. The red piece of paper over them, was meant to show that they are yet alive.

The dead see the light, and the living see darkness.

In his ancestral village back in Canton, our cook sits waiting on a wall. He is forgotten now, but when finally his body returns, his name will be revealed. To be worshipped, and respected.

It seemed apt. That people are valued more, after death. That the living should hang on to life, by the tenuous hold of a thin strip of paper. And when the wind blows, who knows whose name will be called?

I thanked the guardian angels who must be watching over me. For this was two times lucky, when in life most are lucky none. I did not think I had ever done anything to deserve as such. They never faltered, for through volatile seas they kept me safe.

The world is full of jaws that swallow men, but the easiest place for one to disappear off its face, is in the maws of the sea. On land, one is never completely lost. Leaving one’s bones as a bookmark in history’s chapter. On the sea, one vanishes so perfectly that you never existed. I learned soon enough, that the weather is mercurial, whichever part of the world you meet it. It is without malice. Yet, its elements pay no heed to your circumstances. We make headway, on its graces. And travel forth, at the mercy of its moods.

From an unbroken plateau of blue, could rise mountainous waves. From a still, stagnant air, could transpire a hidden gale suddenly striking. It begins without warning, like a cold, long-relished revenge. The ship would ride the waves and wind like a bucking horse, and we would only try our best to hold on the reins. Thrown from one side of the ship to the other, like the pitiable contents of a child’s present. Little to see, much to hear and fear. Roars of water, gushes of wind and the occasional whimpers of prayer improbably clear.

One night, a big sea came over. It pitched so violently the ship’s boom went right under, sweeping all off their feet. Coming up from the dunking, I saw the carpenter hanging precariously onto the forestay. Down we went, a second time. I was washed towards the tail, somehow managing to grab a bar. But when the water cleared, there was not a soul in sight. Straining over the rail, I saw him overside hanging on the anchor stock.

I reached. And clasped his hand. He had a look of relief on his face. His last, before the ship sank her nose again in the waters. They dragged him away. Standing there, still arms outstretched and grabbing air, I thought:

They slip so easily through our fingers.

We meet other people in their living, breathing present, unable to fathom them otherwise. Then they go, and, in our mind the wisp of them so quickly dissipates. When the carpenter was taken, his name must have been taken along with him, for I could not find it in my current memory. It is a fearful thing. How fast we forget those who crossed our paths, even those who shared it for a while.

Toward the end of our long haul, we slipped through the Sunda Strait, where the sea squeezed a path between the islands of Java and Sumatra. Passing ships had to yield the way to the keeper of the straits, the dormant volcano of Krakatoa, resting on its lush green bed in the middle of the corridor. A sleeping giant that lay undisturbed for thousands of years, content to slumber as the world went past its flanks.

Mountains and volcanoes have a serene beauty. A grandeur that originates from their closeness to the heavens. And to conceive of their immensity, is to expand the dimensions of our mind. They also enlighten us. Humbling us with the knowledge that they have preceded us for so much longer than we can envisage. That time stretches beyond human understanding. That they will stand, when we are dust. And their very being, chastens us for our delusions of grandeur.

By rising to the skies, they ground us to the earth. They make us despair for our impermanence. But they also make amends, by offering the sublime consolation, that there is something greater than our limited self.

I held this imparted evenness of heart and stillness of emotion as we went into Anjer, a seaside town on Java, for a quick replenishing and to take on fresh food and water. Palm trees whistled cheerfully in the breeze, and families rested in the mottled shade or strolled along the streets. On smooth white beaches, children ran, giggled, splashed, and discovered the whispered secrets of seashells. As I stood on the sand, a little girl waved at me. She beamed, and skipped away before I could wave back. The feel of sand between my toes, still bring back those soft eyes that hid nothing, and the little white lily in her hair.

Finally, we started on the return leg of our long voyage. The other sailors looked forward to home, still beyond sight, but now within mind’s eye. As we made away from Anjer, into the Indian Ocean, I could not help but wonder about the coincidences of our journey. Whether unbeknownst to us, calamity had stowed away on our ship, and we had unwittingly delivered it. Or if it was simple luck that had ushered us away at last moments.

I felt a shiver of fear, for the little piece of paradise we were leaving. A rare place of gentle weather, and gentler people that had warmed me so. I crossed my fingers, and kept them crossed. The day passed. Then days passed. When it was a week and literally a thousand miles away, I uncrossed them, and sighed.

As I did, a familiar sound came travelling over the sea. The building of a wave as it grew on foundations of water. It seemed to come from far away, but sounded so loud as to be beside my ear. Impossible though, louder still it grew. I raised my hands to cover my ears, yet it pierced right through my fingers, and rumbled in my head.

I forced open my eyes, to find its source. If it was a wave, it would have reached from sea to sky, and spanned from East to West. Yet the sea was a desert flat stretching to the horizon in all directions, even aft from where the sound emanated.

Then it crashed. The biggest wave I had never seen. It hit with a great gust of wind, and I swore I felt myself lifted from the deck. It was a sledgehammer on my eardrums, and my hearing was to return only with the sun’s rising the morning after.

In the silence of shocked men and soundless ears, snowfall. A grey snow poured from the skies. Flakes of ash fell, ghostly remnants of departed souls. A layer of funeral drapery cast upon us. A mourning scene of fade. In scrolls of ash, I saw soft eyes, and white lilies. In the tropical heat, I chilled. I knew Krakatoa was no more, taking Anjer with it into the depths.

As we sailed into twilight, the skies burned, then bled. Coating grey with gold, then staining it with red. And then as always, all turned to black.

I stood vigil, to see if day would follow night.

 






Sea

Fear and longing pulled at me, at the end of my long and eventful journey. The part that could not return, and the part that would not stay. For interminable rounds, they tussled within. And I could not declare for either.

A long sea voyage is a bond. When a man enters the sea, the sea enters him. Its salt is always on his skin. Its waters are always in his blood. It stays always in his mind. He is changed forever. The rocking of the waves, becomes an unsung lullaby. As he plants his feet on solid ground, it melts, and shakes back and forth. The feel of the sea, a phantom limb that lingers, and itches beyond comprehension.

Though apprehensive, I eventually relented to yearning, and returned. The proceeding days were smooth sailing by large. Floating over halcyon seas, I formed this notion that everyone was born with a ledger, with columns for luck both fair and foul, all accounted for. And no one could escape his debts, nor avoid his fate. But by some quirk of counting, my allotted portion of misfortune, had been allocated to others instead.

I thrived, as I would not have on land. As the ships that carried me ventured farther and farther on every journey, their bows dipped into the waves of the seven seas, and I was baptised by the waters of the four oceans. As I grew from greenhorn apprentice, to junior officer, and later, captain, my vessels would grow with me.

First, the sailing ships. Born as giants. Remembered as midgets. They shrunk, as the new got bigger. Now, we call them Small Ships. Then, the merchant steamships. Stubborn smokers chugging unrelenting. If I could soar as an albatross, I would have seen them plaiting the surface of the sea with white ribbons fluttering in the wind. We called them Big Steamers. That is, until the titanic passenger liners sailed along, leaving everything in its wake.

Though things change, some things stay the same. All the years, I stayed faithful to the sea. Stayed true to course, never straying far from its blue shores. The passion that that took me to sea as a boy never left. It stayed, even as it changed.

One falls in love, with beauty seen. Stays in love, with beauty felt. Beauty fades in the eyes. And persists in the mind. The throes of intense longing, desire and attraction falls away, to a deeper affection. Blindness wears, and understanding comes. I still love watching the sky, reflected in the face of the sea. Hearing the songs it sings. The rays of sun that sparkle and skip across its skin.

My heart beats to the rhythm of life on sea. The peacefulness, and the wildness. The little pleasures, and the niggling discomforts. The tides going in, and out, the wind blowing east, then west. The high of a perfect day out on the water, and the low of a wind that will not go your way. Watching the sun rise and span the earth and set. The world goes on in cycles.

The sea could be a sleeping child. Whole weeks when the water was calm, and the weather soft and gentle. The child could also awaken to a bawl. Gales would come through with deafening force, and violent winds would buffet the ship. And as every sailor knows, water favours no one direction. Water pouring from above. Water splashing from down below. Water blowing in from every angle. We would climb up, and tumble down the sides of enormous waves.

At mercy as such, when fate turns on a dime, one reaches for something to anchor. A sailor loves his superstitions and charms, and they love and protect him in return. They gave a feeling of stability, that there was some small measure of control over destiny.

While the crew had their superstitions, I had my painting. While they held firmly to such rocks, I cradled my little white lily in my hands and gazed upon it. The more I looked, the less it seemed just a painting, and the more it felt like a living, breathing being. Its petals exuded a lightness, that lifted my spirits. Its stillness, brought me calm. Its fragility, somehow gave me strength. It whispered to me in words unspoken, a quiet, complete empathy no person else could give.

As years flew by on silent wings, it seemed to change. I wondered if it was the degrading of pigments over time, or the infinitesimal odyssey of ink moving through paper. Or if it was that the beholder of eyes had changed. It was different every time I looked.

 






Japan

It was to be, that I came to put in at the port of Yokohama, in the land of Japan. American gunships had blasted open the gates to this previously pristine land, and Yokohama was the breach by which the world sailed through.

By the time I arrived in an English ship, her peasants and silkworms had made Japan the largest producer of silk in the world, and her threads spun out across the globe. My ship was one of hundreds there for silk, and at the quay near the customs house, we joined a crowd of ships bearing flags of all nations.

We were to be a few days at Yokohama. I was a First Mate then, having risen up the shipboard pecking order over the years. Though I had consigned the manual labours I started with, my hands were filled with a long list of other labours in port, being responsible for all the ship’s cargo.

Mornings were whiled away conducting the business of the ship. I stood on duty as the cargo was dispensed from the hold. Some of the time was spent conferring with the receiving clerks. Most of the time I was arguing with them over what condition goods should be in, having travelled across the world through riotous storms.

The ship visibly rose in the water as a stream of goods disembarked on the backs of solidly built stevedores. Midway though our stay, the stream reversed direction, and two hundred and fifty-pound bales of silk embarked on those same backs.

In the ticks of the clock between late afternoon and early evening, I would explore this curious territory. Heading in the direction my feet fell, and wandering where my eyes did. This way I drifted aimlessly yet purposefully through the streets of Yokohama.

Most of the Japanese ruling establishment regarded us with suspicion, considering our presence as a source of dangerous Western values and ideas. I personally felt this unfounded, for most of us lacked values or ideas to speak of, besides the motivation of profit. We were content with haggling and returning home to modest riches. No one was trying to convert the natives to the evils of rum, for instance.

Nonetheless, to protect the rest of the kingdom from said dangers, the growing town was surrounded by a moat, which one imagined was filled with dragons and alligators. And ninjas hid in the shadows. It was then divided into an inner and outer settlement.

Of course, the foreigners were herded into the inner hub, the Foreign Settlement, to be insulated by the outer settlement of the Japanese quarter. The inner hub stretched from the neighbourhood of Yamate, or what we knew as The Bluff, to the limits of the Ooka River, at Kannai, where the carrot of English and French diplomatic missions stood alongside the stick of their troop garrisons.

The Japanese quarter was called Benten, after the queen of the sea, and patroness of gamblers. Which made her a favourite with sailors, for we roamed her kingdom, and in doing so gambled with our lives.

Their strategy did not prove too successful. For though few foreigners ventured from the creature comforts of Japan’s first bakery, photo studio, cinema, ice cream parlour, beer brewery, and yes, even the invention of Japan’s first public restroom, which was a godsend after the opening of the brewery, ordinary Japanese came into the Foreign Settlement to ogle at gaijin, and pick up a few undesirable habits.

Walking down Main Street on my first day in Yokohama, I soon tired of looking in the windows of rich and sundry shops filled with Manila cigars, bourbon whisky, casks of Allsopp’s Pale Ale, ingenious printing machines, Lea and Perrins Worcestershire Sauce, “Genuine” Irish Balbriggan knitted socks, stick umbrellas, “fine white flannel for cricketing” and other assorted knick knacks common in England.

The whims of chance had guided me to the threshold between Japan and her visitors. A small river ran through the town, a natural boundary between the sides, and I found myself at the bridge that spanned the divide.

My peregrinations had left me feeling peckish. There was an old woman selling rice balls from a roadside stall, a rickety contraption of wood on wheels. Gesturing, I bought two rice balls, which came wrapped in dried seaweed. Noting that I had a few more hours to kill before the burial of the sun, I went to the bridge, which seemed a good place to rest.

The bridge of stone and mortar hammered together arched gracefully over the emerald water. It joined its reflection, in a perfect circle of the moon. The half-being moon shone beside the mirrored sun. Seeing this reconciliation of moon and sun, I felt a peacefulness as I sat man on moon.

 
I bit into a rice ball to a pleasant surprise. It was plain-looking, dowdily dressed, and sticky. Yet full of flavour, and made me feel warm inside.

I espied the Japanese quarter from across. Fragile, statuesque houses of finger-holed paper and wooden timber, standing around the tenacious fir groves of their birth. Sacred gates leading to ancient Shinto shrines shaded by immense cedar trees. Venerable Buddhist temples of cypress columns and welcoming bosoms of open porches.

In the street, I watched a procession of Buddhist priests bundled up in flowing robes, leading a queue of supplicants with their beating drums. I had a fleeting thought, that the world over, shepherds as fat as their flocks skinny.

Ladyfolk hurried around on little fidgety movements that made every walk a numberless multitude of steps. Hands by side, slightly hitching up kaleidoscopic gowns crossed with silken scarfs tied in enormous knots. It seemed rather unnecessary, as they perched on tall clogs of worked wood balanced on a single thin slot that formed a ‘T’, that kept their gowns aloft from the brown beneath. I wondered if they ever fell from them.

I did not find them immediately handsome, with their pale white faces, and charcoaled teeth. Then I understood, that there were as many kinds of beauty, as there were pairs of eyes. And I hoped it would stay that way. That every person had their own beauty, that only waited to be beheld by the right pair of eyes.

In contrast to the clamour of the two worlds, the border between them was quiet, like a No Man’s Land between adversaries. Observing the priests and sheep and ladies and commoners bustling soundlessly from afar, I was lost silently in their world, and a presence brought me back to mine.

He was sitting on the bridge as I was, as close to the centre as possible, without being too close to where I sat. It meant this was his spot, but that he wanted to keep his distance. I saw him as I glanced perchance to the side.

He faced the scene that had captivated me. He was not similarly captivated, just staring as one would the sky. Filtering the world through eyes tight as though wary of things to come, seen and unseen. Later on, when I would watch him coming out of thought, his expression would loosen, revealing eyes naturally big and bright. Those times were far in between, however, and the image of him that lingered, was when he was frowning and squinting deep in thought.

I could not tell if he was an outsider looking in. Or an insider wanting out. Did he belong, or did he not. His face was a copper coin, and as I studied it, I found it unmarked by any discernible trace of joy. He looked to be around thirteen, an age I remembered well.

They were once white and proud. The robes that hung loose on his shoulders and flapped at the slightest movement, protesting their handing down to another, less prodigious owner. Underneath them, he shivered. A shivering which I recognised from desperate times when supplies ran low, food was rationed, and when coldness came from within. Shivers known to all real sailors.

I quickly reached out a hand with the other rice ball, still rising steam. He smelled it, before he saw it. Surprise, turned to hesitation, and his eyes alternated between my outstretched hand and my face. In the wariness written on the book of his face, I read that for him, people had not been a source of good stories. That kind tales set the path for unkind plots. In the end, I think he accepted it because I did not smile, and my action looked most mundane.

I returned to my spectacle. The flows of people have a most dizzying effect from near. But a most hypnotic effect from far. Like watching fish in an aquarium, a sense of detached calm wraps over us, and we revel in that bubble. As the crowd snaked through the streets, I sat there charmed, as he sat there hushed. We were from different worlds, with not a shared word between us. But even if we had spoken with one tongue, as we shared our food we would have shared our silence.

Shadows stretched, weary from standing through the day, and their edges started to blunt. The crowd, too, grew thin, as it deserted the streets. Women went home to cook. Men headed off to drink. Priests retreated to count their coins. One could begin to see the streets for themselves, and not the masses trampling over them.

He stood, and before walking back across the bridge, turned to me and bowed, saying, “Arigato gozaimasu.”

And I, never having been bowed to before, instinctively responded with a seated half-bow, that ended up looking more like a spasm.

The next day, I was more pleasant to the receiving clerks, for I had taken an interest in learning Japanese words. Charmed by my newfound good manners, they obliged heartily, and I was a quick study. They even threw in some phrases they thought useful, such as Ikura desu ka? Or How much? And Baishan yado eiki taino desu ka? That meant Which way to the brothels? Of which the No. 9 Girls Group at the Shimpuro Brothel was supposedly the most popular, with ladies sporting teeth kept unblackened for the taste of white men.

The business of the day was conducted soon enough, and I started my wanderings. My feet brought me down different streets, but they led to the same bridge, framed by sides of reeds and bamboo. The sun was waiting at its usual spots, above and below the moon.

I went towards the clouds of steam, where there was a smile of recognition from the kindly-looking old woman at the stall. She had the rice balls ready, as though she had known I would return.

Ascending the side of the bridge, I climbed towards the centre, and searched for the particular block of stone I had sat on. My legs dangled over the water, and the occasional boat would float between them, ploughing slight furrows on the surface. I returned to watching the unfolding dramas of the Japanese quarter, and found them oddly familiar. I wondered if the mechanics of time had sprung a gear, and I was watching exactly the same scene as before. The same people, doing the same things, at the same time of the day. Human beings being moved through an endless loop.

I saw him as I glanced perchance to the side. He sat still at a distance, but noticeably less than before. I reached out with a rice ball, still rising with steam. This time unsurprised, he nodded slightly, but then shook his head once. Turning down the offer, as though not wishing the impression that he was there for it.

I stretched a bit farther, and nodded as slightly as he did. The same hesitation, but less, and as he relented, he said softly, “Onigiri.” Which meant Rice Ball, I had learned that morning.

We chewed, and ruminated.

“Shigoto?” I asked what he did for work, pronouncing it as best as I could from memory. He seemed startled to hear Japanese emitting from my mouth, albeit brokenly. He started a sentence, but the look on my face soon showed him the limits of my Japanese, and he resorted to mime.

Much lifting of arms, and bending of back. I translated his actions in my mind. Carrying, ploughing, cleaning, scrubbing. More carrying and ploughing. Anything that needed doing, that required some strength and lack of aversion to dirt. He worked for food, but obviously the ends did not meet. It was existence, but not a most adequate one.

As day prepared to hand over to night, as before, he stood and bowed, and thanked me. Whether for the food, or my presence, I did not know. This time I said, “Doo itashimashite,” You’re welcome.

This went on for the next few days. A single word a day, followed by a single answer, in gestures.

“Sumai?” Home?

He touched the ground around. Here and there.

“Kazoku?” Family?

He looked to the skies above, and searched for faces in the clouds.

 
On the fourth day, there was an empty spot where the stall was. There was no stall, no rice balls and their plumes of steam, nor the old woman who made them. I worried for her, and my worries were as useful as good intentions.

Down the street, another stall. Sweet potatoes, purple in colour. I had never eaten anything in purple before, and distrusted anything that came too colourful. I was doubtful. But the stall owner broke one open to reveal the harmless yellow flesh within, and it did smell something delicious. As usual, I got two.

On the bridge, I reached one out to him. Today, there was a quiet cringe. A trace of remembering, then of trying not to remember. This time, I knew not to insist. Not all reasons must be known.

I did not ask a question this day. Before he did, I stood, and said haltingly, “Ha-ji-me-ma-shi-te,” Pleased to meet you. Hello. Which meant Goodbye, for my ship departed the next morning, and I knew then that we would never meet again.

“Umi,” Sea, I answered the question of his look.

All meetings come to an end. Though sad to leave my silent companion of the last few days, I had to go, so I did. He stood too, but instead of heading back towards the Japanese quarter, his footsteps echoed mine.

I realised this shadow meant to follow mine, and thought it apt. With worthless life, and utter disregard, why not frustrate the schemes of fate. And with own hands plot a story of his own? He was leaving nothing behind, except the struggles due his name.

 
Back at the ship, I told the captain that I had found him a pair of hands, from which would give no trouble, but much diligence. Time and timing changes everything. It was just after we had lost a man to the sea, and put that way, he acquiesced with no comment.

As a matter of process, his name was to be entered into the ship’s records. Then I realised, I knew his life, but not his name.

For the first time, he said his name. And that was how Mossa Keechi came to sail with me.

As the sun was rising, we left its land.

 






Kiichi

Mossa’s first task came soon from the captain. He was to clean out the storage tank and whitewash it. It was dark and grimy, and I could not remember it ever having been clean before. It was dirty and onerous task, and I suspected, a test.

Down in the black hole, with just a candle for barely-light, a pit filled with weevils crawling all over, I could hear songs of Japanese softly echoing off the walls of the tanks. At the end of the day, when the deed was done, he smiled for the very first time.

He took to his newfound life with such a naturalness, I blanched to think of what a waste it would have been had he not been rash that day. Skill follows diligence, so I predicted that in time, he would become a competent sailor. Captain and crew soon took to him, for he always welcomed a task, and never missed a chance to help or cover for duties. I was secretly relieved.

Inevitably, as we sailed together, bits and pieces of English and Japanese rubbed off on each other. Learning another language, is like building a house. You lay the basic foundations, the first few commonly used building blocks, and build upon them, slowly reaching the higher storeys. I never quite touched the roof, but the level I reached gave me a better view of what he was saying.

We conversed in a mishmash of Japanese made unconvoluted, mixed with English made broken. And English made plain, mixed with Japanese made mangled. We always think in one main language, and the bits of another, forms again in our minds in that one language.

This was how we communicated, hurling strangely patched houses at each other. Deconstructing them, and assembling them properly in our minds. He could converse in English, and I could speak in Japanese, not fluently, but enough to be understood, and occasionally to be laughed at.

I had told him to call me Ted, as the others did. And was duly transformed into “Te-ido-san”. A few months out to sea, we were properly introduced.

“Mossa, this is how to tie a Hangman’s Noose.”

“But why would I need to know it?”

“Because it’s useful.”

“Useful? For hanging?”

“Yes. We use it to connect a rope with a ring. Then you can hang something from the end of it.”

“Sodesune…” I see… Then he introduced himself, “Te-ido-san, you can call me Kiichi.”

“But isn’t your name Mossa Keechi?”

“My name is Masakiichi,” he paused, “Masakiichi Kayama.”

“Then why didn’t you say so when your name was entered for the record?”

“I did.”

Japanese names are needlessly complicated. But then again, Western names might sound needlessly complicated to Japanese ears. There was once a Russian who sailed with us, named Varsonofy Panteleimonovich Krestovozdvizhensky. We called him “Russian”. Then another Russian joined the crew, with a name that was as Russian. So we called him “Vodka”. They were inseparable.

“Kiichi means Fortunate,” he explained.

I thought it apt for him, a young Japanese boy sailing the world. And I remembered how I felt when I first went out to sea.

“Well, Kiichi, nice to meet you.”

“Anata ni mo.” Same to you.

“But everyone’s been calling you Mossa, wrongly.”

“It is okay.”

He continued, “People give you names. They try to tell you who you are. What you are. You cannot stop them. But the names they give do not matter. Only the one you know.”

His thoughts flowed as water from a fall. Falling the way it does naturally, without contrivance. The wisdom in his words eluded him, and struck me.

“Sumimasen,” I am sorry, he apologised.

“For what?”

“That day. On the bridge. The last day in Yokohama. I did not accept your offering.”

“It’s alright. “

“No. It was rude. I did not explain why.”

“If you wanted to tell me, you would do so in your own time.”

“Yes. Arigato gozaimasu.”

He took a deep breath, as if what was to follow, came from somewhere only unearthed with exertion.

Steadying, he began, “It is like this. I was born by a forest. Kuroi Jukai, The Black Sea of Trees.”

I listened in silence.

“The man I would call Father. From the forest, I was delivered into his arms. That was when he first saw me. When I first had life. Then, he was already old enough to be my grandfather. Kuroi Jukai, is where they bring the unwanted. So they may find life, in another time and place. And I did. I became his son.”

Another breath.

“Until he died,” his eyes lowered.

I placed my hand on his shoulder, “Thank you for telling me.”

“He was a farmer. He grew sweet potatoes.”

I gave a nod.

“I would have followed in his footsteps. To live, yes. But also because it would keep me close to him. But the other villagers said a son shares the blood of his father. So, I had no right. I was thrown off the land, and told never to return. I left. And did whatever I could. Whatever there was. I thought of returning to my place of birth. Things should end where they began. But, somehow, I just kept on going. My feet. They refused to stop walking. My heart. It refused to stop beating. I just went in the direction I could find work. It brought me to Yokohama.”

“And now you have new life.”

“Hai.” Yes.

 






Story

Stories are the ashes of life.

It begins. It ends. And it continues. In stories. Immortal. For as long as they are told. Every telling, a breath of life. From those ashes, rise new life. New stories. This is the neverending wheel of life.

We sailed on. In the years that followed. In the spaces between busyness, we snatched moments, and swapped the stories, from our minds, from our pasts.

Kiichi told me more about his place of birth.

Kuroi Jukai lies between Lake Motosu, and the base of Fuyo-Ho, The Lotus Peak. The lotus is the symbol of rebirth. Rebirth, is preceded by death. Just as Fuyo-Ho is preceded by Kuroi Jukai.

Fuyo-Ho is a volcano. The place where Kuroi Jukai is today, used to be a forest, full of life. One day, lava flowed down the slopes of Fuyo-Ho, burning every living thing in the fires of the underworld.

From its death, Kuroi Jukai was born. A forest filled with death. It became a graveyard. And has stayed so ever since.

There are some places on earth, where life flourishes with an irrepressible vigour. Where the young think they will never die. Then there are other places, where life is a candle flame in a storm. Where the lost go to lose their lives, and the unregarded are sent to be unremembered.

In the day, it hides in shadows. In the night, it basks in darkness. In the time-honoured tradition of Ubasate, where the very old and the very young are abandoned. People go in, and never come out.

I did not think it was a place that I would ever venture.

The sacred name of Japan is Shikoku, The Country of the Gods. As was befitting, it was a land of myths and legends. Many of which glided from his father’s memory, into his. And as we floated over seas, they glided from his memory, into mine.

There were the two small frogs, from the opposite towns of Kyoto and Osaka respectively, who wanted to see the other town. On their way, they hopped into each other. Learning about their common desire, they came up with an ingenious plan, to save themselves some unnecessary hopping. There they both stood, front legs on each other’s shoulder, stretching themselves as high up as they could. They took a good look, discovering that the other town, was exactly like their own. They returned home disappointed, but relieved at the journey they had saved. Never realising that as their great eyes lay in the backs of their heads, they had simply seen their own town, and that Kyoto and Osaka are as different as two towns can be.

Memory is a tree, standing in the field of our consciousness. Through the seasons of time, some parts stay. And some parts wither, shrivel, and shed like leaves. I have forgotten some of those stories. But there was one, that stayed in my mind, and never left.

At the end of the sixteenth century, three leaders came to power in Japan. In the still before the storm, that they were about to break over the land. It is said that the three men were gathered in a garden, when a bird landed on a limb. A Zen master asked them what they would do, if it did not sing. The first, said “Wait.” The second, said “Make the bird want to sing.” The third, said “Kill it.”

The third man, was Oda Nobunaga, Lord of Owari. Who killed, burned and massacred anything that stood between him and supremacy, including his uncle, brother and father. Soon, he wielded undisputed power over every other.

Nobunaga had wrung victory from a pool of blood. And sought to wash the stain from his hands. He tried to bolster his legitimacy through symbols of importance, and appellations, sitting upon the title ‘Unifier of Japan’ like a throne.

At that time, there lived a great painter. From her hands came paintings of such liveliness and beauty, that it was said they lived and breathed, and came alive when no human eyes were upon them. They were much desired throughout the land, by those who would appreciate them, and those who sought to flaunt them. So rare and treasured, that to own one, was a sign of undeniable status.

Nobunaga summoned her to his castle at Hiroshima, and bid her create a painting, to commemorate his ascendance to the pinnacle of power. This was not long after two great deeds, that would secure for posterity, his notoriety.

The first, was on the sacred peak of Mount Hiei. Enryaku-ji was the biggest Buddhist compound in the land, and home for centuries to the Hongan monks. They had denounced his bloodthirsty ways, and Nobunaga’s response was true to character.

In 1571, his troops surrounded Mount Hiei, and proceeded to work their way up the mountainside, slaughtering any and all in their path. By the next day, the centuries-old Hongan monks were no more, and Mount Hiei streaked with new rivers of flowing red.

The second, was on the island of Nagashima. The Ikko-Ikki were a group of peasant farmers and their families, Buddhist monks and Shinto priests who refused the yoke of Nobunaga’s oppressive rule.

In 1574, Nobunaga blockaded Nagashima, and captured its outlying forts. He forced the Ikko-Ikki within the walls of their main fortification. Then he ordered it set alight. There were accounts, that many of Nobunaga’s soldiers themselves never ate meat thereafter. For they were haunted, by the unforgettable smell of the cooking flesh of thirty thousand men, women and children. And the distant sizzling, that could have been screaming.

These two deeds had spread far and wide, and doubtless reached the ears of the painter. Held at Nobunaga’s pleasure, she had no choice but to acquiesce to his request. Secluded in her quarters, she started painting. Ceaselessly, in the shifting rays of day, and the flickering gleams of candlelight. At the end of thirty days, and thirty nights, Nobunaga was told that his tribute was due.

In the great hall of his castle, his generals, vassals and retainers were convened, for Nobunaga’s moment. On a huge easel in the centre, her painting stood veiled. She moved towards the painting. Every step, seemed a monumental effort. It seemed that expending all her energies on the painting, she had transferred some portion of her life into it. Seeing that, Nobunaga was even more pleased.

She stood beside the painting, and fingered the silk covering it. Her head turned slowly, meeting every pair of eyes in the hall, stopping at Nobunaga.

She addressed him, “My Lord, your legacy,” and revealed the painting.

There was a gasp. A collective taking of breath, and all in the hall felt lightheaded, from the sudden lack of air, and from swooning at the sight before them. It was the most beautiful thing they had ever seen, both in their waking moments, and in their dreams.

A single orange lily. Glowing with boundless hues of orange and red. It seemed to rise from the canvas, and everything around it looked drained of colour. Even the rays filtering through louvres in the hall, seemed devoid of light.

They could smell it, just as much as they could see it. A sublime fragrance lilted palpable in the air. And to every one of them, it was different. Their minds imagined that it was just a painting. But their hearts knew it must be more.

For those in the hall that day, the flowers of nature, would pale in comparison. And the sight of flowers, would forever be followed by disappointment. The vestigial painting in their minds, would always fog over what they were viewing in their eyes.

Nobunaga sat enthralled, as the rest of them. But he willed himself to stand, and confront the painting, to see it up close. As he inched towards it, he felt the heat of flames, upon his face. And a chill, on the blood within his veins.

The orange lily seemed to be changing form, with his every step. It looked different, at every distance, eluding his perception. Every pigment of orange and red, seemed to be moving across the paper, escaping his comprehension.

He came within a few paces of the painting, and was stopped in his tracks. He recognised it. It was her creation, but it was also his own.

The centre of the painting, the stigma of the flower, was the bloodied corpses and rivers of blood, of Mount Hiei. An act of cold blood. It blossomed out into the petals, the oranges flames and burning bodies, of Nagashima. The fires of hell that had been unearthed from his soul.

And he understood why she had painted an orange lily, amongst the many things of the universe. For beyond its beauty, the orange lily symbolised hatred, and vengeance.

It was her greatest work. A transcendence, brought by the intense passion of hate. If it had been her only work, she would yet be known as the greatest painter, in the whole of Japan.

Even Nobunaga himself, seething with fury, could not deny in his heart that it was so. Could not prevent himself from feeling the faintest glimmer of admiration. He also felt the unacknowledgeable jealously, that those who could only perform great deeds of destruction, had for those who could perform great feats of creation.

As the red of his face approached the red of the painting, she bowed. An act of obsequence, that she transformed, into an act of defiance.

Screaming with rage, he had her put in chains, to await execution. And ordered the painting burned, there and then. Not knowing that it had already burned, into the minds of the gathered men. That this gentle painter, had dared challenge their master. Ignited a shame, that would eventually grow stronger, than the fear for their own necks. For Nobunaga’s own men had been shocked by his cruelty, towards others, and towards them. And long begrudged the deeds they had been forced to commit in his name. Seeing him for the devil he was, and fearing for the salvation of their immortal souls.

To erase her legacy, just as she had established his, Nobunaga had all her paintings confiscated, from the farthest reaches of Japan. He had them burned in a great bonfire, and made her watch her creations turn to ash in the wind. Colours turned to grey. To harbour her paintings, one would have to forfeit a head. To say her name, the price was a tongue.

This is why she is unnamed. Her name forgotten by history. But her deeds live in the stories passed by mouth, whispered from a mother to her child, in every home in Hiroshima. She had died, as she had known she would, the moment Nobunaga commanded the painting. And she had sealed her fate, with her first touch of brush to canvas.

When no man dared defy the tyrant, she had struck a blow. And she had done so, with neither sword nor word.

The spark of her life, was gone. But it lived on, in the fire she had started. It continued to blaze in sheathed hearts. One day, while Nobunaga was complacent and lightly guarded in the middle of his firmly controlled territories, his vassals turned against him, and he departed this world by unsheathed blade.

This was how a painter felled an invincible warlord.

 






Return

A boy left, and a man returned.

For several years, I held the rank of First Mate, and the time had come for me to take the Master’s Qualification, so that I may become Captain of my own ship. The shipping company arranged for me to attend the King Edward VII Navigation School back in England. So the next we drew into an English port, I bid farewell to Kiichi, who had himself been promoted and would carry on with his new duties.

We had sailed together for many a year, and it was with a leadened heart that we promised we would meet again. Though the world was wide and oceans vast, chance had had us meet, and it would surely have us meet again.

Around this time, I also received news that the ship that had first borne me out to sea, the Senator Weber, had met its end. It was sailing out of Sweden, when it was caught in a heavy gale off the English Coast. Springing a hopeless leak, it had sunk with all hands. By this time, I had attained a sober familiarity, with the procession of people and things entering and leaving the antechamber of my life. Like vehicles moving past a windowfront, they cast and then collect their reflections, leaving only the fading memory of their passing.

I attended classes of advanced navigation and seamanship, and lessons on proper handling of the larger, more sophisticated vessels coming to steam. There was time in the days between them, and one of my classmates, Spencer Till, bid me provide company while he attended a ball. He fancied that I would provide no competition for the ladies who would be at the occasion.

“Ted, dear chap, you will come with me,” he purred smoothly in class, “It’s a ball. It’ll be a ball.”

Enduring memories of the perils of inattentiveness flooded back. I kept my eyes straight ahead, and my lips as still as possible, I answered, “Seems pretty fancy. I’m not sure something like that’s up my alley.”

“A regular wet blanket you are. Come on, don’t be a damp squib,” he provoked.

“I haven’t got a single dress coat to my name. I’m ill-disposed. Not to mention, ill-wardrobed,” I protested, imagining it to be the end of the discussion.

“Your handsome mug’s all you need. And besides, I’ve got plenty of dress coats, and you look to be about my size.”

“I’m going to be under the weather on the day.”

“No you won’t. You’re coming with me. Or I’m getting both of us booted out of class. And you can go back to taking orders, instead of giving them,” he persuaded slyly.

“You wouldn’t.”

“Is that a dare?”

And so it was, that I stood in a ballroom, fidgeting in an ill-fitting hand-me-down of a dress coat that had seen better days. It fitted like a sack, loose in some places, and tight everywhere else. I steadied my breathing, and hoped that the seams would not give. I staked a spot in the most secluded corner, feeling distinctly out of place. A sailor out of water.

I had been abandoned, by the deviant fellow who had not so long ago claimed to desire my company. A vixen had swished its fluffy tail, and Spencer had scuttled off like a fox in heat. I was cast out to flounder in a sea of lace and velvet. A dizzying swirl that dazed my eyes and left me disoriented.

There was more fabric than I thought possible to fit into a single room. And insensible amounts of bowing and curtseying, genuine acting and faked nonchalance, flutters of eyelids and kissing of hands. Whispered sweet nothings made breathless from frenetic dancing and tight corsets. It was all too much for me. I felt totally out of my depth, and missed the familiar comfort of a raging storm.

There was an indoor garden plant of some kind. I could not recognise it, not having been acquainted with many houseplants in the course of my seafaring career. To my knowledge, there were only two kinds of houseplants. Green, and wilted.

The one in the ballroom was green. It grew in a spiral of large, strappy leaves around a central cup. The leaves were thick, and had backward-facing spines that looked capable of giving an antsy sailor a sharp jab. The reason I could describe it with such clarity even now, was that I spent the better part of an hour inspecting it while successfully avoiding eye contact.

It was positioned at an angle to the wall, which was adorned with a tastefully gaudy wallpaper. Between looking like an admirer of wallpaper, herbage or simply being a wallflower, I decided to take up botany. It did not cross my mind to simply pretend to be drunk. In the man-sized space between plant and wall, I positioned myself as naturally as possible, and pretended to be part of the furnishing.

 
While pondering the unsuitability of a thorny plant to be indoor decoration, I caught glimpse of a beautiful being through the leaves.

Dainty feet twirling weightlessly across the ballroom floor, gracefully arching one way, then pirouetting towards another. Revealed with every gentle bounce of fine muslin graced with satin. Pure hues of white and salmon, made dark against fair complexion. Slender, sylph-like, a daytime silhouette. Crowned by tresses flowing free, framing a face most delicately porcelain. A tiny, pretty nose rising to a dainty peak. Eyes that sparkled full and bright, and made one blush and look away.

How can someone be so fair and beautiful. Like something out a fairy tale. I thought to myself.

I watched as she danced, and the gentleman accompanying her smiled like the happiest man in the room. He looked about to burst with pride, for she shone with a light, and he surely felt its glow on him. The more I looked, the more ugly and undeserving he became. It was the first time I had such thoughts, and it was a strange feeling. I felt that she would do better, to be dancing with myself instead. As she ended her dance, she looked in my direction, and I was quietly elated that knowingly or not, she had given me eyes.

The slap on my shoulder brought me back to the world, and announced the return of The Roving Spencer Till. Luck was on his side, for I had lost all my displeasure towards him, though not on his account.

“Pray tell, who is that lady,” I motioned discreetly at her.

It had been educated that after a ball, the gentlemen would initial their name on a card, to be addressed and delivered to the lady they had fancied. The lady would then indicate her inclination or not, to be called upon by that gentleman. There was only one lady, who would receive my card. I had not had the pleasure of dancing with her, but as our eyes met, I was sure we made a connection.

“Why, that’s Eleanor Pennington,” he winked. “Dear chap, it is a blessing we have different tastes. So there is no need for us to duel,” a grin, “I would have missed your company.”

I did not scowl at him, for I was busy writing down “Eleanor Pennington”, and thinking, What a lovely name.

My lady had returned to the side of her lady companion, who seemed a half-hearted copy of her. Dainty feet, yet slightly larger. Elegant gown, yet slightly less stylish. Flowing tresses, yet slightly shorter. A pleasant enough face, pleasant enough nose. Eyes one could look into with ease, without getting breathless. The Creator had split them from the same handful of clay. But after labouring over the details on the first, had taken shortcuts with the second. I noticed little more of the other lady. She seemed a foil, of the kind certain ladies keep around for the benefit of irresolute gentlemen, so that they might make better comparison and judgement.

I put in my name, and hoped.

 






Walk

I was married once.

All students of the navigation school were lodged in a boarding house on the same street. The building had five storeys, and I resided on the fifth. Each storey had two flights. Each flight had twenty-five steps. The mailbox was on the first, and I counted every step as I made my pilgrimage once an hour, sometimes twice. With every journey, the building grew taller as though feeding on my exertions.

The ball had been on Friday evening, and it was with muscular thighs that I greeted the mailman on Monday morning. He informed me that mail was not delivered on weekends, educating me in the futility of hope.

I would have felt foolish, and annoyed with myself, but for the message he delivered. Miss Eleanor Pennington had consented to meeting with me. I was to be at her door at nine o’clock that Saturday morning. The classes from the proceeding Monday to Friday must have been of compelling interest and importance, but sitting in class, I would not have known.

Thus came the appointed hour, and my body finally caught up with my mind. At her door I waited as the doorman went to fetch my lady. She arrived, but it was not her, but her friend from the ball.

“Hello…” she said, in an uncertain voice.

I had been speechless for an inappropriate duration, and meetings and conversations were supposed to be started by the gentleman. I recovered with a flourish, saying, “My lady, you look stunning today.”

She blushed, not catching my lie. As she looked sideways, I examined her face.

Have you ever encountered someone you are sure you have met before, but could not recognise for the life of you? As you rack your brain, searching for a name, they walk towards, beside, away, not skipping a beat.

You have seen that face before. Just not all at once. You saw it, from a thousand faces. The brightest and dullest eyes, the longest and shortest eyelids, the sharpest and bluntest noses, the biggest and smallest mouths. Taken from memory of faces seen, placed together, and averaged out.

That amalgamation, that one face, is the every-face. There is one for everyone, it lingers in the backroom of our consciousness, out of sight, barely out of mind. And sometimes, we come face-to-face with it. For me, that was Eleanor Pennington. Nothing was out of place. Everything was in order. She was perfectly normal, and despite that or because of that, I had not fancied her more, and I felt guilty and shallow for feeling so.

She broke my inner spiel, “That’s very kind of you.”

“Not at all.”

“I was surprised to see your card,” she confided, “We hadn’t danced, and I had thought that you fancied my friend.”

I smiled. For the million things a smile can mean. It is the most multitalented, versatile thing. One can mean different things, to different people, at the same time. To her, it was an affirmation. For me, a cushion. There are times whereby words however gently conceived, enter the world kicking and screaming, and collide with something fragile that shatters inside. So I moved my cheeks, to avoid opening my mouth.

“Was it yours?” she asked.

I began to wonder about what she was asking.

“The dress coat,” she said before I could speak a word. “You looked like you were a stranger to it.”

“Ahh… That…” I started.

“But I thought you had an admirable interest in plants,” she continued.

“I do, I am attracted to things of beauty,” I told the truth.

“Are you a botanist?”

“A sailor.”

“Do you see many plants at sea?”

I could not tell if she was teasing, for her face was as straight as a poker.

“Ah… Would you like to take a walk?” I answered.

There is no greater pleasure than taking a walk, that leads nowhere, and ends possibly somewhere. A slow, unthreatening stroll down undecided paths. Just enjoying the journey, letting minds wander beyond where feet may take. And so we did.

 






Life

What can I say about love?

I could tell you about the sea, but love is full of storms I had not weathered. My first love, had kept me from pursuing new ones. I had heard that it made the blood course through your veins. I had heard a great many things, about many great things, and the greatest of all, was supposed to be love. It was supposed to make my heart beat faster. But did that mean I was in love with storms?

Eleanor had a starched formality that enveloped her person.

We put on layers. To protect against the cold, of others. The chill wind of frosty words. Cold shoulders, frozen hearts. To guard against those who carry little personal winters that penetrate, and numb us from without and within.

But time and patience peel layers. And I discovered her, as layers fell. Under those layers, was a shyness. And under that shyness, was a hidden warmth.

As I basked in that warmth, one day, I glimpsed an intriguing dimple round her mouth. It was there. And it was gone.

The next time I saw it, she was smiling. And I realised that the smile and the dimple, was a pair. They were a lovely couple.

At first, it seemed a game. For me to see for how long I could coax that dimple out, from its hiding spot within the fullness of her cheeks. The more we saw each other, the more it appeared, and soon it became a permanent fixture. This was greatly fine by me, for I thought it belonged there and not concealed.

 
They make it sound like a hole. Love. We are to fall in love, like falling into a hole. It lurks around the corner unbeknownst, and we walk blindly into it. You are going about your life, and suddenly the ground falls out from beneath your feet. You find yourself in that hole, which some people so desperately yearn to fall into, that they walk with their heads in the clouds. So they can disappear so completely into it, that there is no self. So two, may share a man-sized hole. Did that not sound confining?

I did not fall into a hole. I think some people do not have the luck to fall in such holes. My feelings for her were real, yes, but they were not intense. I came to the conclusion, that some are not meant to feel intense feelings when it came to love. I drifted bit by bit, unknowingly. The most potent currents, are those we do not notice. And I was taken off course by such a current, shifting you slightly, slightly. Before you know it, you are in a different ocean.

Instead of waves, that current made ripples, and I floated carelessly through those them, thinking that my heart would soon ride on waves. The waves never came, but the ripples never stopped. They were enough, I thought. Though ripples do not lift one high, neither do they let one down. The relationship was a pleasantly placid lake on an autumn afternoon.

In the days that came, she treated me with a tender heart. The first person who ever did. In return, I responded with utmost kindness and consideration, always mindful, always looking out for her. As I should. I learned, that love should be about give and take. An exchange, of affections. And the things you do for each other.

 
I did wonder, though. About what she did for me. The comforts that she brought. Is it the other person we want, or is it simply what they give? We cannot separate a person, from the person’s actions. So, how can one ever be sure?

I found through the days, that Eleanor resembled my mother, or at least the image of her. As more days passed, the resemblance only became more striking. When I compared her with the mother floating in my mind, they became the same person.

She was lovely, in her own imperfect way. And I showed love, in my own imperfect way. There being so much love as I saw it, I had to come to the conclusion, that we were meant to be in love.

In those days, marriage was expected of any upstanding man of marriageable age. Even a seafaring one who might have been forgiven by dint of his wayfaring. I had been possessed of a comfortable aloneness for most my life, and was surprised when I was taken by the urge to feel bliss. I made up my mind in a few short months. And she made hers too.

Edward John Smith married Sarah Eleanor Pennington. The place was the parish church of Winwick, near Warrington. The day was a Thursday. There were no classes that day. Spencer Till attended. Joe Turner did not. My father did not. He was dead. The sky was blue.

For a pleasant moment in time, we shared a red-bricked, twin-gabled house on Winn Road, Portswood, Southampton. I liked having her in my arms every night. Just sleeping. Together under the blankets, in the bed. With her hand on my chest and my arm around her. No talking, just sleepy, pleasant silence. It felt right. Or as right as anything can be. I could sense that she felt she belonged to me, and through that, I felt that I belonged to her.

The desire for children never touched us. And we never missed it. We were happy in all aspects of life worth mentioning. I had a certain distrust of fathers, and of the need to be one. Though I was sure Eleanor would have made a good mother, she never felt such a yearning. If she did, she never shared it. And I never asked her about it. I feared she might say something truthful. That she had secretly yearned for something I could not abide. Maybe, she did understand me.

There were those who warned me of the regret that will inevitably set in, as years wore us beyond a child. But what is one more regret, in a life full of them?

She had nightmares from young, which carried on into adulthood. She would flail, as though warding off an unseen attacker. They stopped when we were married, and she slept soundly in my arms. I did not know if I had banished them, or if they had simply gone into hiding to bid their time. When I returned to the sea, which was soon after, I did not know if the nightmares returned. A year had passed like a gust that moves so fast that sails do not catch it, and I received my Master’s Certification. A blue piece of paper that said I was a captain, and that meant I was leaving. As I left, I thought:

I could grow to love her.

 






Ship

Childhood is measured in moments, adulthood is measured in years.

I remember the moment one summer’s day, climbing up an apple tree in a fenced-off yard. The crinkle of wrinkled bark flaking off where I touched. The tickle of small ants climbing me like I was an apple tree. The crunch of an apple, sour, yet sweet in my mind for having plucked it with my hands.

I remember the moment one moonlit night, the first time I had ever kissed a girl. The last time I ever asked for permission. The last time butterflies would flutter with the landing of a kiss. She had a slight crease on her upper lip, a little to the right from the middle. Not a cleft, just a slight crease, from always biting her lip that one same place. It was barely visible. But I noticed, and felt it, and took special care, to kiss that spot more gently.

I remember the moment I left my best friend behind.

For adults, moments are absorbed into days, and days dissolve into years, and our lives are reduced to a series of four digits between birth and death.

We reminisce about ‘The moment I first kissed’.

And we detail ‘The year we were married’.

In the digits 1-9-1-2, I was to take command of a new vessel in Southampton, to make her maiden voyage to New York. Since making captain, there had been a succession of commissions, and endless blues of seas. Eleanor had become accustomed to life as the wife of a sailor. I could finally say that I had a home, yet, still I was more at sea. If it did not have her approval, at least it had her acceptance.

The taxi headed for the docks, and I sat in its carriage. Berth 44, I had been informed. The air thronged with the staccato clatter of hooves on cobblestones, and the underlying scratch of rusty wheels. I heard it, but did not listen to it.

I was listening to the singing of birds that were not there, but they sounded no less beautiful for not being there. In the countryside, flowers bloomed far from the city, but I admired them no less for being far away. In the sky, the sun stayed hidden behind a cloud, but still I felt its touch upon my face.

The street sign read Above Bar Street, and the taxi turned the corner. Dockworkers and families had migrated from all over England and Ireland, to labour in Southampton’s growing port and passenger trade, and this was where many of them lived. I imagined most of my crew would be saying their goodbyes, and heading to the ship from here.

I saw a rectangle, filled with smaller, but equally rectangular rectangles. Beside it was another. And another, going down as far as I could see along the thick black line that was like the edge of a mirror, for on the other side was an identical stretch of rectangles. The black line was Above Bar Street, and its residents lived in perfectly organised rectangles.

Boxes instil an urge to jump out of them, and the residents answered it, spilling onto the street in a delightful disorder. Men sharing their expertise on the weather and the merits of tobacco, one hand affixed to their pipes, the other propping up their houses. Wives nagging them, and being ignored, unconsciously revelling in the bliss of married life. Their children playing gaily on the street. One hopscotching girl had to hop out of our way, and I had a mind to spare the drive his tip.

The world vibrated, and sometimes shook, as the carriage convoluted over patchy streets, and the occasional jarring judder punctuated the ever-present shudder.

At the end of the street, like a border between worlds, loomed the Bargate. Behemoth of stone and flint, its arches stood astride the street, and all who wanted passage had to go between its legs. It was the only road route between Above Bar Street and Southampton High Street, and through its ancient walls I went.

The wheels stopped protesting, and glided over High Street. Here, the windows were large and confident, clad in lace of glazing bars. Entrances embellished with frilly awnings underlined balconies of curlicued patterns. Unlike Above Bar, the buildings vied to stand out, while its people tried to fit in.

They stood neatly on the sidewalk, a sure sign of good upbringing. Gentlemen charming with, “Good day, Ma’am.” Ladies replying charmed with, “Very good indeed.” They prattled over the wonderfulness of their days, and commiserated with each other on the countless niggles of their lives. Talking lots, saying little. Meeting and mingling safe from the hoi polloi.

Up and down the sidewalk bobbed huge broad-brimmed hats. Underneath, masks of powder. And under those masks, pranced ladies of trailing dresses and impossibly narrow waists. Less an hourglass, than a strangled bouquet of flowers.

Gentlemen strutted upright in formal suits and starched trousers, and schlepped under the weight of formidable top hats. I understood the lengths people went for fashion, but I began to think they had gone too far, when I perceived the peak of a particularly prodigious specimen. I could see it poking out from behind the row of buildings. It was outrageously huge. More of it was revealed, as we travelled down the street, and I saw it had a band of red below its stark black tip. Another popped up beside it, and another, and another. Until there were four of them lined up in a file.

Of course, they were the funnels that crowned the ship awaiting its captain. They towered more than eighty feet above the boat deck, dwarfing the neighbouring ships and buildings. The first three released the steam from the boilers, and the fourth was an imposter. Someone had the brilliant thought, that the ship would look more impressive with four, rather than three. I would have gone for three, and be done with it, for a long time ago in Hong Kong, I had learned that the number four, represented death.

The ship was an Olympic-class ocean liner. Displacing 52,310 tons, it was the largest in the world, bigger and grander than all her rivals on the shipping scene. My employer, and the owner of the ship, was the White Star Line. Someone at the company had said, “Not even God himself could sink this ship.” Most probably the same person who had decided to add the fourth funnel. And most definitely someone who had never been a sailor, for we knew that fate always answered a challenge.

Nearing the end of the street, a large signboard jutted into view. The front of the building cheerily proclaimed, ‘Gaiety Cinema’, and the signboard merrily announced the launch of Tragedy on the Seas.

I did not dwell, for the taxi turned down the hill towards the sea. From here, there was a clear view down to the waterfront where the ship waited. A sheer wall of black steel peppered with portholes, topping off to layers of white below the four funnels.

The horses signalled our arrival with neighs. I tipped the driver, after all. But I requested that the next time he passed Above Bar Street, he did so more cautiously. For the face of a child gone, always stays in the mind. His face turned as grave as mine.

Crossing the gangway, I made for my cabin. Space was not in great abundance aboard a ship, and a sleeping spot rarely equalled the size of the man. This, however, was a different matter. The ship had been designed with luxury in mind. And it appeared that the designers thought it would be a shame for the captain to be lodged in anything less. It was not as though I would be spending much time here. If I was not attending to the duties of navigation, and crew and passenger issues, I would be dealing with the thousand little routines of running the ship.

I walked through the cabin, sizing it up. There was a sitting room, separate bedroom, and even a bath. I thought it a waste of space on a ship. A bath on a ship, when I used to jump into the sea for a quick wash up. It was a more complicated affair than some of the controls on a ship. There was a modern instrument panel, with four dials. The first for hot fresh water, the second for cold fresh water, the third for hot salt water, and the fourth for cold salt water. A totally unnecessary contraption, just like the fourth funnel. The whole thing made me feel out of place.

Setting my luggage case upon the bed, I brushed my hand across the travel-worn leather, feeling the undulations of its every bruise and cut. The latch responded with a click, and I raised it open.

She was there. My little white lily. My constant companion and fellow traveller. I performed the ritual that had kept me safe over the years. Placing her on the desk facing my bed, so she would be the first and last I saw. Somewhere along years, she had ceased to be a thing, and I started to see her as a person. Gently, with two hands. I adjusted her slightly, making sure she was comfortable. I returned her smile.

I was so deep in thought, that the knock at the door startled me. As I withdrew my arms with a start, my cufflinks must have snagged the corner of the frame. She fell before I could save her.

The knock was followed by another, but I ignored it. I picked up the frame hastily. She was still there, but another flower had grown over, obscuring her from view. It blossomed with petals of jagged edges. A dab of red in the centre. I felt the tiny prick on my finger, from which a single drop of blood had travelled through shattered glass, reaching paper.

I swore at my clumsiness. I would get the glass replaced at the next port.

Placing her back into the case, I went to answer the door.

“Is everything alright, Sir? I heard something drop,” my first officer said.

“Just a small accident. Nothing to worry about,” I replied.

“Very well, Sir. The sailing report is ready.”

 
As we conferred on the details of our journey, from beyond the cabin, a muffled murmur grew, steadily growing. Soon, we could not ignore it, and we went out in its direction, onto the deck.

They poured from across the dock, funnelling through gangway’s neck, seeping into the hold of the ship. Possessions in bags, hopes in hearts. Some old, some yet to be. From boys as young as I used to be, to seasoned men of salt and pepper.

The trimmers, boilermen, stokers, firemen, who would work the engines. The stewards and stewardesses who attended to the needs and wants of passengers. The cooks and bakers, and the waiters who served their fare. The pantrymen, lift attendants, librarians, bar staff and barbers. There was a group lugging unwieldy cases of awkward shapes, and I saw they were the ship’s band who would play for us as we sailed. As the sea sung, they would accompany its tunes.

They shuffled in, arriving on time for muster and registration. A ship can make a thousand journeys, but only one maiden voyage. I was sure they were all excited to be serving on this journey. All of over nine hundred men and women.

I listened to their thoughts, as I heard their mingled voices.

A decision yet made, pleasantly delayed.

A newborn child, awaiting a return.

An unformed thought, yet born.

A heartfelt message, undelivered.

A goodbye kiss, missed.

They would be soon joined, by passengers of various classes. And they would make a total of more than two thousand souls I would be responsible for.

I turned from the side, towards the bow of the ship. It was customary for vessels of shipping lines to have a common theme for their names. The White Star Line gave their ships names ending with an ‘-ic’. It operated many famous ships, like the Britannic, Germanic, Teutonic and Majestic. And there, proudly painted on the bow, was:

RMS Titanic.

 






Voyage

Truth comes in multitudes.

We sift through them, and pick the one that best suits our needs and fits the contours of our mind. April 15, 1915 was a day of many truths. But I can only share the one I know.

Dawn had broken with the promise of calm weather. The ship had been clothed in all her finery, her every flag flying confidently from her masts and riggings. The maiden was ready to begin her voyage.

I felt it keenly. The combined weight of their anticipation. The passengers on board, awaiting new lives, in a new land. The technicians in the engine room, arms poised above levers and gauges. The men in the boiler room, shovels at the ready in their callused hands. The officers on the bridge, looking towards me respectfully from the sides of their eyes.

It is only natural, to hesitate on the cusp of a decision. I had the odd feeling of having forgotten something. That something was off, if only slightly. I ran through everything again in my mind, and finding nothing amiss, gave the order.

The mooring lines were cast off from shore, and the anchors raised. Deep in the bowels of the ship, men stirred, and roused to action. From great heaps of black, they shovelled coal into furnaces burning fervent gold. Beneath the surface, mighty propellers started to turn for the very first time. They churned the water, yet she stayed still, refusing to budge. She was a grand dame, not easily moved.

 
The water stopped churning, and began to present gentle ripples and eddies. As she inched forward and gathered speed, from the funnels trailed clouds of smoke and steam. The first, the second, the third. And the fourth funnel tried to find a purpose.

A large concourse of people had gathered to speed her on. As she moved clear of the dock, crowds of loved ones followed her along the quayside, as far as they could. Over the water echoed shouts of dear farewells and final words. She glided in the brilliant sunshine down the water, laden with the hopes of all on board and all on shore. Her whistles were the largest ever made in her time, and moving from harbour to open sea, we bid adieu with a resonant tune.

As was the norm, messages came and went on the ship’s wireless radio. From other captains in the vicinity, I received not a few personal greetings and best wishes on my new vessel, and I politely responded as best as I could in between duties. It was an open channel, and messages between other ships were received in the mix.

Moving onwards, some of those messages carried notices of ice fields and bergs. This was of no surprise. In the cold of winter, chilly air and frigid water come together, to give birth to ice over the northern seas. And the warmth of spring sets it free, in bits and pieces that flee south in rambling lines across the shipping lanes. Fear them, and a sailing career is over. Respect them, and one might just travel a little farther.

I approached them like I would a drunken sailor. I would not deign to step off the sidewalk, but I would give them a wide berth. Given the fairness of the weather, and the ample lookouts posted to spot any potential hazards, I would navigate as normal. This was standard practice, and a captain prone to stopping on account of ice would soon find himself without a ship.

On the bridge, I was handed a message from the RMS Caronia, reporting ice from latitude 42° North to longitude 49° to 51° West. This was around three hundred miles north of our projected course, and I had it marked down on the main chart. It was followed by a message from the Dutch steamer Noordam, noting ice in roughly the same position that the Caronia had reported, confirming that we were well clear of it. Deciding to take an extra precaution, I headed for the chart room. I plotted a different track to avoid the worst of it, sailing much further south away from the ice.

Emerging onto the deck, I found that night had crept up on me. I had missed the passing of the day, and gone straight into the dark. The wind rollicked somewhere beyond the horizon, where I could not see or feel. Lacking its accomplice, the sea laid low, flat and stark as a dark marble tabletop.

The air was locked, unmoving. We were sailing in a vast, black box, but for the play of light upon the sky. The moon was missing, but not missed. For upon the blank canvas of sky, speckled a thousand stars like everlasting embers, and countless millions beyond human eyes.

Lines materialised, as I traced the zodiac of my mind. A ship between planets. The face of Eleanor looking upon me. A lily. They kept shifting, as the stars floated upon the firmament. Some rising from the horizon, some sinking into the ocean, one shooting across my sky.

 
There was a mountain of official documents, requisitions and other assorted paperwork to be surmounted before reaching New York. It sat in my cabin, not getting smaller by the minute. I retreated to deal with what I considered the most arduous part of my duties. I trudged up its side with reluctant steps, and soon was lost in its paths.

The pool of ink spread over the surface of paper, from the stationary nib of pen. My hand was poised above the paper, motionless, when the world began to turn. My mind had to travel great distances to return to my body, and it took a moment to realise that I was not in my boyhood bed in The Potteries.

I looked at the glass on my desk, inches from my pen. One side of the water was higher than the other, and getting even more so. The ship was turning. The glass of water need not have spoken. I would have felt it in my sleep.

She shuddered, as though something unpleasant had touched her and she was revulsed. There was an ominous grinding noise along the bottom of the vessel, the very last sound a captain can bear to hear, and serrated rocks grated in the pit of my stomach. She shook for seconds that passed like hours, then stilled. A stillness that makes one wonder if something that had transpired, actually did. The desperate hope that grips one, in the moments after.

Clutching that hope, I ventured gingerly onto the deck. It could yet be a dream, or a figment of my mind. In the seascape of the night, I squinted, looking for something I hoped not to find. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I watched that hope flutter away as I saw the dark blue peak of an iceberg silhouetted against the sky. It sailed past to starboard, nonchalantly, like the careless, harmless brush of a stranger on the street. But I knew it was only wishful thinking, and that it had surely made its mark upon the ship.

Scattered chunks of ice glowed with the reflected light of dim deck lamps. They littered the forward well deck and starboard promenade, declaring the passing of an iceberg. Sidestepping the ice, I made for the edge. The frigid metal of the handrails scalded my bare hands as I grabbed them. Staring down into the gloom, I scrutinised the hull. There was no damage my naked eyes could perceive, but I had to make certain.

I rushed to the bridge as quickly as I could. Along the passenger cabins, a sprinkling of passengers paced the deck with their insomnia and nighttime musings. As we encountered, I slowed, with a tip of my cap, to avoid undue alarm. If there was serious damage, the ship would start to list, and there was an instrument that would tell me so. In the wheelhouse, the clocklike commutator presided before the compass, and gave its grim judgement. She was listing five degrees to the starboard side that had been struck.

Bearers of bad news travel in droves, and they must have heard their cue. Thus began the relentless parade, each one trampling again the ground of the one before, and setting the path for the one after.

The carpenter duly appeared to give his report. The forepeak hatch had blown off, and the Number One tarpaulin was ballooning up under pressure. Irrefutable evidence, that the ship was making water. One of the crewmen followed, recounting that he had sounded the wells down in the firemen’s compartments, and found seven feet of water in all of them. Unavoidable fact that the she was making water, and doing so with cruel haste.

Alongside roaming souls, the ship carried intimate messages on paper. Only moments later, one of the mail clerks from the postal office down on G Deck delivered his message. In the spaces between words, water was filling the mail hold one deck below the postal office. The sea was drowning those human emotions, faster than the clerks could save them.

The blows came one after the other, and I kept my back stiff, as inside I reeled. Steadying my mind, I rang down to the engine room, giving the final order to stop the ship for good. There was nothing else I could do.

I had enough of bad news. I would see the damage for myself. I descended into her depths, to see how deep we were in. Downwards I went, plumbing her lower levels. As I moved from compartment to compartment, each welcomed me with a reservoir of ill tidings.

First, it lapped at the soles of my feet. Then, it reached for my ankles. It hugged my knees. When it wrapped itself around my waist, I knew there was no avoiding it. The sea fancied the ship and me. The sea always gets what it desires.

I answered my worst fears, with the order to get the boats out and distribute the life preservers. The passengers were to be rudely pulled from their beds, and politely herded to the boats. It was to be the end of their cruise. Though not the one we had intended, the ship had reached her destination. She would not be budging from her position, and not be moved by any amount of cajoling and sweet persuasion. She would remain at this, her resting spot.

Stewards went from door to door like hurried postmen. Knocking, waiting, delivering messages and running on to the next. The passengers left the certainty of their cabins, into the confusion of the boat decks. They looked a motley crew with their wardrobes chaotically put together. Pyjamas that came in two flavours, plain or striped, and odd garments hastily donned.

I saw traces of the sandman, on sleep-stained eyes. Spotted lingering shadows of unslept night, on shaded eyelids. Spied hints of nighttime harmonies, in the flush of cheeks. In the midst of an incipient chaos, an elderly couple positively glowed, and before I could catch myself, inside I smiled.

People can be divided, into neat little categories of where they placed their trust. There were those who placed it in science and the wonders of man, talking calmly, firmly believing in the unsinkability of the ship, for formulas were truth, and truth will set one free from misfortune.

Some placed it in God or other garden varieties of gods, chanting the muddled words of prayers, chains of words they wore like impenetrable mail armour around their selves.

Then there were those for whom trust is an unknown entity. Without recourse to any thing, they sped straight to despair. Frantic with fear, or dumb with terror. Lashing outwards with curses, or collapsing inwards to silence.

I counted the single blessing, that panic had not pervaded the crowd. If it already had, it did not announce its presence, and a certain order prevailed. The covers were unlaced, lights were seen to be properly provided, and the boats were swung out over the anticipating water.

I drew the lesson learnt long ago, from the well of my memory. Pulled it up from a place far away, and long ago. My order came in four words from the past.

“Women and Children First.”

My officers began calling for them to come forward and step into the boats. I walked the line of lowered boats, and stopped at Lifeboat Number 4. There was a little girl in a small red coat, toggle buttons and loops closing it against the cold. She looked lost, abandoned, unable to climb onto the boat. In the surrounding madness she would have been forgotten, left to a certain fate. I took off my life jacket, and put it over her. It fitted loosely, but it would do. I reached forward, and lifted her over the railing and into the boat.

Between her ponytails, I patted her head and told her, “You’re a really brave girl.”

“Take care of yourself, alright?” I said.

She smiled in reply, and asked, “Will you be alright?”

It caught me unexpected. For a second, I heard and felt whistling palms, and warm sand sprinkling between toes. A lily in hair. An unearthed memory.

Other hands reached out, and took her from mine. I stepped back from the boat, as a crewman took my place. I did not cross my fingers.

We were in the Atlantic. I looked southeast, towards where I thought Anjer from my long ago was. The stars rested in their chosen dark corners of the sky. Watching us, as we watched them. Towards right ahead, where black stopped, and dark blue began, one was winking. Bright. Not. Bright. Not. Were stars high and mighty beings who from heaven looked down at our earthly predicaments? If so, I would rather not have stars. Rather be ignored by the blank stare of obsidian night, than be mocked by celestial beings carefree and therefore callous.

But I might have misjudged the stars. I put binoculars to my eyes, and through their lenses I was transported ten miles forth. Ten miles more, from ten miles forth, slim droplets of water gathered into a heavy fog, uncontrollably growing. The fragment of light glistened and dimmed, as the fog in places thickened and thinned. I made out the blinking star to be instead a masthead light from a far-off steamer. I was not sure if I was straining my eyes, or my imagination.

There was a store of distress rockets on the bridge, and I sent one of the crewmen to hunt them out. They were to be launched, from sockets mounted on the starboard and port wings of the bridge. Found, placed and prepped, we pulled at their firing lanyards, egging them skywards.

Released from their lairs, the dragons roared as they flew. Tails of gold, trails of white. Higher, higher they soared, racing for castles in the clouds. They shone brightly, and burned quickly. In a big bang, they were reborn as stars scattering across the sky. Going up with a brilliance. Going out with a blaze.

They floated downward, from where they scattered. As they fell, they corkscrewed through the air, tracing the sky with sinuous patterns, fading fast. Pillars of smoke disintegrating into night.

 
The stars watched. So did the passengers. And I hoped the far-off light did too. Some of the passengers stayed hapless parties to an unfolding disaster. Some became bewondered spectators to a magic show of light, and for a moment they were not where they were. Beyond ships and trains, there are vessels besides that transport us to faraway places. Far away from home, from prison, from pain or from a sinking ship. I had this thought, that if we could snatch delight from the jaws of despair, there would always be hope. For what, I was not sure.

We saw the explosions, before we heard them. Their bangs echoed like drums in a chamber. An announcement, followed by music. The light, bright flourishes of the violin chased after those echoes. The heavy, dark timbre of the double bass protested. And the cello, switching between bursts of passion and bouts of solemn, brought the two together. They sung together in a chorus, and I recognised their trio as Archibald Joyce’s “Dreams of Autumn”. A piece that started out slow and melancholic, then built up to a light, almost chirpy tune. The reverse of what I imagined was to come.

Those dreams drifted down the boat deck, from where the ship’s band was playing. Good men. I thought. Some might have assumed they had played at my behest. Truth be told, they had felt it their noble duty, and duly performed.

The sea had lost its patience, and hungered for its prize. Licking its lips, it lapped at the bow, then gobbled it up. Soon after, it devoured the prow, and bite by bite, began to inch its way up the forecastle. I watched as it frothed over the rails, onto the port side of Deck A, just one deck below. The white bones of the foremast and rigging stuck out of its mouth, but I knew the ship would be swallowed whole.

I roamed through the ship. Cabins, corridors and public rooms so full of life so short ago. Now filled only with footsteps mine, tunes of the band that played above and, in the sky, and the residual strains of people. Hours before, a child had laughed resonantly as she ran. Her laughter had reflected off the walls, reverberated in the nooks and crannies of the spaces, and its trace travelled to my ears. A father and mother had walked hand in hand, sharing their hopes for their child, and I eavesdropped on the vestiges of their conversation.

They trembled. The strings of my heart, as the violin pulled them, played them. Left. Right. To. Fro. The cello hummed its constant tone. The double bass sounded twice, at the end of every sequence. A steady beat accompanied, from the rockets flying above drumming above.

I marched through the passageways. Giving the final order to abandon ship. To the men struggling to get the last boat ready, I said, “You’ve done your best, boys. Now look out for yourself.” To the radiomen stoically working over the wireless, I said quietly as I went into the room, “Men, you have done your full duty. You can do no more. Abandon ship.” I moved together to the deck where they gathered, and as my farewell reminded them of a lesson I had learnt as a boy, “Goodbye. Remember you are British.”

As I released my men from their duty, I too felt I was letting go of something. Something that might have grown from the first inkling of disaster, or might have followed me all my life. I let go of it, in return for the calm of acceptance, that had till then eluded me.

There was only one thing left. The one thing I truly cared for. I returned to my cabin, and thankfully it was yet submerged. Inside my case. She was still there. I clutched her to my chest, and held her tight. Everything would be alright. We would sink, but everything would be alright.

I returned to the bridge. It was here that I commanded, and here that I would dwell. My ears rang, from the ominous sound of instruments not playing. The violin quietened. The cello muted. The double bass hushed. Replacing them, I thought I heard the sound of large bubbles frantically gasped. Followed by the trickling of small bubbles. Lingering pockets of air from unmoving bodies descending through still water. The silence in the air mimicked the silence in my heart.

As dreams ended, through glass, I saw light. The lights of the boats rowing away. The life of the ship floating away. I heard stifled sobbing floating across the water. Like stifled sobbing behind a door I had chosen not to open.

The floor beneath my feet shifted, as the stern of the ship lifted clear out the water. The lights were no more, and I was now looking straight into the abyss. In the pitch darkness I could see only my little white lily.

As the waters rose over my head, I might or might not have shed a tear.

 






Nowhere

I took in a deep breath. My lungs filled to the brim, and I was immersed completely.

It was a heady whiff. The smell of rolling hills that caught a ride to me on a breeze. The unnumbered blades of grass cut pockets in the air that flowed across them in gusts of wind. Packed them full with the scent of life, and sent them on my way.

I looked away from the green hills in the distance.

“That is where I want to be.”

I said as I faced Joe, still as a log. Mouth wide as a drunk’s smile. I would not call him back from the land of dreams.

I walked down the stairs. As I stepped on their backs, their bones creaked. In the living room, I recognised my father, from his back turned to me. How could I not? As a thousand times and once before, he did not look up as I walked into the room. He was looking down, and I guessed he was looking at the photograph of my mother, as usual.

Images of our lost, reminding us of our loss. And we clutch onto them like a drunk to his bottle.

I ignored him. As I had learned I should. I walked to the mantelpiece, for the image of what I would never lose.

She was not there. My little white lily. But by the side of where she used to be, a spot unshielded by dust, smiled the stranger I never came to know.

We never imagine our parents as being young. As having had to go through the journey of growing up. As individuals composed of equal parts fear and hope as we are. I spied the traces of doubt within my mother’s smile, I felt a strange sheepishness for seeing her as a person rather than a parent.

My father set the frame from his hands, onto the table. He stood, made for his room, and at the doorway, stopped and turned. I followed his gaze to the roiling sea of black. A wind and a sea tussled outside the window, and the driving wind drove the sea insane. It whipped the waves higher and higher, deeper and deeper, till hills became mountains of water. The curtains fluttered madly. Splashes stained the sides of the window. Salty spray tasted by my lips.

I walked away to the frame on the table. My fingers traced its back. I heard the closing of a door behind me. He was gone. I lifted the picture and turned its face towards me. It was my lily.

But it was wrong. Serene white was no more, replaced by a convulsion of orange and red. Where once softness emanated, hardness jutted from its sharp edges. I held it in my hands. Against its will, I could tell. I felt it bristle like something wild, and taken aback, withdrew my fingers from it.

It glided downwards on cushions of air, light as a flower. I made no attempt to save it. It landed, and in the centre, a crack was planted. From that seed grew a shattered flower, and I watched its jagged petals spread across the glass. I left it where it fell.

My finger stung as though from a thorn. Though lilies have no thorns that can be seen. There was a prick, from which no blood came. I pressed firm, yet no blood came, as though no blood coursed.

 
As I looked around the house, it felt like something else was not quite right. The first brick of a building unease had been laid, and steadily it rose as I struggled to think. I felt a growing realisation, that I could not remember how I got to this. This time and place. A strange sense of having been here before, but not quite. A hunch that I had travelled from here before, on a path as yet swallowed by mist.

Like a stream of thoughts reversed, I began to perceive the things I had seen but not noticed. The sea outside the window. The round living room table that had been squared. The twenty-five steps that had grown one extra. The chip on Joe’s front teeth that had moved from right to left.

I had the queer feeling, that I was not seeing things themselves, but seeing them as they seemed once. That the jar on the shelf, was not a jar on a shelf. But a reconstruction, of my perception of a bottle I had laid eyes on years ago.

The colour captured in its glass. The lines that defined its shape. The reflections that glossed its surface. The distortion of light through its depth. The smoothness of its skin. The radiant cold that was its touch. Its varied tones floated to me. And the conductor of my mind bound them together into a single unifying piece. The symphony of the jar on the shelf was one conscious experience, but I discerned the quiet pauses between the notes.

I roamed through the house that could have been a home. Back in my room, the bed was empty. The sheets were as yellowed, yet smooth and uncreased. My father’s room was unlocked, and unoccupied. There was nothing here for me.

 
At the front door, I wrapped my fingers around the knob. It did not obey the twist of my wrist. I tried again, more forcefully. It was unyielding, once again.

I returned its gaze. On the floor, the orange lily was gone, and so had the shards of a flower. My little white lily was as she was. I picked her up, and carried her close to my chest, within my coat.

I turned back to the door, and reached for the knob. It moved from my fingers, as the door flicked as though opened by the wind. I stepped into what was not the street outside my home.

I was in a storehouse, of sorts. There were shelves, stretching beyond where I could see. They seemed to have no end. I was in between two rows of these shelves. Neatly placed, and arranged on them, were glass jars. If the shelves were of a number I could not see, and each shelf had a countless multitude of jars, I could not imagine how many of them there were.

I looked closer at the jars. They were not like the ones in the house from which I had came. They were jars, and not figments of jars put back together. They were not labelled, but as I saw their contents, I recognised them.

A clump of tobacco. A clump of tobacco’s worth of ash. A puff of tobacco smoke.

A growth of hair. A handful of nails. An excess of pressure on a switch. A tremor of fear. A surge of astonishment. A snore of boredom. A spark of anger. A gaggle of laughter. A drop of tear. A throe of passion. A quiver of excitement. It went on, and a catalogue of such, would have filled a library. The world, as I had known it, was here. Every time I had seen something new. It had been deconstructed into its varied constituent parts, collected, bottled, and archived in the glass jars of here, my mind.

When we see a rose, we do not simply see the rose. We see the colours that blush it. We see the curve of its petals. We see the shape of its shadow. We feel the slight rubberiness of its petals. We feel the point of its thorn. We smell the wafted odours that create a fragrance. We go into our storehouse of memories, and emerge, with the perception that we are beholding a rose.

Those glass jars were my memories. My life, made into a collection. Or was the collection my life?

They say, we enter the world with blank slates, and fill in the details as we go. I say, we enter it instead with empty shelves, and fill them with what we gather. Experiences, feelings and senses of things for our own remembrance. Not sins and deeds tallied at the end.

As I moved along the rows of jars, I saw that some of the jars had cracked, through wear of time. Their contents were gone. Lost as ashes in wind. Some of the shelves were crammed so full of jars, that more than a few had dropped, and shattered. Old memories making way for the new.

I watched the collected pasts. From one, I remembered an old sailor. He was losing his memories, faster than he could make them. He tried to hang on to them for the longest time, chasing after them, and clasping them to his chest. But they kept slipping out of his grasp. Escaping the folds of his mind. Journeying, to where memories go to die.

He might have had family. He might have once been loved. Which would have been a tragedy, for it is better to not have loved, than to have loved and lost. The pining for something that never comes, is nothing compared to the longing of something came and gone.

But no one could know, least of all himself. His derelict wreck of a man lay wherever he sunk at the harbour. Few ventured close. Leaving him be, the way we avoid those less fortunate than us. Because we know we are no different. That knowledge, of the possibility that we are simply steps away from a similar fate, is the fear that keeps us away. Not because we do not feel, but because we do.

He used to forget the bundle of rags that was his coat, which shielded him from a frozen death. When I was in harbour, I would chase after him, and bundle him again. I wondered if I was being unfair, by denying him rest. If I was being selfish, saving him for my own sake. So that he could not stain my own memories.

It pained me, that I could return him his coat, but not his memories. Nor give him new ones, to replace those lost to him. I imagined the storehouse of his mind. Saw the waves that spilled in, and stole his memories. Those waves flowed but did not ebb. They took his jars, and never returned them.

I left the memory of the old sailor behind.

And on the floor, littered the broken pieces of jars flung off the shelves like a conscious decision. It must have been of my own doing. Try as I might, I could not retrieve the memory, of the memories I had disowned. Those that brought me sorrow. That singed my fingers as I felt them. Scarred my heart as I held them. People and places and feelings that I have chosen to throw away. Now, I regret forsaking them. But a part of myself knew that they were better left behind. For myself, and for them.

On my journey of shelves I continued. I do not know how long I walked. I could not detect the passing of seconds. Possibly because they did not pass. The duration of my travel, could not be measured in the increments of time. Here, now, seconds, minutes, hours and days did not seem to matter. Time, forgotten. Like memories, discarded. Empires could have risen, and fallen, and I would not have known they ever existed. There would be no artefacts, no shards of pottery, no books of glory, no skeletons in the sand.

I reached a shelf, half-packed with jars, ending abruptly. I pored over the last few jars. Pieces of autumn dreams. Flickers of light. A stifled sob. A gasp of air. A mouthful of water stolen from the sea.

I realised, that this was the extent of my memories. The extent of my life. I had gathered so far, and would gather no more.

I knew I had ceased, though somehow, this did not feel like death. I was somewhere in between. A place between places.

A nowhere.

 






No-when

At the end, stands a door.

We walk forth until we reach an end. It is marked by a closed door. The closed door says that this path does not continue. It also says, I am an open door, in waiting. You can stay before me, and wait. Or you can open me, and carry on. It is up to you.

I stood before the door. Leaned forward, and placed my ear against its surface. My right ear, for it heard better. Listening for vibrations of sound travelling through wood. There was nothing. No, there was less than nothing. From the other side of the door, I heard the soundlessness of a void. I thought, So this is what the end sounds like.

The prospect of being stuck for eternity, in the storehouse of my mind, was more foreboding than the fear of the unknown past the door. So yet again, I turned a knob to open a door. Like Life, Afterlife was a progression of doors.

I stepped forth. Across the doorway, that was a Rubicon. As I walked through, I felt the sense of being leaving me. Or rather, I sensed myself leaving my being. I dissipated from me, like steam from body in the early-morning forest. I was stripped from the physical form I had thought of as my body. I rose, and for the first time, saw my body, in its entirety. Then it was gone. It had been simply a temporary vessel for my consciousness. Dare I say Soul?

I was past the doorway. Then I was not. There was no ground on which I trod. No sky under which I walked. There was no light. Therefore, no shadow. No darkness. A blackness bereft of malice, lacking even the colour Black. No ray of light touched eyes that did not exist. Light changes the nature of things. Casts a glamour of beauty. Takes beauty away in harshness. But now I perceived, without the artifice of light.

There was a passageway. A floor of wooden plank, parallel hanging pairs of rope to each side, open-topped to the firmament of the void. Ahead faded into the blackness, and as I moved what was before, the blackness closed what was behind. I reversed my steps, to return to the door. I could not find it. It was no more. The world had been reduced to a passageway. I moved ahead again, and eventually, came to its end.

Looking down, timbers. Looking up, sails. I was on a ship.

Turning left, horizon. Turning right, horizon. It was on an open sea.

Winds that did not blow, tugged at the sails, pushing it forward. If little else, there remained an abstraction of direction, and Forward still held a certain meaning. There was a direction, but I suspected, no destination. I wondered why Afterlife should share so much with Life.

I advanced to the bow, propelled by will, for I had no legs to carry me. From its tip, to the unreachable horizon, a sea adorned in silver, a mirrored surface that reflected and absorbed, distorting perception. A vast sea of mercury.

The ship sliced through the sea, cutting it perfectly, leaving no wake. A stranger through a crowd passed daily. In an unmappable place, charging forth on an unchartable course.

In the distance, the surface was broken by a stark white edge gently curving. An immense glowing semicircle, slowly rising into a circle ascending the sky. It settled into the spot of the sun or moon, but cast no glow.

A stark black line, like a towering pillar, emerged. It rose, and settled on a spot on the great white disc. It was followed by a pair of the same. A trio. Then a quartet. From beneath the surface, thus rose a series of ‘I’s, ‘X’s, and ‘V’s that adorned the face of the disc.

They preceded two narrow monoliths surpassing in size. One longer, one shorter. The shorter, rested on the longer. From the centre, they pointed to the top. Viewing the entire ensemble, I saw a clock in the sky. The hands both pointed skywards, to twelve. Twelve midnight. The longer swung, and as it did, a ‘Tick’ rang out across the world. It swung again, and a ‘Tock’ pursued the echoes across the sea. In this way it advanced. What passed for a minute in this world, followed by another in its place.

Shorter moved to two, and longer moved to twenty. It was two-twenty. Of day, or of night. They paused for a minute. The longer moved yet again. Then improbably, moved backwards, and it was two-twenty yet again.

Somewhere, someplace else, in a time that could have passed, at two-twenty, a ship slipped beneath the waves.

This way I travelled. Swinging forward, being swung backwards. Forward, and then backwards through time. Repeating a moment. The same grain of sand falling and rising through the narrow neck of an hourglass. I would never reach tomorrow. Neither the next hour, nor the following minute. In a surreal realm of nothingness, a place beyond time and space, I was trapped.

We travel forth and back through time. Sometimes at will. Sometimes transported against it. We leave traces of us, in the places we have been. In the times we have had. Those little bits of us that we leave, keep calling us back. And we find, to our dismay, that memory can also be the most lasting of things.

Someone whispered, and I caught the trace of it. The whispers came from somewhere beyond the horizon. I could not hear them clearly. One followed another, travelling to me. Migrating over the sea from the world which they had come. A flying stream of words that flowed over me.

Voices from a gentleman. Voices from a lady. Voices from a child. Voices heard, and voices mute.

Words spoken. Words shouted. Words whispered. And words unspoken. Words spoken through a beard. Through a lisp. Through pursed lips. Through sealed lips. Through gritted teeth. Through lying teeth.

Words thrown, that cannot be retrieved. Words of memories both true and false, all spoken in absolute conviction.


He was drunk, his eyes were bloodshot.

He let slip a tear, as he carried me into the boat.

He was going too fast.

It was a clear night, and we were cruising normally.

He jumped into the ocean, like the rest.

I did not see him leave the ship.




Those voices did not seek me, but they called to me, they pulled at me. They seemed to be coming even faster now. The path, became a street. Their numbers grew, mingling like a crowd, and sounding as one. They grew more urgent, more fervent. The crowd, became a mob. They clamoured. I was the object of their attention.

They reached, clawing and ripping. Tearing into pieces, grinding into dust. The ropes that made the rigging started to split into strands. The strands separated into threads. The threads started to fray. The deck was rising, plank by plank, bit by bit, layer by layer. First the thin veneer of dirt, then the layer of varnish. The wood splintered, then the splinters themselves split and I could see them no longer. The ship and I rose, in our speckled fragments.

It was a peaceful rending. From one essence, into a million specks of myself. I suffered no pain, and felt no loss. Just the serene sensation of rising like a cloud of ash from a pyre. As the infinitesimal bits of me rose and scattered, my consciousness ebbed. A wave retreating from the surface of this world, never to return. I would miss it, for its nothingness. The first place, I had found a semblance of tranquillity.

The clock ticked over to the next unreachable minute.

 






Return

I stirred from lifeless still.

Awaking from what felt to be a deep sleep. So deep that I must have misplaced in dreams, the memory of having gone to sleep. Like those times I had awakened with fright in my arms, and for an instant grappled with the fear that I was supposed to be someplace else. Or maybe someone else. Where am I? When am I? Who am I? A momentary horror, before the rest of my mind seeped back into my skull, from a mist that hovered around my head as I slept.

I awoke, as though for the very first time. As a newborn does, eyes closed to the world, delaying for as long as possible the moment already passed. I was face down on a surface gently sliding and shifting. I turned, and laid my head on its side. I heaved and pried, and my eyes unsealed. A million arrows of light pierced through the air, and I pulled them shut to shield them. I hesitated, then drew in the world by millimetres. Opening my eyes, I looked. I was on a mattress of sand, hard in its valleys, and soft at its peaks. The wind blew, raising the peaks and deepening the valleys. I watched, as the wind sculpted. Endless sculptor of the land.

On my back I turned. Above my head, there hung the sky. Below the sky, there moved the clouds. On the clouds, there played my life. My life took shape, as clouds acted out its scenes on their stage. I watched, mesmerised. Through the sky, impaling clouds, were lines in sky. They came from earth, grew tall and high. Turning before reaching heaven, returning to the earth, one end to the other. Luminescence, after rain. How strange, that there should be lines in sky, somersaulting through air. That rainbows should exist, curved, yet straight, in a world that abhors straight lines.

We notice things out of place. And miss things out of sight. Things we cannot see, do not exist. The rainbow looked shy of how I remembered it. It seemed a rainbow without soul. And I remembered what rainbows had. What I used to love it for, what was missing. Colour. It had seven shades, not of colour but of grey. Shades of grey colouring its flanks, as it galloped across the sky.

From castles in the sky, archers shot arrows of light that rained all about me. Rays coloured the memory of golden. If sunrays were now purple, I would be no wiser.

Whilst I had wandered an unnatural place of dreams, the fabric of nature on which I slept had been pulled out from under me. Washed, bleached, wrung and drained of every drop of colour. Returned, before I woke.

Colours have only names, and no words. Described, only by what we call them. Denying definitions of their own. I felt them fading from my mind, as they had faded from the world. I struggled to remember them, but there was nothing to anchor them within the unlocked vault of my mind. Should I say a few words for them? If I took a moment of silence, for every shade of every colour the world had revealed to me, my silence would be eternal.

I pitched my elbows, and pushed myself to my feet. Grains of grey sprinkled off my clothes. I looked down, and saw the smart grey uniform of a captain. Those I had worn for so long, across so many seas. It had become a second skin, though I would say it was my first. Enrobing me in dreams, and clothing me as did now. Shipshape, as a captain’s uniform always should. The buttons shined a grey sheen, the gold trimming shone grey, the white fabric lay uncreased and grey. Immaculately grey, unsullied by the aftermath of a shipwreck. Close to my heart, in the inside pocket where I had kept it, I felt the edges of the painting I had taken with me.

Standing, on grey sea of grains, beside grey sea of drops, I found myself on the beach just aft of Southampton Port. Returned, to where I had begun. I started walking in the direction of where my house was. I felt no rush. I did not bemoan the seconds that slipped as I stepped. I had lost the feeling so common to human experience. The urge to chase after every minute like it was our last. And in chasing them, lose each one forever.

I did not feel the irrepressible elation, of those given a second chance. Only the detached acceptance of a worn traveller, on a road that extended into the long-drawn-out distance.

The shadow of a former self, walking the world shades of its former self.

 






Home

I was welcomed home, by a lilac tree standing in the front yard. It bloomed magnificently, and its fragrance made one see with eyes closed.

Eleanor had asked for only one thing when I proposed.

“A lilac tree,” she said. “Purple, if you really love me.”

One had stood on her childhood home in Lancashire, watching her grow. She hoped to replace the one in the home she was leaving, with one in the home she was going to. It was not difficult to find one that was of the right colour. Lilacs came only in purple.

Unlike other fragile flowers, it did not require much. It was the last thing she ever asked of me. She was not in the habit of asking for things.

Lilacs symbolised confidence, and innocence. Another reason why she loved them, she confided. She hoped the latter, would make up for the former. They also symbolised first love.

When there were lilacs, there was spring. We did not know whether lilacs signalled the coming of spring, or if spring comes because of the blooming of lilacs, but it marked the sharing of our years. In that way, we shared our anniversary with the birthday of spring. We hoped, against hope, that as spring always comes, our anniversary would always, too.

The lilac tree was a life that belonged to both of us, something that together we could watch grow. We could look after it, share in its caring, and feel proud of its blossoming.

 
Hidden within the roots of that gorgeous tree, was a single pebble. And underneath that pebble, was a key. It opened the door to the house.

We leave traces of ourselves, in the spaces we inhabit. Clues that we leave. The outlines of our lives. A presence that lingers. I walked through the house, through the spaces of us.

A shelf, lined with books. Backs to the world, spines showing. Arranged by author, alphabetically. Odd ones abrupting the sequence, signposting the existence of another.

A large desk, too big for one, too small for two. Upon its surface, unfurled the cartography of two sovereigns. Across the landscape, landmarks delineated the beginning of one, and the other. Navigational maps, technical sheets and maritime blueprints, side by side with romantic novels and cooking recipes. Stacks and piles. Porous border between two persons.

A chair upholstered with the petals of a floral print. A layer of flowers on which she rested as she knit. A sewing basket at its feet. At the other end of the room, another chair. There I would sit facing her, reading the papers, or perusing some other manner of paper. She would knit, and I would read. When she finished a section, she would look up and smile towards me. When I completed a chapter, I would look up and do the same. Sometimes, they happened at the same time. On the rare days I was home, it would be that way many times, through the thin, light silence that we enjoyed. Every couple has their special rituals that no other has discovered.

Upstairs, the windows were ajar. A spirited breeze flew in, expiring in dark corners of the room. The curtains captured the light, twisting and turning in the pockets of the net. Streaks of escaped light rippled through guarding shadows of the room. Under this dancing blanket of light and shadows, lay Eleanor on the bed. They moved in the wind like flying in the sky, the curtains gently caressing as I walked through them to her.

We never argued, but we did have our thick, heavy silences. And sometimes, she would rather shy away in pretend sleep, to change the nature of that silence. As air became her breath, it played tunes only my ears could hear. One for pretend sleep. Another for truthful sleep. It hissed softly, as it tunnelled through her little nose. It whistled lightly, as it squeezed through her lips. It whispered to me, that she was asleep.

By the bed, I went on a knee, and moved close. As I so often did, with a gentle hand I swept away a cloud of curls to reveal the moon of her face. It wore the innocence we all regain in sleep. Yet, it bore as well traces of sadness. A trail that descended from her eyes. I saw the path tears had taken, as they had slipped through the bars of her lashes, slid down the curve of her cheek, and plunged into her pillow. I had not known that tears left stains.

She shifted slightly. There were newspapers beside her, and they complained with crinkles as they wrinkled. It was not like her. I was always the one who went straight from stories to dreams.

The stream had dried, but tears come from an everlasting fountain. Treading delicately, my finger took their path, rubbing out their tracks as it went. So other teardrops could not follow. As they vanished, her eyes opened. Looking up, she asked, “Teddy, what happened…”

I smiled, and hoped it was not one of sadness.

She rose from the bed, and went to her chair. I took my place facing her. From the sewing basket, she delivered a half-born bundle of yarn unspun. There we both sat, the tic-tic-ticking of wooden knitting needles travelling across the room, bridging the gap between us. As minutes heaped into hours, as threads jumped through loops and got into knots, a sweater slowly took shape. It seemed to be about my size. She looked up, from time to time, but did not smile.

The fencing needles were laid down, parrying no longer. She looked at the sweater in her hands. Then looked to me, as though looking through me. She let out a whimper. A whimper that was an axe hacking into my heart. She took the untethered end of the sweater, and pulled, pulled, pulled. Her hair flailed as she shook her head, shaking the way one refuses to accept something unacceptable, yet undeniable.

As sweater and maker came unstrung, tears forged new paths. This time, they did not sneak out, but charged forth as a cavalcade. Tremors moved across her, as she sobbed silently. The worst way to weep, because something stays within, and keeps on giving.

I went to her, to hold her. But she slipped out of my arms and out the door. Presence sometimes lifts, and sometimes weighs. I surmised that at this time, for some reason, my presence must have felt to her a disagreeable weight.

My mind went to the bed, to the papers she was reading. They must have carried news that had affected her so. I walked, to where my mind was. Laid out on the bed, a story unfolded in the headlines of the Southern Daily Echo.

TITANIC IN DIRE STRAITS, PASSENGERS ARE BEING TAKEN OFF BOATS.

TITANIC SUNK. NO LIVES LOST. ALL PASSENGERS TAKEN OFF.

WRECK OF THE TITANIC. APPALLING LOSS OF LIFE.

TITANIC SINKS AFTER HITTING ICEBERG, PROBABLY 1,250 PERISH.

TITANIC, GIANT WHITE STAR LINER, SINKS AFTER COLLISION WITH ICEBERG ON HER MAIDEN VOYAGE, AND 1,800 LIVES ARE REPORTED LOST IN WORLD’S GREATEST MARINE DISASTER.

The events they spoke of seemed to fit within my memory. Yet in my mind, they lacked the quality of a certain clarity. A play watched behind a pane of frosted glass. Things in mist, that could be shapes taken by mist, or mist taken shape. The way one feels a sense of déjà vu, and cannot place a scene within imagination or experience. Memory being the most tenuous of things, failing us when we count on it.

I read on, and halted, at the next headline.

TITANIC CAPTAIN WENT DOWN WITH SHIP.

I was dead. I must be. The paper said so, so it must be. But somehow, I undoubtedly existed. I felt somewhere between not living, and simply existing.

Within lines of black, quotes of the living.

“He was drunk, his eyes were bloodshot.”

“He let slip a tear, as he carried me into the boat.”

“He was going too fast.”

“It was a clear night, and we were cruising normally.”

“He jumped into the ocean, like the rest.”

“I did not see him leave the ship.”

They were the voices I had heard before. Those that called out to me, from the world, to a place beyond. I saw them, and I heard them. Those voices, and countless many others. In the papers. In multitudinous mouths, for the news had spread far and wide, across the globe.

They talked about me. It felt like they were talking about me at the dinner table, in front of me, as though I were not a party. Their voices rose from the pages, into the air, and into my ears. I closed the papers, shutting them, as I hoped to shut them from my ears.

Still they called. Still they rang in my ears. As one ended, another began. There were so many, they overlapped one another. There was no pause. Like a single flickering candle flame in a temple, kept alight through the centuries by the faithful.

It came to me, as dawn does. Crawling across the surface in inches, gradually illuminating my mind. The realisation, that thoughts, have power. Maybe more power, than anything else on earth. They transform the world within us, and the world around us. In ways we will never fully understand.

 
That too many lives had been lost. The event had been so momentous, that it would never be forgotten. It would be kept alive, in the minds of people, and those who came after them. As it breathed, so would I, in a manner. Some emotions are so strong, some stories so enduring, that their power extends beyond the grave, through the ages. Before, the world was full without me. Now, the world is full only with me.

That like being with an illness leading only to an end, you could be kept past your due time. One could be kept alive, or rather, not allowed to truly die, through force of thoughts. There can be life, beyond death. Sometimes people die, and after death, they live on. Not in the way they used to, but somehow, some way. For people live in different ways. Sometimes right in the middle, where things are clear. Sometimes on the edges, where thoughts and things muddle in a cloudy mix. Sometimes from beyond, where thoughts can be things.

Those voices never stopped. But they ceased to be the way noise crowds out thoughts. They seeped into the background. The way the sound of rushing water dissolves into the air, but not really, for people living beside a stream. It is always there, calling out to them.

Those voices sustained my existence, they replaced the beats in my heart.

 






Living

Things we salvage are never truly the same.

I had been pulled back from the brink. But not all of me. As I was grabbed, pieces of me had stayed where I was. Like a memory, blurred around the edges. The edges, where parts of me had chipped off, left littered on the ground of some other-worldly place.

I had been consigned to see, yet not be seen. To be, yet not be. I could not complain. For was this not the simple fate of many disenfranchised, disavowed and untouched? If it was good enough for them, why should it not be good enough for me? Even more so since it was a second chance, of sorts. The sort that made you wonder, about the difference between a blessing, and a curse.

Eleanor returned to the house, hours later. The house reminded her of something happy, and therefore sad in memory. But she did return. When she did, I went to her, but I could not. She could not see me. The world too, had no eyes for me. It had called, and now it ignored. Unmoored, I went out of the house.

I went down the street, like any other person walking the street of any large city. Unnoticed, unidentified, unseen. People were still blind, but now, not wilfully. On the street, I used to be one of many. And therefore no one. Now, I was none of many. I did not belong, and would never be seen. I wondered which was worse. To be noted, and purposefully unnoticed. Or to be invisible, and naturally unknown.

 
Over the years, though, there were exceptions. My eyes would hop down the street from face to face. Seeing without fear of staring. Those faces would be unfailingly downcast. Downcast, which used to be a fleeting emotion, now elevated into a lasting state of being. A badge worn daily that identifies someone, as one who dwells in the city. They dwell in the city, yet do not live in it.

In the limp, blank, unfocused gaze of city-weary dwellers, I saw the thousand-yard stare. While soldiers stared into the distance, city-dwellers stare into the concrete. All victims of the traumas big and small, that people flock to a city for the privilege of enduring. It takes a thousand bodies and bloodied hands, for the battlefield to grant it to its participants. A city grants it, just for being there. That is the greatness of cities.

Of a thousand pairs of eyes I glanced, one would turn to meet mine. They would regard, blink, and return to the gaze we held, turning with me till I passed. It was a haunting occurrence. Less strange to me as time passed, yet rare enough to chill my spine, for the living to spook the dead.

There were reports, that I had somehow managed to survive the disaster, and made my way undiscovered to wherever I had been seen. Sometime after, a sea captain who claimed to be an acquaintance swore he saw me alive and well in Baltimore. There was also the story of the tramp named Whispering Smith, who claimed shortly before his death that he was me. That he had chosen to wander, instead of returning to face the scrutiny that surely would, and clearly did occur. His claims were deemed as the ramblings of a worn-out old man seeking a final morsel of fame. There were many, but I could not say that all of them were crazy.

I did not think I was the only one. Walking the world, long having been cast off its rotation. The world turns, and there are things that do not turn with it. Things we do not understand. I was sure there must be others, though I had yet to encounter them. Many years later, there was an idolised celebrity who was so well-loved that his death was much denied by his adoring fans. Through the years, a number of people claimed to have seen him, in person and in photographs. They called him The King, and I would have liked to meet him too.

Their eyes held my reflection, but not the flicker of recognition. To them, I was another stranger passing on the street, seeming just slightly out of place. I was nothing. It could not be otherwise. I had never met them before. No connection existed between us. It hurt, that I could be in their strange eyes, but not in those of the one person I cared for.

They say ghosts haunt places. In fact, they haunt people. Places hold no meaning for ghosts. Places gain significance, only from the people who used to grace them. Their presence, their being there, leaves traces that spark the memories of those who return. Even if ghosts linger in places without people, they do so, only because the people have moved on, to places they cannot follow.

This way I returned, to the house we had shared. This way I spent more time with her in death, than in life. She lost a husband, and gained a shadow.

A shadow never leaves your side. It never blinks, seeing everything, yet judging nothing. Sometimes it leads the way, pointing out the path. Sometimes it hangs back, and lets you take the lead. Sometimes it just waits at your feet. It dances to the sun in day, and waltzes to the moon at night. In the nighttime, when there is no moon, and no stars, it simply lies against your skin and patiently waits to rise.

It says things you cannot hear. But you do not really have to. When you look down, weighed with doubts as to your existence, your purpose. Your shadow does not need words to tell you. That you exist. That there is no other shadow like yours. And therefore no other person like you. That there are things that belong to you, and you only. A destiny that only you can fulfil. That while things can go, and people can leave, your path can never be unwalked.

There were moments, when I was right in front of her. Like two separate rays of light from stars of different orbits, our glances met so perfectly, that it could not have been by chance. I hoped desperately that she had seen me, if only for the smallest glimpse. But moments pass, as all moments do. She looked away, and those hopes died as quickly as they had been born.

There are times, when you are drifting along with the familiar rhythm of your life. Suddenly, you catch a tone slightly out of tune. A single misplaced note, in an entire symphony.

You sense something not exactly right. Something that did not belong. Something watching you, out of the corner of your eye. You look behind, to reassure yourself, that what you felt was nothing. That a something did not exist, because it did not materialise in your vision.

 
Sometimes, she stopped in the middle of something, like stopping in the middle of the street. For no reason. And I thought I saw the hairs on the back of her neck stand on ends. The way they do, when one feels the melodies of a poignant song lightly floating from without and within. Or the words of a loved one gently singing from a letter. Or the eyes of a ghost softly touching.

I hoped, like a cat lives. So again I hoped. Thinking that if she could not see me, then maybe at least she could feel me. But I could never know what it was she felt. She could never tell me. I owe an apology, to the many hopes I put through this grim cycle of reviving, and laying to rest, reviving, and laying to rest yet again.

I stood over her, as she exchanged one darkness for another, closing her eyes from night to dreams. I guarded her, and wondered what ailed her, as her eyes rolled beneath her eyelids. I watched her slip under the veil of sleep, as many times as there were as many days. That was the only time she spoke to me. She would call my name, and I would answer. And I could pretend, that we were enjoying the thin, light silence that used to be ours. Pretend, that it was enough. That my heart had ceased to yearn for more, just as it had ceased to beat any more.

I would note the rise and fall of her belly, feeding on and starving of air. Watching it, like it was a phenomenon. I would admire the drawing of lines, of hair trespassing on forehead. Pondering it, like a work of art. I would follow the twitching of her fingers. Tailing them, squinting to read the words they traced upon the linen skin of the bed. As she went where I could not follow, sometimes I haunted the house instead. Taking endless journeys, of the spaces we had shared. Living in the reliving of memories.

These are the chairs, on which we sat. Hers, and mine. Apart, and together. Sometimes she would nod off, and her shawl would slip off and fall to the ground. I would pick it up, and return it to its place. As my arms encircled hers, I would deliver a gentle embrace, and it would live on, in the folds of cloth wrapped tightly around her shoulders. Those embraces lingered delicately in my mind, especially precious, because they were given, without return.

This is the window, from which we watched the world go past. At least the small part of the world that passed the street below. She would face the window. It would be cold. I would be the shawl around her shoulders. It would be cold outside, and we would both be warm inside. A pane of glass, cold to touch, a sheet of ice.

Warmth would travel from a heart, somewhere near and dear. It would course through the channels of our veins, pulsing through our bodies. As it hit the tip of our fingers, it travelled through touch, to glass, leaving paths with frost untouched.

She had put herself out on the glass. Laid herself out on its stark barren plain. There she was, an ‘E’ carved out on its surface. I joined her, a ‘T’ that lay beside her. And through our bodies on the glass, the light shone brighter and truer.

She would ask, “Do you think we’ll stay like this forever?”

I would answer, “Yes. We will. Of course.” Because lying is one of the things we do, for those who matter to us, even though it is at our own expense.

 
This is the bed, on which we slept. We would make our own way into the land of dreams, and find each other there. Those times, I would wake up in the middle of the night, my arm numb from the weight of her head. I would stay still, and put the other around her.

Some days might be overcast, the sliver of sheets between a gulf that defied easy crossing. We would look up at the ceiling.

And in the floating darkness try to find a way to turn to the other despite our pride. Some nights we did, some nights we did not. I regret those nights I didn’t.

There also existed those melancholic grey days, that every couple knows. When, in spite of ourselves, every action was an affront, every word a barb. Those days, when we were both prickly for a day. We would go through the cycle of seething, cooling, then reaching out to the other. But somehow our timing never matched. As we reached, we would touch embers yet glowing hot. And having been burnt for reaching out, we would seethe. The other would note our reaching out, and gently cool. Yet cool would meet scorch, and scorch would meet cool. And there we would go again, repeating the cycle. In bed, we would wait for the movement, that told us that the other had turned around. If neither did, we would wait till morning, and at dawn, finally fall asleep.

This is why the remaining half of an old couple, never leaves the home they shared. The spaces have been filled with so much of them, that they can never truly be emptied. For those left behind, spaces are what is left. We keep going back to those spaces, trying to fill those spaces inside us.

 






Growing

Eleanor never remarried.

There was a part of me that despaired for her. Youth fades. Its colours run. From our hair, from our cheeks, from our skin. We can never recapture them. When we try, our attempts are feeble, awkward, without grace. Its spark dims. We will have a time when we shine so brightly we will always remember how we shone. But it will dim eventually, and we can never rekindle it. The brighter our light, the darker we grow, the dimmer it gets.

I despaired, for why could she not find happiness somewhere else. Find it in someone else, while she still had years. I hoped, that someone else could put a smile on her face again, and keep it there.

I knew, that the only time she smiled, was when she looked at our wedding photographs. Searching for new smiles, from a pile of old ones. A book of photographs, with pages worn from her fingers. The pages yellowed, and the images faded, but the case in which it was, never grew dusty.

Other couples could part on their own terms. They could say things they did not mean, to break each other’s heart. To convert roses to thorns, love to hate, to blunt the edge of loss’ blade.

They could comfort each other as they parted, to say it was alright. And because they trusted each other’s words, it would be, slightly.

They could walk together, to the end of their path. Wrinkled fingers intertwined, like the dry branches of trees that sprouted from two seeds thrown together by chance. Leaning on each other as they grew towards the sun. Tell each other that a life lived long and together, was more than two could ask for. That to reach the end near each other, was not so much a separation, as a completion.

We parted, without knowing. We ran out of time, suddenly. Without warning. Never having had the chance to say goodbye.

We decide to embrace, and decide when to let go. Every embrace, existing for different moments. If I had held each embrace, for just a few seconds longer, how much longer would she have been in my arms?

The words we do not say, before parting. Because we think there will be another time to say them. Because time and times are limitless, or are they not? How many of them eventually return to our mind? How many of them actually leave our mouth? Or do we satisfy the urge for the saying, with the thought that it could be said in the future? Suffocate it, because we think something similar will find breath?

Even if in another time, at another place, we say those very same words, they will be different. No two words are ever the same. No two same words are ever the same. They live. They die. And the only difference, is if someone meant to hear them, heard them before they reached their death. Heard its cry, and before it was buried, etched it in their mind, so it may live on in their mind.

Are they the same?

“I love you.” Said after an exchange of jagged glass. Shards that cut us more as we deliver them, than they do the other who receives them. In the aftermath, when each feels vulnerable and guarded at the same time. Words that are an apology, a declaration, and a cry of pain all at once. Words that reach out, leaping with faith across the distance.

And “I love you.” Said with a head turned back, while leaving through the door. As a reply, as an afterthought. Something we say so lightly, it carries no weight. Something that devalues, and inflates, with every saying.

Which one would mean something? Which would you remember? Are they the same? Or are they different?

I despaired, for her not moving on.

But here was I, not moving on.

There was a part of me that would have also despaired, had she moved on. Went on with life, instead of clutching on to the memories of the dead.

They say letting go is the greatest act one can do. But I think it is one that is beyond me. Just as one can be genuinely sad, and genuinely happy for the same thing at the same time, I was both broken-hearted, and heartened.

She marked the years with a single flame, on a single candle, and below it, a single slice of cake. Anything more than a slice would have been too much. It would have reminded her of who was not there with her to share it. She would sit at our small dining table. The perfect size for two. Small enough, for two hands to reach across its surface, and reunite fingers.

She would sit at her end, and I would sit at mine. I would wait for her to make her wishes, and they never differed. The first year, after I did not come home, she took a long time to think and make them. After that, she always took the same amount of time to say it, though I never knew what she wished for. We would blow out the candle together. She never noticed.

The years wear on the surfaces of the earth, on the faces of mountains, on the memories of people, on the notions of forever. They also wore on her, and she wore them gracefully. She was not a rose that fades by the hour. She was the tree on which I leaned on.

The temporal, unlasting, ephemeral veneer of youth peels off, to reveal what lies beneath our surface. Beauty, hidden by ugliness. Ugliness, masked by beauty. She was always pleasant-looking, but I watched as the years peel, and in my eyes, each passing year revealed more of her beauty.

Time is the greatest storyteller. It writes the story of our lives. It does so, in strokes of lines, on the parchment of skin. Passages carved in flesh. It captures the moments, and with them, your soul, and presents it on your face. It shares your story with the world, in detail more vivid than a photograph. It is a story that tells the world how often you smiled, how much you lived.

Black is the absence of colour. The years caress our hair, and strip out this absence, replacing it with unique hues. The strength of silver, copper, bronze and tin. The grace of snow and ash. The charm of ivory and alabaster. They appeared to me in pretty shades of grey.

I never understood those who try to hide the beauty of graceful age.

I could not put wrinkled hands in hers. Place my palm to hers, leave our footprints on the beach, see them wash, and make them again. I could not comb my fingers through her hair. Gently smooth out the tangles, and twirl them slowly around my fingers. I did what I could. I watched, and celebrated her every moment.

I watched, as the scattered rays of light met on her face, steadily gathering. Till she opened the curtains of her eyelids, to greet the morning with the shining windows of her eyes. I admired, as the crisp light of sun cast its spell over her like a glamour, when she walked down the afternoon street. I observed, as the tired remnants of daylight retreated across her, leaving her in twilight radiance.

Would you believe that I lived half a life with her, and another half around her, without knowing whether I truly loved her? I loved who she was. I loved how she was. I loved the things she did. I loved being around her, in a sense. But I did not know whether I loved her.

Attachment. Appreciation. Affection. I could only be certain, if all the other words of language could be erased. If only love was the last word left, I could use it without hesitation. Without doubt. But is it not the nature of Love, that it cannot exist without doubt?

I received my answer, in time, as all answers do. Nothing lasts forever. Thankfully, not even doubt. Though the answers come on their own terms, in a way you could not have foreseen.

It came as she was crossing the street one perfect day. While the possibilities of the world played out in the clouds. When the glory of the sun graced everything of the land.

 
Pangs choose their own time to make themselves felt. And as she glided across the street, I felt the pangs of longing strike me without reason. They twisted in me as a blade in the gut, and I could not withstand their urge.

I called out to her. Called out to her, as I never did before. Desperately, as though I could not bear another moment without her knowing. Called out to her, from the deepest chambers of my soul.

Did she hear me, or did she not?

She paused, and turned. As she did, her eyes met mine. And for the briefest moment, we had a conversation through our eyes.

Hers said, Where have you been?

And mine said, With you.

It was over quickly.

One second, there stood in midstride, my Eleanor. The next, a blur of merciless metallic black, and tyres that gave sound to the scream inside.

A passenger was an hour late, and the taxicab had been hurtling down the street. If she had not stopped, it would have passed. If I had not called, I would still be dead to her, but she would be alive.

I had my answer, finally.

Kneeling before her, I learned pain and with it, I knew love. And I understood that they only came together. The way I grieved, I knew that I loved her.

We can only know the value of something, when we lose it.

If I had a wrist that pulsed, and a sheer blade to cut it with, I would. I would have let the blood flow out from my veins, taking unbearable feelings and unwanted memories with them. It would rain down, and meet the flowing tide. Our blood would mix, and we would be one again.

Her eyes were open. She had written herself onto the road.

I lay down beside her.

T and E. Written on the road with our bodies.

We watched the clouds together.

 






Wandering

The death of hope leads to desperation, and desperation leads back to hope.

As though once was not enough, I could not accept that I had lost Eleanor yet again. I hoped there was a possibility she would linger as I did, floating upon the thoughts of others, drawing thoughts for breaths, living a second chance on second glances. But though I remained, she did not. Though our fates were shared for a brief once, our fates were different. She never returned.

Anchor broken, I was a phantom ship cursed to roam the earth. Unseen by the world, unveiled only to the unlucky.

There was nothing left for me. Nothing to moor me to this place. The home without her, wasn’t. I left without looking back.

The sun is stripped of light and warmth. I look upon its face, only to begrudge it for its nonchalance. Rising and setting as though nothing had changed. The sky is cloaked in heavy clouds. It shielded the heavens from my contempt. The world turns. I wonder for what purpose.

I turned to what I knew, to dull what I felt. I drifted from port to port, land to land. This time, as an unseen stowaway. The familiar seas numbed my body. The unfamiliar lands distracted my mind.

The cities, the villages, the buildings and rooms. Spaces filled and spaces empty. Spaces both filled and empty. The people and the things they do. The things they did not do. The things they wished they did. What they wished to be. What they wished not to.

The dancing, and the wandering.

The hoping, and the despairing.

The leaping, and the fearing.

The trusting, and the lying.

The trying, and the hiding.

The living, and the dying.

I saw them all.

Lacking a place, I drifted endlessly through places. I did not belong to any one place, and nothing belonged to me. Rootless. Ungrounded in the earth. I wandered through this nowhereness. Sometimes with ease and grace, sometimes with awkward clumsiness. Like me, I found so many placeless. Unlike me, they were displaced by self. Severed by their own hands. Exiled by their own minds. Excluded by walls of their own making.

I bore silent witness to the unfolding of events, of passing observations, of a multitude of single instances of expression. Sometimes I watched from afar. Sometimes I drew closer, poring over, pouring myself into the detail and minutiae of life. Finding both the forest, and the tree. I felt the passions of the people, the strangeness of their places, the secrets they confided in me without knowing. I listened and watched, closing my mind to nothing.

Memories are sand in hand. Some stay in grasp, held by our fingers. Most trickle through fingers, escaping our grasp. Those that remained, formed a fragmented puzzle of the universe that hid as much as it revealed. A kind of collection, of items lost and found. Images brought back from a time and place extinct. I found a sense of wonder, hidden in the commonplace. And a certain indifference, to what most people of the times found new and beautiful.

The world is as large and as small as we know it to be.

The more I explored, the larger it grew. Every step made more mysterious than the last. Things I had never seen before, in the things I had seen before.

The more I explored, the smaller it grew. Every step accompanied with the sense of having been made before. In some other time, some other place, yet so alike.

I watched people seek new experiences not knowing they are old. Stepping in exactly the same footsteps of countless before. Denying they will not live forever. So many shades of skin, sharing so many follies and mistakes, the same around the world.

Every time I thought it would different, it would surprise me with its faithfulness. Every time I thought it would be the same, it would prove everchanging. I had to break down, and reconstruct the world many times in my mind.

Across the stage of the world, I would watch as all the men and women played out the scenes of their lives. What people show, is more telling than what they tell. I learned to read their thoughts, written in the unguarded actions and unmasked expressions of unvarnished moments. To hear what people are saying beyond their packaged words, you just have to listen carefully, and such understanding transcends language, or silence.

 
I would examine them, and I admit, judge. I would convene my thoughts, pass verdict, and find myself not so different from them. It seemed that the more I saw of the world, the more I saw of myself. It was a mirror, and in its cracked surface I caught a fuller picture of myself, in a thousand reflected glimpses.

I floated on foot, and roved on waves. There was once, I wandered on both. I had spent some time in Pentiro Village, on the island of Muna, in Southeast Sulawesi. I mingled amongst the tribesmen, and observed their rituals. The elders of the village, those most advanced of age, had increasingly begun to contemplate the thinness of air where I stood. They suspected death watching, when it was just the ghost of me before them. They had sensed my presence, but just barely. To face death, instead, they should have looked in the other direction, over their shoulder.

It was time to go. For me, to return to the sea. In that place without roads, there was one that led straight from the village, to the sea. A moving graveyard of fallen trees. A river that was a road paved with teak. I climbed onto the trees that used to be. Stepping from carcass to carcass, I walked the river, to reach the sea.

I roamed. Aimlessly, placelessly. The unobserved observer. A place and time traveller keeping out of sight, so as not to change the nature of what I perceived. They say the nature of something observed, changes, for being observed. I tried to avoid that, as far as I could. But there was once I broke that rule.

It was in Africa. There was a tribe, that went by the name of Himba. Where the birth of a child is noted not from its passage from its mother’s womb, nor at the moment of conception. But from the time that the child was a twinkling in its mother’s mind. When a woman decides that she will have a child, she goes off and sits under a tree, by herself. She listens until she can hear the song of the child that wants to come. After she has heard its song, she goes back to the man who will be its father, and teaches it to him. When they make love to physically conceive the child, some of that time they sing the song of the child, to invite it into life, into their lives.

There was one woman, who had been a girl, not many moons past. There was no one she had called brother, or sister. As she grew up, the space within her that was the sister she never had, grew together with her.

She was joined, in the peculiar custom of marriage, strangely with a man she loved. Even more strangely, the man loved her too. And a clock within her, told her the time was right.

So she left the village, and went out into the savannah. And after walking the time it takes for her first footprints to fade, she saw a tree that waved to her. It had a trunk that curved like it had grown that way, for many years, so it would fit the arch of her back when she had finally came. Its crown of green, had just enough leaves to block the harshness of the sun, but not enough to hide the blueness of the sky. So she sat upon the ground, and rested against the tree. Thinking thoughts of a daughter, that were actually the reincarnation of her thoughts of a sister.

As she opened the ears in her mind, I leaned close, and whispered. The words were from a song Eleanor and I had shared like a child. It was written by an American songwriter named James Thornton, whose success like most successes, came late in life. At sixty, his wife Bonnie who shared his age, asked, Do you still love me?

He had written the song, as a reply. And I sung it, as a breath of life.



When first I saw the love light in your eye

I dreamt the world held naught but joy for me

And even though we drifted far apart

I never dream, but what I dream of thee

I love you as I never loved before

Since first I met you on the village green

Come to me or my dream of love is over

I love you as I loved you,

When you were sweet

When you were sweet sixteen




She closed her eyes as I sang, and her head gently swayed to the rhythm. As the last words petered off my tongue, she opened her eyes, gave an offering of thanks, and left. This is how I knew she had heard my song.

This way, our child of a song gained life. Such a song, fragile yet fearless, could only be a girl. And I hoped she would give her new parents joy. As the child left the space in her mother’s belly, it would take with it the space in her mother’s heart.

As I had sung the song, exchanged a song for a child, in an inexplicable way that made perfect sense, the shape of that grief that had replaced my love for Eleanor, that I had carried through the world, was in turn replaced by a dim yet enduring sense of contentment for what little we had shared.

The mother would never return to that tree, never find it again, for everything has its purpose, and its purpose had been fulfilled. And I would never see her again.

Sometimes I would wonder about the child. Wonder if on cloudless days when the savannah grass sashays to its own music, what the nameless tune would be that whispered from her lips.

 






Place

There are people who see more than others.

Most people do not see most that is before them, in plain sight. But there are some who either by birth, or by happenstance, lost the blindness that makes life so convenient and tolerable.

It suited me that I walked amongst the blind. People are full of questions and curiosities that sprout not from their interest in you, but from their desire to consume you. So that in some other time, they may regurgitate you, in some new unrecognisable form. After Eleanor, I was completely content to see, and not be seen.

Those who saw, did not seem surprised to see me. Taking me to be just another natural part, of the unnatural world. There must have been many, besides me, but I did not see another, for the longest time. I watched, doing nothing, and the seeing did nothing to acknowledge my being there. Their only sign, a pausing of gaze in my direction, long enough for me to note their noting of my presence. Some of them claimed to be able to cast out spirits and call out demons. I wondered if they avoided confronting me because I was neither, just a ghost.

There was once, I wandered the Mongolian steppes. In places the grass stooped tall, and bent to the wind, or stood low, and braved it steadfastly. One moves as though floating through an ocean, or walking on an endless-stretching carpet. I could find no reason why it should behave this way, growing as it does. Some things are just the way they are. A more curious man of science might spend years pondering it, and then announce the reason so no one else may feel its wonder. People put in much more effort to dispel magic, than to create it.

We count our blessings, especially when they are little. As I walked, my feet did not hurt as they did in life. In the steppes, I strode across a bowl ending with sides that curved up into mountains peaking into clouds.

Sprinkled across the bottom, like the ungraspable sesame seeds of a dish left over, were peculiar structures of white fabric. They were cylinders, up to the height of a man, then it was a cone narrowing to a crown that opened to the sky. They were homes, Mongolian gers, a family to each.

We say home is where the heart is, without truly understanding it. The people of the steppes roamed, following the heart. And where it brought them, was where they made their home. Just as the heart feels many different things, at different times. They made their home, in many different places. Finding meaning in simple lives, they found no need for edifices of stone. Neither did they feel the need to accumulate possessions to fill up the emptiness of much.

When you wander as I did, signs and chance plan your journey. The mind sets the feet in a direction, but signs and chance placed that direction in the mind. On the steppes, under a blood-grey sunset the shade of long-dried blood, I would have walked forever, but for contrasting streaks of the sky that pointed a finger towards a particular ger.

I followed, into the home of an old couple. They had a girl, and nurtured her with the careful tenderness of those blessed with child late in life. The girl shone in the glow of her parents’ love, her spirited bounce returning the spark to their eyes. They were poor, by every measure except their own. Yet few could know the contentment they felt. If nobody told them, they would think they had the world. I could sense their joy, and stole some of it for my own.

As the girl awoke one morning, she looked with eyes that had seen much. She rose, and walked with a back that hunched with the weight of the world, hands tremoring at the slightest wind. In the darkness of night, the years had crept on up her, as they often do without us knowing. In one night, she had aged sixty years.

Before, her words sprung like little sheets of silk strung together. Now, she opened her mouth, and out scraped scraps of coarse sandpaper that grated on the ears. The words and voice of an old woman. The day before, she had been playing in the fields not far from there. When she returned, something had came home with her. After an exchange of worried words, the father left, while the mother stayed to watch over their daughter.

He returned, but not alone. Behind him trailed a most peculiar creature, as though summoned from a strange land. It had the head of an eagle, and the coat of a fox. It carried a drum with the skin of a lamb, and wielded a sceptre shaped like a dragon. As it entered, it raised its head, and I saw the creature was a man who was a shaman.

The shaman approached the girl, or the entity that was now the girl. As he did, she recoiled, as though coming close to a blazing bonfire, and the heat of flames was too much to bear. He began spinning around on the spot, like a top set forth by a child.

He rained blows upon the drum. First, a light, ignorable drizzle, increasing into a storm of incessant heavy blows that melded into each other. The tempo rose, and he rose with it, rising, arching on the tips of his toes.

As it neared a crescendo, I felt what I can only describe as a feeling of being pulled lightly, of being drawn in the direction of the shaman. It was distinct, but slight. A soft breeze that pressed your face, but did not push you. It did not seem directed at me, and simply glanced off my being.

It continued rising, and before he left the ground completely, he collapsed back onto it, and the girl collapsed at the same instant.

He turned onto his side, and retched violently as though expelling something poisonous from his body, something that did not belong. It took several minutes for his wracking to stop, and as he removed his ornate headwear, I saw an elderly man, and on his face the weariness of his efforts joined the weariness of the world.

The mother cradled her daughter in her lap, and we all looked to her little face. Her eyes opened, in small increments, opening, closing slightly, then opening again. Till we could see into the window of her soul, and see that it was the soul of a young girl. Her mouth opened, and when she called her parents, our ears savoured the sweetness of her words.

The parents thanked the shaman profusely, and showered him with what little gifts they could, mainly tobacco, and gourds of Mongolian spirits. He looked around their home and the extent of their worldly possessions, then insisted that they paid him in feelings of gratitude.

I watched the scene absorbed, and as the shaman made for the opening of the ger, did not realise I was in his path. He walked towards where I stood, and took a step to the side. He passed beside, and glanced out of the corner of his eye. I tipped my cap, and he nodded.

The child went back to being the child she was, but not just. Some memories are indelible, lasting indefinitely, branding themselves into our consciousness. As it entered the girl’s body, the spirit of the old woman had brought with it her memories. And did not take all of them with it as it was evicted. The scattered remnants of them lingered, and they told the girl things she could not have known.

Not a few days past, she went out to play as she always did. She returned with soiled hands, and a pouch still dripping with earth. Placing it in the hands of her parents, she smiled. It was heavy, and as they untied it, a shower of gold coins spilled onto the ground. They were poor no more.

Seeing it as a culmination of sorts, I left the family and their inadvertent hospitality. Yet again, I turned to the sea. I smelled the air for her essence. The whiff of salt in the air that never leaves old or dead seadogs, however far they stray from her. For us, its absence is never absolute. Her scent tells us how far we are from it, how many days’ walk, in which direction to travel. I was told to go east, and it was the Sea of Japan that called me.

It was in a Chinese port. I am not sure which, for through the years, as they all became more modern, they each became less distinctive. The succession of ports through my journey had blurred into a shapeless mass. They were doors to other places, and soon looked as common as doors. The world was changing, in a way that eroded the differences of the world without, and cemented the differences within us. Across the narrow strip of sea, lay Japan, and beyond, the rest of the world.

I waited for a sign. Signs always come. Sometimes earlier, before you are ready. Sometimes later, after allowing you to suffer arduously. I would rather walk a known mile over broken glass, than an unknown distance that turned out to be just a metre.

My sign was sitting upon a bollard by the water. He had skin weathered by salt and time, and the chapped hands of honest living. The gaze of a mariner, set in steely grey unblinking orbs.

There was something familiar about him, about his face, and the way his body stooped at rest. I did not recognise this middle-aged man. I moved closer, transforming his face with my mind. I smoothened out his wrinkles. Freed his skin from the pull of the earth. Plumped up the hollows of his face.

It could not be, but it was. As I pulled away the mask time had given him, I saw a face from another life when I had lived. I stood directly before him. Rising from thought, his eyes loosened, and I remembered him for them.

I uttered his name, by how I first knew him, “Mossa Keechi.”

“Masakiichi. Masakiichi Kayama,” he answered.

“Kiichi.”

“Ted.”

“You said our paths would cross again.”

 
“And they have.”

“Not in the way I thought.”

“Nothing happens the way we think they would,” he continued, “you used to be older than me.”

“I used to be alive.”

“We are all alive, and dead, in our own ways.”

We did not ask each other, How are you? People say it weightlessly. A greeting, without meaning. It was not so much a question, as a filler. People are uncomfortable with silences. The silences that say, I do not know you. We have nothing in common, except for the fact that you are a stranger to me, just as I am a stranger to you. And we may speak much, but say nothing.

I always felt cheapened, and fake. An imitation of a person, whenever I answered, Fine, how are you? But what was the alternative?

Should I have said, I feel hollow, and empty. That I walk the world, seeking meaning, never finding it. That sometimes I see joy, and scorn it. That I fear that I may never uncover it for myself.

Instead, I asked, “How has the world treated you?”

“Sometimes gently, sometimes roughly.”

“It does. It is a sea.”

“But I’m still here.”

“So am I.”

“I never married.”

“I never had children.”

“We all have our own regrets,” he said, “I never found a place I could belong.”

“Neither have I. There was a time, but it was fleeting.”

“Most things are. Some are meant to roam,” he looked towards the sea. “I thought about you, after I knew…”

“Yes. Thoughts are the reason I exist.” I asked, “How is it that you see me?”

“Why should I not? I was born, in a cradle for the dead. My eyes opened, first to ghosts. I was close to death, when I was found, and I have never strayed far, from that closeness. Even if I could not have seen you, I would have sensed you.”

“It is unfortunate. And fortunate.” I ventured, “What does the future hold for you?”

“I have travelled long enough. Away from the sea, land beckons, and I will answer. I will return to my land of birth. I will find a plot of land, and take it to be my child. I will nurture it, and it will sustain me into old age.”

It did not take long for me to decide.

“I will go with you.”

“As I once went with you.”

 






Direction

We took the first ship bound for Japan, slipping in between the southern tip of mainland Korea, and Cheju Island. It touched Japan on its western flank, at the port of Hamada, and we duly went ashore.

Soundless footsteps echoed his, and as the thud of concrete lead to the thump of earth, Kiichi stopped and placed his knees upon the ground. He grabbed a handful of earth, a little piece of this land. Brought it close, breathed in its scent. It was not a greeting of an old friend, but a seeking of answers. Would it allow him to take it as his home? Would it treat him better than it did?

He replaced the earth and smoothened it, returning what he had taken. He seemed satisfied with what it had told him, and we continued. A solitary figure making his way across the land, looking backwards from time to time.

When the moon rose, he would lower himself to the ground beside the path, and rest. I would ponder the moon, and wonder what it thought as it shone. Sleep never closed my eyes, and dreams never touched my mind. One thing I missed of sleep, were the dreams that told us what we were truly thinking. Those things that float beneath our surface, out of sight. Half of our self is revealed to us. And of that half, less than a quarter we show the world.

When the sun rose, he would rise with it. Every day revolved in a dance around the sun. The first half, we would travel towards its face. The second half, we would move away from it. His shadow would touch my feet, and shift away through the day. He followed his signs, and I followed him.

As a day approached its end, we came to the hilt of a great blade of jade, its jagged serrations piercing the belly of passing clouds. Its sides lush and abundant from feeding on the disgorged contents of those clouds.

“Mount Kanmuri,” he said.

Skirting around its base, we waded into a sea of stars, waist high. Azaleas in bounteous shades of grey.

“What colour are they,” I asked.

“Pink, purple and some orange,” he answered.

I savoured those colours. I could no longer remember how they looked before in my eyes. But I could still glean a little pleasure, from the sound of their names, and by painting them with my imagination.

We laid down to the glowing of the moon, and awoke to the sparkling of a million stars of that sea. Stars that reflected the light of the sun, in countless drops of morning dew.

The sea led to a stream, and the stream fed into the River Ota. He drank from the river. Its droplets hung onto the arch of his neck, as they dripped from a smile that made one wonder if it was nectar.

The water of the land was at times determined, burrowing through the land with a single-minded purpose. At times irresolute, curving back and forth over the landscape, uncertain of its path. I did not blame it. I understood. In this meandering way it coursed south towards Hiroshima, and our steps flowed beside it.

 
At a certain place, it split itself into six channels. At this place, there was a small village that hung onto the slant of the earth. Time had carved the land into slopes, and man had cleaved it into layers. From those layers, sprouted the green shoots of rice.

He slowed, and then stopped. He saw the rest of his days, on the soil of those rice terraces, and then under the earth of the small graveyard on the edge of the village.

He turned to me, “This village. I remember it. There was a time I roamed this land. And there was one time my footsteps brought me here. I do not remember its name. But I remembered receiving something approaching kindness once. A drink of water. From an old farmer who saw a parched boy. It was sweet. Like the water of the River Ota.”

“Is this home?” I asked.

Pondering the future, he decided, “It will be. I will find an old farmer, like the one I met. With a modest plot of land. For it, I will give him enough to retire without worries. And I will stay there. I have lived on the sea, now I will live off the land.”

He thought for while, then continued, “This is not a place for you. But should you ever wish to return, follow the river, and I will be here.”

He had found a place to belong, and I, having sought the same for so long, did not begrudge him for finding it. I had left a friend before for less.

“Farewell,” I bid, and watched his back grow smaller and smaller, until it was a bobbing speck that disappeared into the village.

 
Those six channels of the River Ota split Hiroshima into five islets. As I wondered which to follow, the voices of warblers came to me, emanating from the bush that has been there for hundreds of years. They greeted and gossiped, and spoke, and sung in chorus. The flock perched in the bush, delighting in being one of many.

The water had invited the fog, and pulled it across its chest like a blanket. It was no longer a mirror of the sky, but a sky of clouds brought to ground. The haunting cry of a single bird penetrated those clouds. A sound that silenced the flock, and took me captive. It sounded as the poignant strings of the violin, striking a chord that vibrated within me.

I listened to the cry as it floated across the cloaked water. In it I heard the echoes of forgotten loves, flown dreams, things that could have been, things that could have never been, and a stirring of souls.

I followed its direction, to a figure in the fog. Ethereal. As much there, as it was not. A solitary crane, standing upon one leg. White feathers trailing into ash grey edges. I wondered, if it had lost its way. Lost his flock, by chance, or by choice.

Through the beads of its eyes, it peered at me, across a window in the fog.

I whispered, “Do you know the way?” My whisper, floating over water.

It tilted its head, considering my question. Then stretched its wings, and with a sweep, escaped the bounds of earth. It soared into the sky, and as it flew above me, it dropped a feather.

A single feather, falling. How does it land?

 
It swung downwards in gentle curves, and landed on the face of the water, close to me. It lay still on the surface, then turned, and stilled. It pointed southeast, towards one of the five islets, and I set my direction by the compass of it.

 






Meeting

The path stretched out, leading to somewhere or nowhere.

It never left the side of the channel, and I did not veer from it. Towards something I did not yet know, I was prepared to walk long and far, as most of my journeys have been.

Journeys are both long and short. Long journeys can bring you around the world, and take you back to where you were. And looking around, you wonder if you ever left.

Short journeys can take you around the corner, and bring you to another world. As you took the first steps, taking them to be the beginning of many, the world changed, just that you did not notice. And looking at where you had ended up, you wonder if the universe you left still existed for your return.

Whether my steps were many, or few, it did not take long, before I saw the castle. I first spotted it, from the castle tower that rose from a wall of cherry blossom trees. Five tiers, rising into the sky. The tiers growing smaller, as they grew loftier. The castle’s dark twin digging into the waters of the moat that lined the edges.

The waters were shimmering, with carp swimming. They painted, with vibrant strokes across the canvas of water. No less beautiful, for being ephemeral. Or was it so beautiful because it was so fleeting?

The path followed the borders of the moat. The veil of trees parted, and I could see a robust, vigorous wall of quarry stone bathed in mortar. They led to looming wooden gates, built strong as much to hold in, as to keep out. On this day, they were open, as though they were anticipating my arrival.

At the threshold of the castle, the path of earth turned into a boulevard of stone. It drew a long straight line, from the outside, to the centre of the castle grounds. The trees that ringed the castle, stood by its sides. Gaunt rumpled arms held up mists sublimely shifting, calling me in.

I stepped in, walked between them, perceiving the individual flowers of those mists. They blossomed with abandon, from every inch of branch. I had not known that grey existed in such pretty shades.

I sensed the wisped beginnings of an autumn wind. It had come together with me. When I entered the grounds, I had felt it brushing against my back, pushing in with impatience. It was as though I had invited it in with me. As I walked down the boulevard, it whirled ahead of me. Twirling under, between, into the trees, and I could hear it whistle as it did.

As the wind touched them, the cherry blossoms scattered from their perches, bathing me in the blizzard of them. They passed through me, and I felt one with them that shared the space of I. We are cherry blossoms. Doomed to bloom for a season, and then fall. We will be admired, for a moment. Remembered, for a while. Then crushed under feet, in an instance. I felt hollow, for the things I did not do. For the things that I could not leave. For the person I could not be.

What unites every living person, are the crushed dreams we leave as we go.

They floated, sustaining on little breaths of air. And then fell. They always do. Will wavers. Yet the pull of reality, is everlasting. Felled, they fell. Falling onto the ground before me. The boulevard turned from stone, to petals. Into a graveyard of things that had once blossomed.

Those who viewed cherry blossoms. Did they know it was their death they were witnessing? Did they know, that the fragility of life, was entombed in every fallen petal?

Their fallen bodies lay strewn across my path. Stoic martyrs of a graceful resignation. Resigned to bloom once, and then fall forever. My eyes laid sympathetic on the petals. Each had a tint, in the shape of a teardrop. The only hint they would give, to their sorrow. Each petal, would allow itself only a single teardrop. I felt a wordless sense of their beauty, but also a speechless anger that truly beautiful things did not last.

Why? Why did they have to exist at all? What was their purpose? What was the purpose?

They led me to the heart of the castle. There was one tree, that was not a cherry blossom. There grew a great willow tree.

Willows are always grieving. Its leaves drooping downwards, its branches bent over with grief. I did not know for whom it was weeping. If it was for a sadness that had yet passed, or for a future heartbreak that was yet to come.

Underneath it, in its shadow, was a solitary figure. A lady. Her back was turned to me, long tresses flowing down the nape of her neck and kimono, flowing like strokes from a brush.

There was a wooden easel before her. In her left hand, she held a paintbrush, and it reached out once and again from sleeves of silk. On that hand, a little white lily, a small pale birthmark in the valley between thumb and forefinger floated above the surface of paper. I heard the deafening absence of sound, save for the passage of the brush across the surface of paper. She wielded it gracefully like a practiced instrument, and I heard it as she played.

The staccato taps of its sharp tip, as it dotted the paper in the smallest detail. The mellow swooshes of its plump belly, as it covered the paper in broad strokes. The sodden dabs of its head, as it emerged from a fresh dip in watercolour. The sibilant scratches of its hairs, when they clawed over the surface as they painted and dried.

I watched, till the moonlight streamed through the branches. With dusk, a pale grey moon trembled on the face of a black sky. With dawn, the black faded back into grey. The world had shrunk to the size of what was before me, and nothing existed beyond it. Freed from the bounds of physical form, one can stay in a moment forever.

She painted through the night, and into day. Never tiring. She took her time, as though time was of no consequence. Not to her. As night passed on to day, and day passed on to night. And the days seemed to pass from one to another without break, I started to realise that no matter how long I watched, and she painted, we would never tire.

The light seemed to touch her, differently from everything else. In the same way that it touched me. Mostly passing through, an imperceptible bit of it captured, refracting within the shape of our evanescence. We had never met, but there was something we shared. A fate, to linger. Somehow, in this strange way, I was not alone. I wondered about the story that had brought her to this point.

Mornings broke without change. Just another turn of the earth, and I never felt it move. I could have stayed there forever, hidden in my immateriality, beneath the infinite sky. If I had a body, the moths would make nests in my clothing, beetles in my hair. The spiders might have weaved their webs around me. Might have painted my skin silver with their silk. The trees would wither in the winter, and if I could I would have withered with them. I could have stayed that way forever. The grass growing between my bones.

I would look upon night above, and find the moon placed differently each time I looked. The way it moved across the sky, reminded me of a watch I used to have. In the hours of night, a metallic moon would travel across its face. A familiar, comforting rhythm that played upon the nighttime firmament. I lowered my eyes from the moon. And found that she had turned around, to paint a new perspective.

I had sailed every ocean there was to sail, but as I looked upon her face, I felt myself in unknown waters. A mist floated over her eyes like evaporated tears, but from their depths and through the veil pierced an iridescent glow. I treaded water, to keep afloat. Her gaze was not on me, but on the painting. I was glad, for otherwise I would have surely sunk to the bottom of secret seas.

Her nose rose, a delicate wave rising gently from the surface of her face. A slightly curved, almost straight line that upturned sublimely towards its crest. It troughed, to the little ripples that made her tiny lips. They pursed outwards in a way that looked almost like a pout.

They came together, in a gentle and intense concentration. Gentle, as her brows did not furrow, nor her eyes narrow. It was an effort, of immense lightness. Like holding a bird in your hand, before you let it go. Intense, as it was so complete. Her world consisted of the picture on paper, and the picture in her mind.

I searched hard, and could find nothing that displeased my eye. Taking in the sight of her, I felt as though I was taking in water, and it left my lungs without air, breathless. I would have drowned, but for my desire to keep her image imprinted in my eyes and mind.

There was only one way, to turn a man back into a boy. A mysterious alchemy, that melts the hard shell that life imparts, that transforms the most silly of sentiments into the most undeniable of truths, and catalyses something inside you never knew existed. She looked most beautiful to me, and holding the sight of her I felt as a young boy again.

The sigh escaped before I could catch it. It had welled up from deep within me, without my knowledge. Crept up from my chest, quietly. Bided its time, for the moment when I was utterly distracted. And making its flight, made its freedom heard.

I held my breath. Had she heard me? I would have been content, just to watch her. Without her knowing, of my existence. She could have continued painting, unaware. Painted all the flowers of the earth, and started over, from the very first one, and I would have admired every one of them.

There was a pause, in her symphony of brush on paper. Her brush hovered, stationary over the paper. I heard the infinitesimal sound of a single drop of paint, as gravity tugged it from the hairs of the brush. It strained, and stretched, and then yielded with an elastic twang, splashing into a splotch that spread its veins across the surface of the paper.

She looked up. In my direction. I did not move. It is amazing how one can stare a thunderous storm in the eye, yet shy from an innocuous gaze. We are courageous, and cowardly, in our own little ways that will never be understood by another.

The arches of her eyebrows straightened upwards for a second, the slenderest hint of surprise. I hoped my presence did not startle her. The hypnotic rhythm of brush on paper resumed.

Hours passed. She stopped, then looked up to me again. This time, her gaze lingered. More than a watching, it was a calling. She drew me in with her eyes, and I was drawn to her. My steps brought me to her side.

I saw the painting. A moment in time captured. I observed reality drying out on the paper. A garden of flowers, bounded by stone walls. A sense of quietness that permeated. At its centre, a man standing and watching. He stood in a captain’s uniform. He was me.

It was a scene of mysterious provenance. An English captain, standing in a Japanese garden. Far from shore. With no conceivable reason to be there. How strange the places we find ourselves. How familiar the sense of mystery.

She turned to me. Not from want of approval, but out of curiosity.

 
Just as two persons who meet for the very first time test the waters of each other. How deep do they go? Are they lakes that lie placid, or rivers that run turbulent? Beneath their surface, are there currents that flow concealed? That can pull you in, and pull you under, if you get too close? When you take the plunge, are they warm and inviting, or are they cold and frigid? Do they warm your heart, or make it frozen?

I gave a smile, and she returned it, with her eyes. I caught a grey cloud moving away from the grey skies of her eyes.

She turned back to the painting. Her smile left quickly, quietly. Dissipating as the last wisps of a candle blown out. I would have caught it, and kept it close, had I known how to capture it. Her painting wore its colours proudly. Then they faded as suddenly as human feelings, leaving not the slightest trace. Not even the dimpled imprint water leaves on paper to mark its passage. It was as though they never were.

If you search your heart for a feeling you had, but cannot relive, and search your mind for it, but cannot remember, did it ever exist?

She looked disappointed, but not surprised, at the unmaking of her painting. It was surely not the first time it had happened. Past life, none of her paintings would live. That disappointment, was simply the ghost of a hope. It was too much to ask for those who do not exist, to bring things into existence.

It was gone. Yet it existed. It stayed, on the canvas of my mind. I had seen it. I could not un-see it. I could ignore it, but I could not forget it. Its fading did not change its making, its staying, or even its going. Things take many forms. Every one of her paintings would disappear. Every one of them would stay visible in my mind.

Something true for a moment, does not become less true when that moment passes. We cannot go back in time to hold it, but neither can we go back in time to erase it.

Her disappointment, was also a sadness. She would much later share with me about Mono no aware, a gentle, transient sadness at the passing of things, that lead to a deeper, longer sadness. It gave a name to the breathless, utterless descent my heart took with every coming, and the inevitable going.

Her sadness, turned into a softness that made itself felt in me. I raised my hand, pointed to the empty canvas, and then pointed to my mind, where her painting was safe.

This time, she smiled with more than her eyes. The presence of sadness persisted, but its waters were now muddied with the indistinct flecks of something else. A certain sense, that we were not ships simply passing, barely meeting, ever parting.

There are many worlds. And we walk the one we choose. A world is a choice, and our will is the ship that sails from one to another. A fresh start waits in every one of them. A blank slate that awaits our mark. A world anew. It remains, just for us to turn over a new sheet. To discover what lies beyond where our mind ends.

She flipped over to the next piece of paper, and started creating a brand new world.

Grey pebbles. Grey stones. The grey tiles that charted a path through a garden. The grey branches that framed the grey skies. Grey in the flitter of a grey moth. Grey in the fur of a squirrel scampering out of sight.

Black shadows. Black ants. The black underside of trees. The black corners of the garden that light cannot reach. Black in the feathers of the swan that floats in a pond. Black in the settled holes of the sand.

Red roses. Red koi. The red of leaves about to fall. The red pillars of a wooden pavilion. Red in the flutter of a red butterfly. Red in the paint of a bridge that arched over the pond.

Green frogs. Green apples. The green of leaves yet to fall. The green of moss creeping over stone. Green lotuses rising from water. All the green of nature, in a single blade of grass.

I admired all the colours. Marvelling at the way they reflected the light, awed by the hands that brought them to life. I delighted in the kaleidoscope of colours, revelling in their vibrancy. As though I was discovering them, seeing them new. Then I realised, that I was.

Those colours had been lost to me, in the place beyond reach that I had floated. They had fallen by the wayside, and I had not noticed, till I had returned to this world we walk. Now, by her brush, they had been restored to my perception. As though I was opening my eyes to them for the very first time.

Yet another painting, yet another world. She was a worlds traveller, a worlds maker. Worlds that emerged, from the universe of her mind. I glided through them, tumbling through them, embracing every experience. I could never create worlds like hers, but I could voyage through them, and share the vision of them. Another painting, another world, and I travelled those worlds with her.

 
White on white. On the white sheet of paper, she painted white. Nothingness, upon nothingness. So many shades of nothingness, and everyone has their own. A secret un-colour that we keep hidden out of sight. Under over-painted layers of every sort of colour, it lies beneath. The silent base layer of our lives.

As she painted this world of white, I started to wonder. The colours she had returned to me. Had I misplaced them? This world she was now painting. Was it colourful? Like a rainbow set free from the shackles that bound its ankles to the ground, released to stretch itself over the surface of the earth.

Was it only me who could not see them?

The whites came together. They grew into the petals delicate and strong, of a lily, ethereal and eternal. White as the first snow of winter. White as the mist that calms the lake. White as the clouds that form our dreams. White as a sail that blows in the wind. White as a distant memory. White as a ghost from another life.

I felt for it through the surface of my coat. Felt the edges of its frame through the cloth. It was still there. The painting. Though I never stopped looking at it, it had been there for such a long time. That I no longer noticed the slight bulge of the space that it took, close to my heart. When you carry something for so long, it becomes a part of you. I slid it out of its pocket. Held it against her painting.

Every artist has a signature. It is not signed at the bottom, for that can be recreated. It is weaved into the very artwork. An essence, that can be distilled from the traces left by hand, and by no other hands. The curves of lines. The movement of stillness. The presence of empty space. The gradiation of colours. The vibrance of white. If you look closely enough, carefully enough, you can see it. And it becomes as obvious as a sun in night.

It was the same white lily. I could not be mistaken. I had watched it through a life, and then beyond it. There are invisible lines, that tie things and persons together. The two ends of the same thread had started unravelling from the first moment I had seen the white lily. They had sprung out in opposite directions, at one end of the world. They travelled their way, around the curve of the earth. The thread may stretch or tangle, but it never breaks.

Points that start out close to each other, and stay close, never touch one another. Parallel lines never meet. Two points that start out beside each other, and veer in opposite directions, into the possibilities the universe holds for them. They continue on, till the curvature of the earth, and the design of the universe brings them together. They complete this circle, that was started from the very beginning.

This was a chance encounter, as devised by chance. I did not believe in fate. But it would seem that fate believed in us.

We were not meeting for the first time. We had met before. One day, many years before. A gift brought back from travels by my first captain and uncle. I had set eyes on it, and we had met. I had felt something I could not put a name to, then. There are so many things we feel, that we cannot put a name to. Sometimes we feel it, and only later do we know it. We can only hope that its time does not pass, before we recognise it.

There was once, I was sailing near this part of the world. We were due to cross the South China Sea without pause. There was nothing in the skies, nothing to speak of a brewing storm. But I had chosen to stop over at the port of Hoi An, in French Indochina. I had put it down to captain’s intuition. There were no winds. The only winds there were, were those that blew within me.

Only now do I realise, that it was for a word. I learned it while we were in port. I was talking to the harbourmaster, and had long forgotten the conversation that brought us to it. But the word had stuck in my mind.

Duyen. A predestined affinity, the force that bound two people in their pasts, and binds them together in their future.

I had been amazed. That one word, of two syllabuses, could hold something of such significance. That the spaces between the letters of a word, could fit something that can span the world.

I would come to tell her, of where it had been. Where I had taken it. The places it had taken me, because it had told me that there was more than what my eyes showed me. But for now, she seemed little moved, by what was moving me.

Was she wordless, or was she speechless?

 






Talking

We are all mute in our own ways.

If we were free, the way we were, when we were first born, words would pour as water flowing down a river. It would flow, with the vigour of the mountains that gave birth to it, falling the distance between heaven and earth. It would move through nations, across peoples, nourishing the lands it passed, revitalising the people who drank from it. And if it was truly pure, and fresh and untarnished, the more they drank, the more they would thirst for it. If we were free as we were meant to be, our words would carry all our feelings, and we would be able to say what we meant.

But nothing irrepressible is such for long. We decide to give up. Decide that not to feel, is better than to feel and be hurt. We build this dam, that exists in all of us. It stands astride this flow that comes from the mountains in our hearts, then cuts it off. Our magnificent torrent, becomes a minute trickle. Or perhaps nothing at all.

Some are built over decades. Sometimes a lifetime. It builds in the way we grow old. Year by year, year after year. It grows, brick by brick. You do not notice its growing, and when it is complete, you might not notice its existence. Sometimes, we start building it, as children. I think I completed mine, as a boy.

Some are built in a day. Sometimes a single moment. It builds in the way a sword makes a wound. As it plunges in, it takes a single second, and travels for an eternity. It cleaves a hole, and leaves a dam-shaped scar. One tries to hide it, but it is ever present. Felt, at every encounter.

So it was. That we tried to read the waters of each other, through what little seeped through. And from them, try to imagine the mountains they had come from. See the gentle waters of each other, and imagine the heights from whence they came.

Mine dripped in drops of English-accented Japanese. Though polished over the years of journeying with Kiichi, I would never speak like one born from this land, but she read clearly the meaning of my words.

She answered, first with silence. Acknowledged my words, with subtle twitches of eyebrows, and slight tilts of her head. Then I wondered, and asked for the name by which I could call her.

She paused for a moment. She pondered, as though being asked a question for the very first time. A new question, that she had not considered. She searched for her name, somewhere other than here. Another cloud glided over the surface of her eyes. For that moment, she was someplace else. I could have reached out my hand, and rested it on hers, and I would not have touched her. For a moment, I was as far away from her as one could possibly be.

Our name separates us, from others. When one is where there are no others, is there still a need for our name to exist?

She searched, and then her eyes flickered, finding it. She pointed to the white lily.

From then I knew her as “Sayuri”. My little white lily.

I wondered, if her birth had been preceded by omens. If her parents had had a premonition of her fate, when they chose her name. For lilies are associated with the afterlife, and a lily symbolises a departed soul that has had innocence restored after death. The significances of life, lie hidden within a haze of details that have no discernible meaning, rarely discovered.

I did not know if her speechlessness was a condition, or a choice, but it did not limit her words. I spoke through the words of my mouth, and she spoke through the words of her pictures.

I would listen to the utterings of my heart, and then voice them in words. She would express her thoughts in pictures, and to me they read as clearly as words out of a typewriter. They say a picture speaks a thousand words. I did not count, but whether hers said one word, or a thousand, they spoke volumes.

I remembered first meeting Kiichi, and our dialogue of words and gestures. My words, and his gestures. I found it strange, to be in yet another conversation of words spoken and words transformed. It was strange, but also natural, for there are many forms of speech in the world. Even if two speak in the same tongue, they might not speak the same language. And two that speak in different tongues, might speak with the same heart.

Her speech of pictures was a most beautiful language. She spoke with a vocabulary of forms, contours, shades and hues. I heard her poems in her pictures, her feelings in her colours.

In this way, we shared our thoughts and feelings. We exchanged them, swapping pieces of ourself, for pieces of the other. A piece of my puzzle, for a piece of hers. Trying to put together one another, from the pieces we allow the other. Figure out the shape of each other. Where one begins, and where one ends. Hoping that maybe someday, we find that our edges fit into each other, and make one whole.

There are invisible walls between people. An unreachable distance. An unbreachable barrier, light-thin, that allows the illusion of togetherness, but keeps us apart. I felt an unquellable urge. To go the distance, to break through that wall. To plunge my mind into hers, and float in her thoughts. To leap over the contrast between true feelings, and the play we put on for the world. To skip the many small lies we tell for the benefit of others. To show her that in a world where everything is not what it is, I am who I am.

She watched quietly as I spoke. I listened mutely as she drew. A conversation between two persons starts out as a little stream. Sometimes nothing sustains it, and it dries out, disappearing into the earth like it never was. Sometimes it grows, and it becomes a great river that flows all the way to the sea.

I told her my story. She painted me hers.

 






Sayuri

I set eyes on you, before yours fell on me.

You were walking the path of cherry blossoms. I was watching the rain of cherry blossoms, falling from their clouds in the trees.

I was mourning for them. Cherishing their fragile beauty. Seeking the hidden wisdom in their falling. Trying to grasp the secret meaning in their death. Nature is the wisest one of all. If you listen carefully, she imparts bits of it in every rising and falling, in every birth and death. The words of man reflect mere flickers of it, losing much in translation. We say what we want to say, and ascribe it to something else.

I knew what you were. From the same way I know what I am. The way light shines a little duller through us. The way flowers wither a little quicker around us. Nature knows when something does not belong. We are a part of her, yet abandoned. Like the past, not forgotten, yet not remembered.

I knew if you had looked towards me, you would have seen me. You were not the first to have passed this way. Our fate is not unique to us. There are others. Few, and far, yet there are. Most people linger, only in the minds of the closest few when they pass. They live forever when they are, and die forever when they do. Their short path on Earth marked, only by small scars on stone. Our fate is different, because we have gone greatly, or terribly. We relive because we are remembered. Remembered for the way we lived, or the way we died.

So, I was not surprised at your appearance. Though I have not strayed from my place of rest, content to paint. Seeking solace, if not in the permanence of pictures, then in the process of creating them. Sometimes, we seek the process, more than the result. I have been here for a long time. So long it could have been for a second, or for years in their hundreds. Long enough to know that a hundred years is a second.

I had thought that the passing of time and moving of seasons had taken away my capacity to be surprised. Your appearance did not bring surprise, but your appearing did. The fallen cherry blossoms had been woven into a carpet that covered the path. But you strode only upon the holes amidst it. Beyond myself, I had thought such sentiment extinct in this world.

That was why I did not hide myself. Stayed out of sight, till you had passed. As you would have. You are a sailor. Your clothes declare it. Sailors do not stay in any one place for any time. I did not hide. I let you see me, to see what you would do.

We lose the biggest things, and keep the smallest things. It could be that they are smaller, and therefore easier to hold. Or that the most insubstantial things, are the most significant. If you go, after you have come, as you surely will in time, it will be all these small things that I remember, until I do not. Then it will be as though you never existed.

I pretended not to notice you. Painting, as I always have, ceaselessly, without pause. You would have watched, for a while, and finding nothing, leave. But you did not. You watched as the days passed. Seeing my visions come and go, on canvas as clouds against skies.

You had the painting. It was from so long ago. I almost could not remember it. Just as I almost cannot remember my past. The past tends to fade together with the people who were a part of it, and the life it was a part of. There is no future for me, and therefore no need for a past. It is only when we are moving forward, that we need to look back.

I do not know how it came to be in your hands. Or how you came to be here. It was from a long time ago. It must have passed through countless hands without belonging. Everything has a meaning. But most things have no meaning to most people.

How did you come to be here? Did you come to bring the painting back to me? I do not believe in fate, only in the cruelty of man and time. Those who believe in it, inevitably fall into its hands. But I do feel a sense of something closing in the world. Something completing. Something falling into place. Something being placed back into balance.

How did I come to paint it? Sometimes things become keys that unlock possibilities in the world, and memories in the mind. I recognised the way it was painted, before I remembered it as my own. Yes, it is coming back to me. Like an image becoming whole with every stroke, I can see the past forming.

I will start from the beginning. Time is not something we lack. Not anymore. Time passes at different speeds, for different people. It goes onwards, yet we stay still. So, for us it does not move. Time used to come in colours. Measured tints of red, green, and blue. I used to tell the passing of the hours from the progression of paint to paper. Now, the paint never runs out, and if the days sprint, I do not notice.

My father was a painter. He was not famous, nor rich. He was just a painter. An ordinary one who plied his craft well enough to make a simple living. Growing up, we were not rich, but I never went hungry. He painted the rice that filled our stomachs.

When I was old enough, I prepared his materials before he painted, and put them away after. I would lay out a sheet of paper on the tatami mat in the room where he painted. At its corners, I would assign four marble lions to guard it and hold it down. To its left, because he held his paintbrushes in his left, I would carefully arrange them outwards from fine to broad. Beside them, I would lay out the bowls for the paint and mix the colours in them. A rainbow taken apart, and then readied for reincarnation to colours in another form. We had a garden, where flowers of every kind grew. From these I would scythe a handful, and arrange them in a vase within the room. When it was overcast, and the light of day did not match the time of day, or when he worked in the nighttime hours, I would light a candle for the room.

While he painted, I watched, as you do now. I simply liked to watch. I felt no special desire to pick up those paintbrushes myself. I saw what was before me, and nothing else. I did not carry any pictures within, urging me to give birth to them. And in those days, when life still graced my breath, women were painted. They did not paint. We were subjects. No, we were objects. Waiting to be shown how we were. Waiting to be told what we are. To be told what we should or should not do. Be or should not be. Creation was something reserved for men. Painting, like most other occupations, was the exclusive domain of men.

I did not paint, but in a way I did.

You see, a painter is never the same person who picked up the brush the day before. Painters are specially sensitive to the world that surrounds. More so than other people. We pick up things that people see but do not notice. This is why the world can sometimes be overwhelming for us. Every detail is distinct, even if we do not consciously recognise it.

The world changes. But for us it changes in even more different ways. The world today, and the world yesterday. The slight dip in temperature a window ajar makes. The shifting weight of air as it flows over water or land. The cries of the different siblings of silence. With its changes, the world changes the painter in subtle, sublime ways. He is no longer the same person. And this different painter, paints differently from the painter he was before.

While I made the preparations, with little decisions I made his world. The smoothness, or the coarseness of the paper that would texture and make the background. The thinness, or the thickness of the paint that would create a light or heavy atmosphere. The arrangement of flowers blooming or wilting that would inspire his mind, and influence his mood. The placement of the candle that with its flickers determined what was seen in light and what was hidden in shadow. With our mind, we can change the world. And I cannot say that it was entirely his hand on the brush.

As I washed the brushes after, the paint would run from the bristles and stain my hands. I would not wash my hands of it completely. I liked the way they tinted my hands. Lines drew themselves between the little ridges of my skin. And between the lines I would see the contents of my mind.

At the heart of the garden, stood a lilac tree. From your expression, I see one stands somewhere in your past as well. My father told me, that he had planted it when I was born. Because I was the first blossom of his first love. And also the last of his last love.

 
Hearing of it, I yearned to partake of it. This wondrous fruit that was supposed to be so sweet. It seemed strange too, this craving for something I had never tasted. How did I know I would like it?

Though as I grew older there were suitors, I never met one that suited. How could they know they wanted me, if they did not even know me? They were interested in their image of me. Therefore, they were in love with something that resided within themselves. They would find that reality did not fit their fantasy. Infatuation would become disappointment, and it would lead to resentment. And I chose never to be a part of that.

I waited for it. But it never arrived. And I never felt it. I guarded my heart, and never saw or felt any reason to bestow it. Am I less deserving than those who gave it freely, and cheaply? Or did they give themselves up impatiently for a faint reflection of it? I never knew.

I had a friend, once. It was a sparrow, that made the lilac tree its perch. It would come visit me every day, to remind me, that I was remembered. People are raindrops in a drizzle. They drop in, tap you lightly on the shoulder, and then evaporate. I did not have many friends. But the scattered few I had were worth remembering.

I remember it. Its feathers were that of dust. Its breast, of snow. Its throat, of coal. Its legs, of rose. Onto my tree it would flutter down. It could fly anywhere it wanted, but it always returned to my tree. It chirped for me, so I would listen to it. Sometimes it would sing a lullaby. Sometimes a serenade, sometimes a consolation. It knew my mood better than any person, perhaps even better than myself.

Did you know that when they are born, sparrows are given two years to live free in the wild? Capture one, put it in a cage, and it lives for ten. For two years it lived, and sung. Its songs brought a melody into my days that I could hear, even when I did not see it. It sung on its branch. And when it did not, it sung in my heart. Even now, I can hear the last song it sung. It gets softer and softer, but I can still hear it. Even when my ears are my imagination.

Something selfish within me wished to bring it into my grasp. Not to rob its freedom, but to preserve its song. But I knew that to make it live, would be to kill it. I knew that when you see a sparrow in the wild, free, you see it as it is, alive, full of life. When you see it in a cage, you see but a ghost of it. It would have died the moment it was captured. When you take away its freedom, you take away its life. It would still chirp, because that is what it does. But it would be mere sounds, not its song. Its song is inseparable from its life.

This way it flew, and hopped, and sung. I used to wonder what life was. And when I thought of life, I thought of the sparrow. It lives, in the blink of an eye. But when it does, it does so in a way that continues unreeling the thread of everything that has ever lived. It lived, and lived so fully. I doubted it had any regrets. Of things not said and done. For that, I envied it. For living more fully, than any person ever did.

It lived, forever young. Living like youth and innocence would last forever. There was youth, and there was nothing, and nothing in between. It lived, never doubting its youth. Old age came upon as sudden rain. Without clouds, without warning. It was young, then it was not. It stopped singing, like it had sung every song there was to sing, and there being no more, it simply stopped. One day, I listened, and heard only silence. I looked towards the branch, and found it empty. Below it, laid the sparrow where it had fallen. It landed lighter than it had been when alive, its soul having left, before its body touched the ground.

It had been a warm air on a winter’s night. A cool breeze on a summer’s day. Its being had brought me comfort. Its living, had made mine a little easier. I was like the sparrow, not knowing that the end waited with every beginning.

I mourned for it. Mourned for the way it was. For the life that was gone. For the presence that had been lost to me. For how there was nothing for me to remember it by. I mourned for its loss and mine.

I wished there was some way to capture it. Not put it in a cage, but have it continue existing in some other realm. I hope you understand what I mean. That would mean something to me.

Under sheets of cotton moonlight I traipsed as my father dreamt. My bare feet were silent upon the wooden boards. I glided into the room where he painted. And prepared for painting, this time for myself.

I had watched long, and intently. Learning everything there was to learn in his practised moves. A hundred lessons, repeated a thousand times. I could have painted in my sleep, and often did. I always awoke as they dried in my mind.

What remained, was to be found in the hands. A rare lightness of touch and deftness of strokes that existed in the hands of few. As I took up the paintbrush, and made my first tentative dabs, I realised that it was something that he had given me, without knowing. It simmered in my veins. It was something that had begun, even before I had been born.

With paint, I made dust. And snow, coal and roses. I mixed them together, and out of them flew a sparrow. I searched the canvas with my eyes. And found that what had flown was not the sparrow that had been special and genuine to me, but an imitation of it. It was as I had seen it, but not as I had felt it. They are two different things. To see, and to feel. To know, and to understand. So many mistake one, for the other. I could paint. But what could I paint? It was true to life, yet devoid of it.

That night, the sparrow would be born, many times. That night, from the flickers of candlelight, a flock of sparrows flew. But every one of them was a copy, not a creation. A memory, not an experience. A reminder of death, not a celebration of life.

I would gently lay the flock of sparrows, under my futon. As I lay on them, they would flap, and fly away to where sparrows go in dreams. Off the floor, out the house, into the sky, and across the world. And when I roused, and rose, they would rest, and nestle silently beneath.

But still, in the day, they did not soar with life. They laid flat, dull, and lifeless. My futon grew higher and higher on the backs of fake sparrows, and still my sparrow did not fly. Time was a river, and I was trying to arrest its flow. Grasping at a handful of life and time that kept slipping through my fingers, that can never be returned.

So I continued painting, like grasping. Over, and over again. The autumn of its fall, led to winter. And in winter, flakes of snow fell as floating flecks of light. On the branch where my sparrow had perched, they set their weight like a slowly growing revelation.

The crack of the branch was a spark in my mind. In that moment of illumination, I understood that all I had been doing, was making copies of a sparrow frozen in time. Nothing alive, is frozen in time. We stay still, and speed forward. What I needed to do, was to recreate the sense of both its promise, and its unfulfilled potential. What I had to capture, was not a state of being, but a state of becoming.

So I tore apart the sparrow half-painted. I painted not from a memory in my mind, but from a knowing in my heart. And as spring came again, it was born again. One looking upon it, would see it was a painting, and know it was a sparrow. I folded its wings, and placed it under my pillow. The flock of frozen sparrows, I let fly as ashes. I painted living things so they would not die, creating living things out of veins coursing with paint. No one knew, not even my father.

When one paints, the painting should be alive. Why do I say so? Did you know that there is life in each painting, and to portray it in a way that does not show that, is a travesty. Everything in a painting is made from life. The paper that stood tall as a tree. The colours of paint that are made from living things that form the colours of nature. Flowers, plants, natural oils and other things that lived and breathed. Their lives having been sacrificed, it is only proper that it is for something alive and therefore beautiful.

It came to be, that one day a sickness took to my father. He took to his bed, and did not leave its embrace. It did not lift, and so didn’t his paintbrush. For a while, I simply tended to him, and hoped. Soon, the time came when we had to be sustained on more than hope. So I took up his paintbrush yet again, bringing his half-born creations to completion, mirroring his style and passing them off as his.

They were well regarded, and my father’s patrons none the wiser. I continued, and soon the paintings were fully of my hand. And though the technique and style were similar, the difference could not be ignored. There was talk and speculation, and it only grew by the day. One of the patrons paid a sudden visit, that was more of a barging in, to find me painting, and my father ailing. And that was how I was discovered. For the patron, that the painter had been replaced by his child, was a surprise. That I was a daughter and not a son, was a shock. But it served only to spread my name, and increase the demand for the paintings.

This way, we managed to continue making a living. I could do what I loved, and my unique circumstances allowed me to avoid the usual fate of being betrothed and married off, like something to be given away.

Now, how did I come to be? In the time when I used to live, there was a small man. His breath was a stink that wafted across the land. His name is a stain upon the tongue, but all you need to know, was that he was a butcher. He had a thirst for blood and power, and such a thirst cannot be quenched. As with small men, he tried to compensate for his smallness of morals and character. He amassed a huge army. And the world is such, that a small man with boundless vanity and pride, would reign over simpler yet better men.

If I painted his hands, there would be only one colour I need. Blood crimson. Even then the colour would be too muted, too subtle. His smallness of mind, overflowing with conceit, would conceive of covering crimson with other colours. He lacked the wisdom, to understand that the colour of blood never washes off. The stench of blood never fades. Lies are paper-thin, blood is blood-thick.

Some build monuments to themselves. Some commission statues. Some order history books to be rewritten. Some spawn dynasties. This man desired a painting, and bid me create it. I did. But I did not create what he wanted. I created what he deserved. It is only just, that he gets what he deserves. There can be more truth in a copy of life, than in a glance of life itself. As always, I sought to capture that glimmer of truth, on a sheet of paper. And as always, truth is especially bitter to those who seek to conceal it. It did not suit his taste, and he rewarded my truth with his bitterness.

He had the painting burned, as though burning the evidence of his deeds. He ordered the confiscation of every painting that bore my name. And to ensure that no painting that bore my touch survived, those that bore my father’s name were not spared either.

So, the word of one man erased all trace of two artists, and two lifetimes of work. Our paintings took the same routes they had taken on their way across the land. In a way, they were returning home. Through the gates of the castle they came, and they gathered silently in the courtyard. At the centre they were piled up high, like a monument to my work. I had not remembered there were so many.

When I am creating a painting, it is a part of me. When it is adopted by another, it is no longer mine. But pieces of myself left together with every painting. The pieces of ourselves we have to give, do not come from an endless place. I think this is why painters paint, and then do not. Like a sparrow that has run out of songs, there is only so much of ourselves to give.

A painter comes into the world, and the number of paintings she can bring with her is fixed. Either she goes on to complete the works waiting inside of her, and then burns out like a candle, or she is stopped before she can, and brings what is unfinished to the grave.

My paintings were covered. All of them, lest someone seeing them feel compelled to save them. Though I had given them away, each one of them was my child, and he set them aflame in a bonfire. As my children burned, they screamed, and only their mother heard. They screamed with hisses and rasps and crackles, and as the fire grew higher, they roared together. They demanded: Why would I not save them?

I watched their souls unlace themselves from their frames, swirl around in long, reluctant wisps, before finally letting go, and rising to the heavens. Burning is the most spiteful thing. It says that one cannot bear the thought of something existing. That it has to be completely destroyed. It turns to ashes, then turns to nothing. And when it is nothing, it exists as shards of glass in the mind.

I never had many friends. It could have been that I never had many words. People become friends in exchange for polite words. Silent understandings bring very little friends. For me, it was easier and more natural to speak through my paintings. The more I painted, the more I spoke through them. As the canvases of painted words burned up, it seemed that within me, the well of spoken words dried up as well. After that, all that came out of my mouth, were borrowed breaths.

I was given time to feel the loss. For it to pierce in and sink deeper. A blade submerging in flesh with cruel gentleness. Revenge is sweeter when the taste lingers, at least for a while. The jail was cold and dark. It was comforting, for it reminded me, that my heart was not the only thing that had become cold and dark.

The days were sunless. The nights were starless. The food, when it came, was tasteless. Light came and went in stingy flickers of torches. Darkness stayed in its generous murk. Everything was as it should be, except for one of the jailers. He seemed to take no pleasure in my incarceration, and instead looked sorry for having to do the job that life had given him.

A little more water, a little more food that he slipped to me, a little blanket that muffled the chill and stopped it from singing in my bones. I neither welcomed, nor refused his small kindnesses. The way an open doorway does not care who enters or exits it. I was simply stepping through the pages of a story, wherein I already knew the ending.

One day, what he brought was news. My father had not been able to bear my circumstances as well as I had. And with sickness bearing down on him, he had passed at home while I had languished in jail. I should have been by his side, holding his hand as he stepped over the boundary between the living and the dead. The last thing he should have felt, was the warmth of my palm in his. If there is an afterlife, I am sure that even in there, he would have continued feeling my warmth. It was the only regret I had, for doing what I did. But I could not have done anything else. We choose our paths. We do things not unknowingly, but despite knowing. We are more unchanging than we think.

For this piece of knowledge, the jailer had both my gratitude and my hate.

He had watched the bonfire of the paintings. Watched as everything I had ever created ceased to exist. I do not know what went through his mind as he did, but fires have a habit of starting other fires.

A blade hung over my neck, moving closer by the day. My execution was coming, and it was a mercy, to know its date. The certainty of its coming edge, was a relief. It gave me a freedom that few could have. Not having to go through life like everyone else, wondering, fearing, and having that fear discolour everything else.

Seven days to the date, through the bars he slipped a single piece of paper, a solitary brush, and a few small bottles. There was a bottle of roses, a bottle of forests, a bottle of seas, and a bottle of nothingness. Red, green, blue and white, but I only needed one.

In the dungeon dim where day and night lost their difference, my eyes had become accustomed to the scarcity of light. Yet I could only make the vague outlines of things before me, blind to the details that truly define them, like walking down a path and seeing but not noticing those that pass. In the black of the cell, for the first time I created a painting, without truly knowing how it looked. I guess it did not matter. Because I could not paint with my eyes, I painted with my heart. We make do with what we have, and sometimes the lack of something we thought we needed, reveals something else we never knew we had.

As I painted, I thought of every single painting that had ever been born from my brush. I painted with the memories of all that I had ever created, and thoughts of all that I could not. They disappeared. The paper, the brush, the paint. The world. In the darkness, I used only the brightness of white.

I knew it would be my last painting, and the only one that might exist. I poured myself into it. It was a doorway into which I could enter, and continue walking, and be more than where I was and what I was. That painting that you had been keeping by your side, was a separate and whole entirety of me.

On the sixth night, I made the finishing touches to the painting. It was not supposed to exist, yet I hoped it would. I did not sign it, so it might survive me. There was no need for me to. Since it was my last, and only, I had made a self portrait. It is me, Sayuri, the little white lily you have been holding on to. A white lily seems gentle, fragile. Its petals look ready to fall at the slightest breeze. But there is a strength in being vulnerable in the world, facing it without needing the numbing protection of a shell.

It was how I lived and died. Listen to your heart, for as long as you can. It will never mislead you. Even if it does, it does so in a way that makes you glad it did. I lived with the hope that my heart would lie to me, every single day. And it did. I listened to it. I believed it. It deceived me, and I was glad. There were days when I looked back, and thanked it for lying to me through the years. Thanked it for all the years of leaping, instead of fearing. Of trusting, instead of disbelieving. Of trying, instead of hiding. Of living, instead of dying.

I passed it to the jailer. Entrusted the child that was me, into his hands. I gestured my final, and only request. There was no mistaking it. I desired the only means of escape, from the fate that had been ordered for me. One could have my body, but not my soul. And I desired a vial of something that would release my soul, from my body. A solution, of sorts. I felt sorry, for having made this request, but I could see no other way. He received my request as silently as I had made it, and then left.

In the darkness that was not quite of night, but of walls that kept out light, I waited, and wondered. That night, he did not return. Whatever he did, would he have been merciful, or cruel, or both?

Night handed the world over to day. Even in the absence of sunlight, you can feel it. The stillness of night is not as bleak as the stillness of day. As the world wakes and rotates on without you, that feeling of being left behind tells you it is day.

Then, mercifully, I saw death. It was a miniature vial, a small teardrop of glass. Narrow at its top, widening slightly towards its base to what I saw to be a single drop of liquid. It held no colour, and gave no scent. It was innocuous, unassuming, exactly like water. It is poetic. That something that takes life should assume the form of something that gives life.

Death. If you had not called for it, you would not have seen it coming. Staring at it, you would not have recognised it. It made no introduction. Simply a farewell.

I took death from the jailer’s hands, and gave a look of thanks. He left again, and that was the last I saw of him. To my touch, it was cold and hard. When I fingered it, the cap seemed to drop off by itself, into my hand. Like it had been waiting for me, from the moment it had been birthed, bottled.

Only after, did I realise I had not hesitated. I did not believe in miracles. If living is about crafting the moments by our own hands, and moving on by the choices we make, then, I, will live by dying.

The liquid tasted a certain sweetness, and from it emanated a certain warmth, as it skipped across my tongue, and rolled down my throat.

The world seemed transformed. Everything looked different. Everything seemed clearer. Crisper. As though everything had been blunt once, and now, through the windows of different eyes, their edges had been sharpened. I wondered if I was in the same world.

I raised my head, and breathed. Drew this new world into my lungs. Breathing it in, so it could swallow me whole. I felt it entering my nose, rushing down my throat, imparting a pleasant chill as it went. Impossibly, fresh rays of sun warmed my skin, for the first time in the cell. As though it had taken them all this time to burrow into the deep, damp, darkness where I was. They had finally reached me, where I had been waiting for them all along. On and around me fell cones of light, within them danced minute specks of this world. The warmth submerged into my skin, seeped into my blood, streamed through my body, soaking and drenching me like a warm bath on a winter‘s day.

I looked at the now empty vial. Freed of the bottle, the drop of poison could finally fulfil its purpose, do what it had been born for. Freed of the poison, and its purpose, the bottle seemed lifeless, meaningless, and I let it fall from my hand onto the ground. The poison had given me the wings to fly out of there, the best gift I had ever received.

The jingle of keys. The clank of wrought iron gates. The sight of expressionless guards and a faceless executioner. They advanced with the wariness of approaching a cornered animal. But their fears were unfounded. There was nothing they could do to me. I was already free. I watched them. The sight of them looked strange to me, and I felt a certain sense of amusement. As they came through the bars of my cell, I looked at them, and smiled.

I closed my eyes, and the world turned dark again. I could hear their footsteps as they drew closer. They bounced off the indifferent walls of stone, and echoed in the spaces where hope went to die, through air heavy with the anticipation of death. As they drew closer, and more distinct, they grew softer and softer, till I could no longer hear them.

In the space of that blink, something changed. I found myself, not in the jail, but where you and I are now. As though I had simply fallen asleep, and woken up in a different place. Few things escape a painter’s eyes, and I could tell it was also a different time. Time can be seen in the growing of trees, the weathering of stones, and in the ageing of wood. The warlord’s flags that had flown over the castle battlements were also no more.

Our experience had been the same. If I made sound, it would reach no ears. I would stand without hiding, yet be seen by no eyes. At that time, I could not tell whether I had been blessed, or cursed. Was this some sort of punishment? I still cannot tell. Most things are known only at the end, when it comes, if it exists.

I wandered the grounds of the castle, and its endless rooms. I was the silent party to the conversations within their walls, taking them like torn pieces of a map, piecing them together to tell me when I was, what had transpired while I blinked. I had fallen, but in a manner of my choosing. The man that had called for my death, had fallen in his own way, but some might say of my doing.

In one of the rooms in the castle, I found brushes, paint and paper. The inviting wooden handles of the brushes, the bottles that took their character from their contents, the paper with its sharp white and blunted edges. I traced them with my fingertips, and a quiver ran through my fingers like a familiar greeting. I took them, and painted with them.

I painted every aspect of this garden. And the world beyond it. Everything I could see, and much more that I could not. When I was painting, I did not have to question my fate. As always when I painted, the world around me dissolved, and disappeared into a universe where I was not.

 
We all measure differences differently. I mentioned in the beginning that paint used to tell the passage of my time. Without signposts to mark the way, one continues down a path indefinite, without turning. It could have been the tenth, or the hundredth, or the thousandth painting. I would not know. But somewhere along, it seemed natural to pause, so I did, and turned to the previous painting.

It was empty. As though I had painted with invisible ink, drying into nothingness. At first, I did not understand. I turned again, to another blank slate. Nothing. I had to turn yet again to realise. None of them existed. They existed no longer than the time I took to paint them. Things I create, do not last. If things do not last, what is the point of having them in the first place? If that was the way to be, for that which can be touched and seen, does it hold true for that which can only be felt and known?

At least, now I know one of my paintings remained. That which you held in your hands. After, from that world I was gone. The jailer would have smuggled it out of the castle. It must have travelled, from hand to hand, a succession of hands and minds over the years. If we could only know of its journey, it would have made a more wonderous story than yours and mine.

Things have souls too. It is human conceit to think of souls as our unique right. It must have went from person to person, trying to find its rightful owner. It met you as a boy. You kept it by your side through your voyages. Those voyages, many as they seemed, it was a single voyage. You have been travelling through many seas, reaching places you thought were destinations. But deep down you would have known they were not. Have you found any place you felt was your real destination?

 
The painting. It is a separate and seamless part of me. Through the days and the nights and the weeks that stretched into months and grew into years, I thought I was alone, but it did not feel like it. Whether it was the twitching of an eyebrow, or the standing of hairs on the nape of the neck, an unheard whisper, or simply an imperfect solitude. I felt a calming sense, like having someone close, look over your shoulder but not making a sound. Just as you said you felt alone, but not quite. So, I should say that you have known me all of your life. And I have known you all of my after-life.

You have told me of your life. Even then, I know not of what you seek. I myself, seek nothing. Or perhaps, I have not known anything worth seeking. There are those who are born complete, lacking nothing. They will never know this feeling of perpetual search. This feeling that can define and direct a life. There are those who enter the world like a vase with missing pieces. Their life is a search. And sometimes it never ends. That is the way it is.

I see the softness of your eyes, and your gentleness of movement. You show no inclination of moving on from here. Although I have never minded isolation, I do not mind your presence. There is a certain warmth that I have not felt before, a certain understanding I did not expect. But you must know that I am not a piece to make you whole. I cannot tell you if you will ever be whole. Just as I do not know if I will ever be whole. Or if a person can ever be truly whole. There are voids that can never be filled. I am my own incomplete puzzle. And I do not know if the missing pieces exist.

 






Days

If a love is between two persons who do not exist, then does it exist?

The two of us that did not, watched daybreak bring glimmers of warmth after a long, cold night. The golden light softly caressed the face of the land and coaxed the birds into a chorus of melodies that seemed to awaken something dormant in us. We watched the sun rise, and the sun set. Days going by, having forgotten us. We watched, one dissolving into the next. Some days, the glow of one sun segued into the glow of another, and we could not tell one apart from another.

Those mornings broke without a change, just another turn of the earth. On summer days, barely warmer than winter, we roamed together the rooms and corridors twisting through a castle faintly red beneath sunshine, where shadows heaved with the passing of the sun.

As the sky lost its hint of summer brilliance, we roamed beyond the walls of the castle. Going where our feet took us, as I had once roamed alone. The clouds moved beautifully, unfolding and folding upon themselves and their neighbours, shifting endlessly into one another. Their soft edges moulded the sun, and ageless mountains changed by the minute as the dappled sunlight brushed across their slopes.

We walked on hoary grey stones upon old paths destined to grow older still, and I wondered how many weary travellers had trod upon them. How many of them had reached their destination. For all the pairs of persons who have ever walked these paths, how many ghosts had walked them too, side by side.

We traipsed through groves, leaves gently falling. Peered into the sky, framed by bamboo, and wondered about the future, as leaves fell about us. Wondered if there was a future for us.

As night tugged its blanket across the earth and took us for its own, pulling us into its embrace, we lingered under an inky dome of star-drawn sky. We roamed stationary in a solitary trance of two, watching the moon, feeling its silver rays kiss our cheeks. Upon its face of pearl, I made a wish. That she would not keep me in her shallows. That she would lead me into her depths. Show me how far down she went. Bring me where no light reaches. And let me light her darkness with my own.

I was caught, by a sudden fear that she was as a puff of smoke. As much there, as she was not. As much with me, as she was not. Grasp for her too quickly, too briskly, and she might just dissipate into ether. And disappear completely. Move a little too fast, and the curtain of air between my hand, and her, would simply push her away. Transporting her into another place, where she was nothing more than a fleeted memory. Because as much as love can be exhilarating and necessary, and beautiful and breathless, it is also all those reasons that make love painful and heavy and sad and aching and devastating. And I wandered between the edges of reaching out, and holding back.

I wondered, is it possible for one person to attain perfect understanding of another? How close could one come to another person’s essence? Will I ever know anything important about her? Would I ever see her hidden rest? Would I ever know her truly?

 
Our thoughts mingled with one another through our stories illustrated with words, written with gestures. I read her gestures, and pored over her expressions. Her widening and squinting of eyes, the elevation and descent of her cheeks, the rising and dropping of her lips. With her wordlessness, she sung a song only I could hear. I marvelled at her capacity to communicate without words, and she accommodated my need to use them to mimic what could not fully be said in words.

As days continued to break, we watched the skies yet again. The skies are the same everywhere across the earth. They are only different, from the minds that ponder them. For the first time, in a very long time, I felt something approaching what someone living would feel.

I wondered, about the space of a heart. Its capacity to hold one, and then another. Having held on to something for so long, was it capable of holding on to another? Memory is the most lasting of things. Sometimes, the most powerful. Even the now, with the prospect of the future, struggles against the then.

I had thought there was no space left. Yet somehow, the heart stretches to fill what it has to fit. It never truly dies, even when you announce its passing. In the little space of my chest, the memory of my first love, jostled with what I was beginning to feel. In the swirls of those waters, I stood still, hesitating in backward forward motion, before deciding I could only let myself go with the flow of the universe, and see what it had in store for me. I found that as the feelings for one increased, those I had, and still have for another, did not diminish. I discovered that things carried, did not stop us from moving on. That one could cherish the past, as well as embrace the future.

When something is strong and definite, you treat it carelessly. When it is frail and fragile, you hold it with tender hands. With Sayuri and me, we would never experience the changing seasons of a life shared, that gave as much as it took away, that replaced old, younger affections for new, older ones. We could never regain our lives past. No new life would rise from us. What we felt was useless, it had no purpose, no motive, and therefore it was pure.

Love is pure because it is useless.

If a love is between two persons who do not exist, then does it exist? With words unspoken, I voiced a silent devotion.

I can never love you the way you deserve to be loved, but I will love you the best way I can, and if it is enough, I will never leave you.

Yes, it exists, and it will exist.

 






Touched

Our eyes travelled through space, trying to reach where our hands dared not touch.

It came one moonless night. When the world had gone to sleep but left us sleepless. The birds had exhausted their songs. The insects had ceased their chirps. All there was, were the whispers of breath that left our lips. In one of the placeless rooms within the castle, somehow, light from a hidden sun pierced through the night, and we shared a look in the imperfect darkness. All we could see were the glow of our eyes, and the faint traces of silver that outlined our bodies, immaterial, yet existing without doubt. This time, wordlessness had engulfed the both of us.

We shared a look, bereft of words, fraught with meaning. Filled with the desire to reach out. Lacking the courage to do so. Each of us wishing that the other would offer something that we both desired, but were unable to. A yearning for a closeness, that burned within us. A look that belonged to no one else in the world, but the two of us.

Time is an infinity of moments, without significance. It is when we grasp one, that it becomes a memory chiselled into our hearts. No moment lasts forever. Ours began to pass, moving on into the place where things lost or never were are mourned. She blinked, and started to look down, away from my gaze. As she did, the wave of hair behind her ear dislodged from its perch, flowing down, a curtain that obscured her eyes.

 
I felt a desperate need to regain sight of her. For our gaze to touch again, and despite myself, I reached out, and with the gentleness of holding a butterfly, I lifted, and gently brushed her hair from her eyes. As the curtain pulled away, our eyes met again.

Peering into her depthless eyes, I felt bits of myself dissolving into dust that floated away on a phantom wind, the specks of me rising off and being carried towards her. In that depthlessness, I read an understanding, and was filled with an intense happiness, and felt an equally intense sadness.

Looking upon her face, that being ageless, was changeless, I regretted that I would not be able to follow, on her face, the patterns that would have been left by the passing of time. The accumulated traces of smiles. Markers of things that had made her happy. Regret, that I could not be responsible, for placing lines of joy there.

How do ghosts touch? If you lost all sense of touch in your hands, would you still feel when you touched someone that meant something? I reached. The touch of a hand reaching through darkness. Darkness of the night, darkness of the unknown filled with all the light of hope. I reached, as though trying to recall some fragment of a dream. Trying to kindle some spark of a warmth. I wanted to hold her, and know what each and every movement of her body meant.

From underneath her hair, my hand slid to the side of her face, and cradling the slender plump of her cheeks, stayed. The other hand followed towards her, to her left hand, the hand she used to paint, to create beauty out of air. It was curled, in a fist, as a cocoon, closed. I stayed my hand, on hers, and slowly, imperceptibly, as a blossoming flower, it opened. Fingers spreading outwards, as petals that had felt the warmth of the sun. And sensing that it held no ill, only a passion tinged with compassion, opened with the abandon of a leap of faith. It arevealed in the crucible between thumb and forefinger a small discolouration, just a little whiter than the fairness of her skin, in the shape of what I saw to be a lily. I touched it, as though to rub it away, but it never did, and if anything, it only grew brighter.

I lowered my palm into hers, and she raised her other hand, onto my arm. Our fingers intertwined, as two vines seeking succour in a world without it, and finding it, clasped. In that lock, we discovered that the spaces taken by our fingers fitted perfectly into the spaces left by the other’s. And we hoped that that would also hold true, for the spaces in our hearts.

I wanted to stay with her in the dark forever. Where our eyes cannot see. And converse in the language of touch. I would tell her my story. She would tell me hers. And we would see if we could write something beautiful together.

I moved my hand from the cradle of her face, to her other hand. I touched my fingers, on the tips of hers, tracing the curve of her nails, feeling the bones under her joints, drawing the lines on her palm, lingered on the spot of her wrist, and sensing no hesitation, ventured into her unknown.

Her kimono laid on the ground, and we are exploring our bodies. We searched each other, to understand the feelings stirring within. I hold her close, looking upon her face. The lustre of her eyes, the lashes that shaded her eyes. All of her individual eyelashes, special to me. I wanted to see them, give all of them names, and remember each and every one of them. I watched the thin eyebrows that framed them, the keen nose that parted them, the slight lips that lay at the base of her nose. The lightly ridged edge of a tooth. A single mole. I marvelled at the way she paused in between breaths, like each one was something to be cherished, special.

I lost myself in the landscape of her. We were quiet. I traced the outline of her bones and soft shapes that made her body. Tender fingers travelling across a strange landscape. Her ridges. Her mountains. I traced the veins beneath her skin. We faced each other, lying still, my touch momentarily breaking her stillness. My fingers walked down her spine, up and down the small hills of her backbone. I crossed the valley of the small of her back. I brushed the back of her thigh, lingering over the underside of her knee. Underground, the slightest tremor. I remembered by touch, the shape of her ears, the rise of her nose, closing my eyes to commit them to memory.

She sighed softly, and turned away. I felt the tide move away from me, taking with it everything bright, everything that would make one face the heavens and thank it. Dark waters churned within me, filling my lungs, choking them. I thought I would die all over again.

She turned back to me. She searched my eyes as she stretched out on her back, inviting me towards her. The tide returned, and in that instant, I was born again, every cell in my body renewed with life. I reached out again, and traced the valley of her bosom, the place closest to her heart. I ascended her breasts. Scaled their sides, and reached their peaks. I kissed them gently, calling quivers from deep within, to her surface. I settled my head in her bosom, and listened to her heart. Tried to hear its whispers. Asked them to tell me, if it belonged to me. She rested her hands on my head, and caressed my hair in answer. Through the passing years, a certain loneliness had been a hitchhiker on my heart. And as she answered me, I could feel it slowly dying in my chest.

I crossed and recrossed her landscape, taking new routes, finding something new every time I travelled her. My fingers ran over every single part of her body, and hers did the same. If our touch left marks, our bodies would have been tinted in each other’s colour. We explored each other’s bodies in the darkness without words, without need for words. I kissed and held her soft in my arms. She embraced me.

I slipped my arms beneath her, an arch below her back, wrapping them around her. I held her close. She buried her face in my chest, and listened to my heart. I feel her breath against my bare skin, quickening as she heard what my heart had to say to her. Our hearts beat side by side, and our bodies tried to mirror that distance, pulling ever closer, as though our skin was too great a space to be apart.

The shadows of us had become one, and the shadows that were us too become one. There was no gap between. In that second, I learned what forever truly was. It was not an impossibility, or a time, or a place, but a hope, and a moment that would exist forever, long after we were gone. And the minutes and hours and days and months and years that came after it, could do nothing to change the fact that it had existed, and would always exist.

In this way, we made love. The night would become a story etched forever on our hearts. And if we were apart, every night we would make love to each other in our memories. I brush the hair from her forehead, where I had begun my journey, and kiss it. I said to her, “Now I know your body, and it is nothing compared to your soul. But it is a part of you, and therefore it is precious to me.”

As I had discovered the curves of her body, I hoped to explore the folds of her mind, to know its contours, as well as I know her body. I tell her she must know who I am. That when everything is meant to be broken, some things would always be.

I blessed the hands of time that would not turn for us. That would keep us in our state through time, and not let its ravages tear us apart, let not our bodies fail where our hearts would not falter.

I cursed the hands of time that would not turn for us. That would deny us the experience of growing old together. That I would never take her wrinkled hands in mine. And tell her that she was beautiful, is beautiful, and would always be beautiful in my eyes and mind. Tell her that just as I wanted to live with her, I wanted to die with her. Die by her side, so we may together return to whence we came.

Dawn comes. It finds us holding each other. Morning comes, and for that day, it belongs to only two.

 






War

We were shooting stars, soaring through the time and the space of each other.

Voyaging through the galaxies of each other. Flying heavenwards without the restraints of gravity. Tumbling with abandon through the space of one another. Plunging heedless through the deep darkness that was everything else. Neither regarding nor being touched by anything else. Neither pausing to nourish the bodies that had been lost, nor stopping to replenish the sleep that never came. In our universe of two, we lacked nothing, wanted nothing, and desired nothing else.

The castle, deprived of its master, had long ago emptied of the personages that served at his feet. For many cycles of the moon, we were left undisturbed. Just as we were shielded from the world, the world was shielded from our thoughts. But once in a while, as I looked outwards, my gaze would inadvertently fall on the villages in the distance, which had grown far beyond how I had remembered them when Kiichi and I had parted ways. I would wonder if his thoughts travelled the other way. But ours was the kind of friendship that would not empty from lack of looks or words.

Those villages, which looked more like a small city now, would have been the same where travelled the story of Sayuri. Like the way I lived through old newspapers, dusty books and occasionally on the tongues of musty historians, she would exist, floating mouth to mouth from mother to child and then again on an endless wheel. Kept slightly alive on thoughts and wonderings.

Once in a while, lonely travellers would happen upon the castle, circumnavigate its walls, and continue on their way. The castle merely a soon-forgotten obstacle on their journeys that did not pause. They were too consumed by their journeys of land and mind, to wonder about the inside of the castle, or note its two eternal inhabitants. Over the seasons, the clothes on their backs would change in small, insignificant ways. Changing with the times and transient fashions that people felt compelled to foist on themselves. But their thoughts showed on their expressions that never changed. All subtle variations of a universal thought. I recognised it, and maybe understood it more than they did.

Where am I going? How long would it take. Will I ever arrive. And if I do, by the time I did, would it still be where I wanted to go?

They came and went in their varied numbers and shapes of people. Side by side, sometimes hand in hand. Sometimes one ahead of another. A leader, and a follower. Sometimes a confused flock lead by a determined chief. We watched the shapes of people like we watched the shapes of petals falling upon the ground.

There is a rhythm to the things in nature. An unheard tempo that moves to the unknown. So did the travellers as we observed unseen. Disparate, yet united notes in an orchestra seemingly chaotic. Random movements coming together in a tuneless harmony. They moved on. Going ahead, falling behind. Drifting to the left, swerving to the right. As though persuaded by the whims of the wind. Footsteps placed by the fidgets of their thoughts. Nudged by the weathered undulations of the grounds. With our eyes we listened to the symphony.

It was soothing. Like a cool breeze that lightly tickles your cheeks as you watch ripples moving on a calm lake. The dance of cranes across the sky, as you peer into the deep blue of ocean skies. The swirl of mist in the morning that makes you reminisce about the past and how it never dissipates. The twist of shadows in the evening that make you ponder the future and the way it never materialises.

The harmony played unbroken. A timeless phonograph making endless revolutions on an eternal loop. Till it was broken by the blunt thumping of boots marching in determined unison across the ground. The minute deviations between the thumps serving only to amplify the sound. That refrain resounding uneasily to the tops of the cherry blossom trees that stood to attention along the route of a parade of men.

Men marching in straight rows and columns. Keeping directly behind the man in front. Directly beside the men by his sides. Their arms swiped with the swinging of their legs. Arms straight to the shoulders. Swiping back to exactly the level of their polished belts. I looked for invisible wires attached to the tips of their limbs. Toy soldiers manipulated by unseen hands. Moving with mechanical efficiency.

In threads that marked them out as soldiers, stiff-legged, stiff-armed, they moved stiffly in their starched khaki uniforms. They went forth with erect carriages and efficient movements, one step to another without pause. From the top of black boots, a strip of white cloth wound up around their legs like a bandage. Squarish pouches slung like a constellation across their proudly turned up chests. A canteen bobbed by the side of their hip, and each a rifle lying stoutly, silently, portentously across their arms.

On these young, proud men shining in the golden age of their lives, rested burdens of bulging knapsacks filled with a company of ammunition, rations, gear, equipment. And a scattering of items at once both small and big. A trinket from somewhere else a million miles away and right beside. A photograph of someone from the past, and so clearly in their present. Possibly a painting of something and someone strangely close.

Those possessions were the only things that differentiated one soldier from another. Those, and the thoughts hidden in their heads. They wore their uniformity on the outside, and kept their individuality on the inside. The things on the inside make us different from one another.

On their backs, the heavy knapsacks, and on their shoulder blades, the canvas straps dug in, and the weight put a subtle haunch in their gait, these beasts of burden. There was another burden I could sense, heavier than knapsacks. Like a stone carefully carved from a mountain, then placed on their shoulders with deliberation. Once, as children, being taught that life was precious. And then as soldiers, being told that the taking of another life was the mark of a man. Now their burden was the obligation to live, and more importantly, die for the nation.

On the trunk of their arms, looped a band of white, and from its middle, a circle spreading rays of red. One of their number carried a large flag upon his shoulder, of the same white and red, fluttering with every movement of man and wind. It was the first time I had seen a sun of red. Instead of rays of gold, shooting rays of red. I wondered what it symbolised, what it would bring.

Their souls floated in the window of their eyes, and through them I saw their thoughts. An unshakeable determination, an undoubtable belief. They passed, like trains, in the intervals of the day. Rushing past on a straight track, never veering from their course, pushing forward to their destiny. This way they continued, different men, at different times, but though the same man never passed twice, the same kind of man did every time.

Then they grew older and younger both at once. From boys, barely men, who had seen too little. To old men, jilted by the years, who might have already seen too much. We all wear robes and roles handed down by others. Those young and old were different from those who came before. They wore their uniforms without a sense of belonging, with the sense of perfect resignation that comes after a struggle within.

The passage of men slowed to a trickle, and for a while, the stream was dry. With every passing of the wind, the footsteps faded like vanishing rivulets on a dried-out riverbed. I wondered about them, and of their feelings, fears and existence in some other part of the world hidden from me. Then the flow reversed, and I recognised some of their faces as they returned. They were there, and not. Totally here, and incompletely so. They had gone somewhere that had stolen a little bit of them. A hole in the ground that had swallowed the best parts of them, and spit out the carcass of the rest.

 
Souls are carried in eyes, but I looked into their eyes and could not find them. In their place hovered instead a limp, blank, unfocused stare that penetrated through the reality before them, travelling to somewhere far away, farther than can be reached, somewhere beyond the imagination of others.

They had seen things, done things, and now they saw nothing at all, not even the spot where their next footstep would drop. Though they were walking, they were doing so without knowing they were. Being carried along by the remains of what used to move them forward. They were more shells, than men. But their shells did little to hide their broken selves.

As time went on, they were followed by those whose bodies were as broken as their minds. Lying on wagons as they stared into the sky, questioning. Haunted by the ghosts of memories and limbs left where they had gone. Those who could still walk, pushing those who could not.

This way, we watched a war unfold through its soldiers, and victims. Through the loss of innocence, the breaking of men, and the senselessness of it all. And search as I might, I could find no good reason for it.

Finding no sense in the world to sustain us, we instead tried to find meaning in each other.

 






Sun

The universe brings people together, it also conspires to tear them apart.

It was a common morning, one in a procession of many, all unexceptional, yet special to us for their existence. We had joined in the soft shadows of the night, and our hands had stayed as one as she went back to painting. My left, with her right, for she was left-handed.

We were planted underneath the great willow tree where she had first graced my eyes. Her favourite tree in all of the forests in all of the nations of the world, for by its side, under its arms she painted. It had become mine too, for by her side, with her in my arms, I had found a semblance of a space that had not bid me leave. It stood sturdy, as forever, sturdy as its grief.

I watched the small white lily on her hand glow in the shying moonlight, gliding across the white canvas as a painting came to life. Hand and brush danced tandem across dance floor of paper, their moves leaving marks that joined into an image true to life. Moonlight hid away, and as the shifting shades of sunrise crept over the world, a white chrysanthemum grew. As gentle hues gave way to harsh rays, the flower grew to full bloom in the morning sun.

Every flower has a meaning, and every painting has a story. In the multitude of pictures I had watched her paint, I had never seen such a flower, and I asked her what it meant. She gestured that white chrysanthemums are symbolic of lamentation and grief. And I asked her why she had painted it.

For one of the very few times, her eyebrows creased into a frown, and she upraised her palm in doubt. Lacking reply, she looked to the sky, as though looking for an answer. I looked to where she did, to skies as blue as the sea, as blue as peacock eyes, as blue as human hearts can be. They floated untouched by clouds, a blank chalkboard saying nothing. A sky that could be said to be pristine, or barren, depending on the eyes that beheld them.

The sun glowed strangely red in that sky, an unusual sun for another usual day. An answer appeared. A white line of chalk drawing across the board, entering from the edge of the sky beyond my sight. Growing longer and longer, parting the blue into two halves. As it grew closer, its far-off end dissolved and faded, white eaten by blue. I looked towards its leading edge, where it glinted and shone at its tip, sunlight reflecting off a skin of silver. An angel, making its way across heaven.

From it, descended two white objects like floating umbrellas, attached to something we could not make out from the distance. We had never seen anything like this before, and we watched this message from the sky, transfixed, uncertain.

From it, unsheathed a blade of light that cleaved the sky. A tremendous white, whiter than I ever knew white could be. Whiter than the white of old men, the white of eyeballs, the white of murdered bones. It sliced from east to west, from the city towards the hills, the sky torn open to unleash the sun. I remembered thinking, This is what pure light looks like.

I felt the air around me change, as though it had been replaced with something else. Air comes in many flavours. Over many waters, while they still gasped for it, my lungs had tasted many of them. The air at the top of a mountain, where it seems straight from the lungs of God. The air in a grassy meadow, where it tastes like summer. The air on a battlefield, thick and heavy, like gaseous iron, a taste of Death. The air between lovers, light and sweet, a lilting perfume that invites you to move closer. It moves in different ways, and exists in different ways, but it always has a taste.

I smelled a different air, one strangely absent taste. Devoid of all substance, as though waiting for something to impart it. Like an immense, invisible monster had just descended, its heaving and breathing sucking up every last mouthful of air, greedily hoarding it while the world suffocated. In its place, the space faintly crackled with unseen sparks. It was a living vacuum, and the eye of it stood at the centre of that blade of light.

It lasted for an eternal second, and white turned into a glorious gold. It no longer spanned the entirety of my vision, retreating into a focused gold sphere about a mile away. The sphere of gold rose into the sky, a second sunrise that sought its own horizon, engulfing the world in the glow of a thousand suns. The fireball soared, as though its home was the heavens, and it could bear not another moment of being parted.

A wave of gold rolled towards us, an unearthly wave over a sea of land. From afar, it looked lumbering, lethargic, a slow-moving creature slothfully stretching ever wider. As a wave does, it grew as it travelled over the waiting space from its birth to where we stood. It drew closer, revealing gold as fire. A fire not of this earth, alien, strange, that licked greedily outwards, voraciously consuming.

It never broke, glowing with pride as it approached. It must have flown over the ground like nothing else could, but from where we stood it unfurled as an old dusty curtain. We watched it without thought or anticipation, for curiosity and horror past a certain point turns into fascination, and like steel to magnet, fascination’s prison became stronger as the wave grew closer.

It touched the trees, enveloped them, and moved on past, taking their leaves and branches as it went. It touched the houses, encircled them, going on past, taking tiles and windows with it. Then those mighty trunks lost their footing, tumbling into the air like toothpicks. Those stately houses parted from their foundations, lifting into the air as discarded boxes. The wave hurrying everything it touched, into nothing.

We heard the birth of a sound, what began as a faraway whimper, that grew into a cry increasingly louder, transforming into a shrill scream speedily approaching, swelling into a tremendous thunder like the report of heavy guns relentlessly firing. It reminded me of a sound I had heard so long ago, and it filled me with reincarnated dread. It advanced in tandem with the wave of fire, bolstering roar and billowing flames.

We watched it eat the city and its flesh of buildings and land, roiling outwards, consuming the miles that laid between us. In an instant, metres lay between us, and triggered within us a residual instinct of self-preservation, like the itch of a phantom limb no longer existing or useful. As the wave made us one with it, we reached for each other. She buried herself into my arms, I pulled her tightly into my bosom. We were plunged into the current of that fire, and all became noiseless, as though all sound had been incinerated, silenced, blown away, extinguished by the fiery winds.

She arched backwards, away just slightly, and gave me a look that was a question. I touched my palm on the back of her head, a reassurance, a doubt, an act, and an act of tenderness. I replied her look, and I was supposed to say, It’s going to be alright. But though my voice came, no sound followed, and my words were mouthed without voicing. Their sound eaten by the wind. I smiled, and hoped it would not carry the entirety of what I was feeling.

The earth rumbled, shaking from a deep sleep. The sky turned and tumbled in strange colours, shades of red and peculiar hues, all uncanny. From the ground curdled up smoke into a cloud. An entire city freed from the chains of gravity. Floating in the air. It was shaped as a mushroom, and it rose, boiling up to the ceiling of the sky. A jellyfish rising from an underworldly seabed. Its crown shone with streaks of fire, a second sun striving to touch the first. That sun of gold rose to blot the one of red.

In its wake, ascending billows of smoke churned with an intense vigour. Dark, grey, undeniably dead. Rising in their tens of thousands, souls swimming upwards on swirls of steaming air. Freed from flesh, striving for heaven. We saw and felt their tears. They flowed from the sky in a rain, black as the ink on an execution letter. A rain without welcome, for all that could burn was burnt already. Aptly bitter. The smell of dissolved ash. They transformed the land into a painting of melancholic tones. Above this painted land, arched a rainbow, of seven shades of grey, strangely unnatural, strangely familiar.

We were in a castle. And then we were not. Transported in an instance into a field of broken sticks and stones. Pine wood and mountain rock returned to something approaching their original state. A square of steam rose from the moat, marking the shape of the past. Steam and smoke, and dust and ash whisked together around us in a miasma that pulsed thinning and thickening.

A moment, a single gentle breeze, and through the veil I saw that something had lived. The great willow tree. It stood as it always had, its mourning unbroken. Its branches filtered the sky in a different stained-glass pattern, but it was otherwise the same tree, our companion that had stood in this same spot before our birth and death.

The passage of day seemed to have passed by unnoticed. In a day of a minute, the morning glow of a day’s birth had segued to the dark of its demise. The miasma from land joined the pillar in the sky, and together they were an eclipse that plunged the earth into instant twilight.

She returns my unspoken question, by motioning that she was alright, then asked.

Is it night already?

 






Fade

Thinner than paper, lighter than air, forever lasts the stillness of a second hand.

The thinness and lightness of smoke flowed like delicate silk over everything on the land. Seen through its veil, everything took on the character of that smoke. Soft, shifting, real and unreal. We only believe what we can perceive, and distrust that which we cannot. In the moving smoke, all was undoubtable one moment, unexisting the next. Everything it touched, transformed. Their nature, changing beyond understanding. Defying the fixations of the mind. Denying our attempts to freeze the world in a state we can keep, an understanding we can preserve.

Like scented cloth, it altered as it layered, and even as its touch lifted, its trace lingered. Like the lasting presence of tobacco smoke on clothes, sometimes its grazing stains without recourse, changing without remorse. They wafted over Sayuri, as they did me, expelling her from my vision for moments interminable to me. When they did, I grasped her hand even more tightly, clinging like a castaway in the sea, desperate not to lose her.

The air resumed its journey, and the wind stopped its pause, scrubbing the smoke from its hold. The smoke left reluctantly, not completely, leaving clawmarks on the present. As the smoke stripped from her, she stayed steadfast in my mind, yet wavered in my eye. The edges of her lingering self seemed to have lost their distinction, softened. I was uncertain of what it meant, yet uneasily aware of its chill on me. Having lost much, what I had were treasures without price. My vision of her head and shoulders remained well-defined, yet from the waist on down, her figure thinned into invisibility. Part of her was transparent as a shadow on water. It was as though she had walked into a pool and it had taken something from her, and what had re-emerged, was just her reflection.

She did not seem to notice. Or if she did, she did not reveal it. Although what was transpiring alarmed me, I did not show it. I muffled my worries, and hoped to suffocate them by ignoring them.

There were two people in the world that existed in the world of my heart. One of them was in my arms. The other was abiding a fate unknown to me, somewhere closer to where the explosion had befallen. My thoughts and fears went out to him. I squeezed Sayuri’s hand, and said, “My friend, the one I’d told you about…”

She nodded before I finished. As though she had thought of my thoughts before they were mine, read my mind even before it had written anything. Returning my squeeze with one hand, she pointed to the direction of where Kiichi was with the other, placed it on her chest, then pointed to me. This surprised me, for I had thought her bound to this place, the place she had left and returned to this world.

We are hinged to places in ways we do not fully understand, by choice, by memory, by what we have lost. And I had thought her locked to that place.

 
She swept her hand slowly around us, and my eyes followed across to the remains of the castle that lay strewn about us. It was no more. It would never stand again. It would never hold her in life and death again. It had nothing for her.

I returned her nod, and together, for the first time ever, we turned away from the castle, and walked beyond the boundaries that no longer existed, into a city burned to ashes, ground to dust. All the houses scorched and crushed, all the trees stripped and charred. We walked upon an earth of dismantled bricks, corrugated iron, plaster, doors, strips of matting.

We examined the carcass of the city. And then we saw the corpses of the people. But before that, we saw their shadows. They lay where they fell. On the ground, against the walls, over the rubble. Left behind by a heat so complete that it had severed the bond between a person and his shadow. The person lost, his shadow abandoned.

The fires we had seen had lived voraciously, and then died, leaving only death and those near to it. We are born, furthest from death, and spend our lifetime, moving ever closer to it every moment. An inevitable attraction. So death was a most common state of things, yet I was still moved by what I saw. That day, there were more people who were closer to death, than I had and would ever encounter.

We waded against the current of the thousands who were fleeing, all hurt in their own many ways of body and mind. Dreadfully burned as though dropped into a furnace. Grievously lacerated, as though put through a rain of glass. They saw through eyes without brows, were clad in skin without form, skin dripping from limbs like wax. Some of them vomiting, as they walked, from the gruesomeness they saw, and the ghastliness they felt. Feeling every inch of their bodies, all at once. So aware of every part of their self, truly alive, truly near death.

From people, fire had stripped life and cloth. Shorn of clothing, shorn of self-consciousness, of embellishments, returned to a natural state, the survivors wandered the city that had been. As I saw the people who used to be, I wanted to turn away, but I could not. Horror demands attention. Their skin bore the ghosts of the flowers that used to bloom on their kimonos, the nature of heat being attracted to light colours, and repelled by dark ones.

Broken houses screamed in broken voices. They pulled me in. Listening closer, I found they were people drowning in debris, screaming for help, desperation blunting their voices’ human edge. Their cries wrought the air, meeting no response. Reaching only the ears of people lost and wandering in their own personal circles of misery, and my pained awareness. I was filled with compassion for them, and overwhelmed by the senselessness of it, for I could conceive of no reason for such suffering, no good that could come of it. Like a dull ache that defies pinpointing, I felt a sense of guilt for having been exempted from the fate of the city’s occupants. And I felt an even greater guilt, for being able to do nothing, condemned to see and feel, and be touched but not touch.

I wished strength for those less ravaged by the flames. And swift mercy for those in pain unending, and as I did, I felt a bit of coldness creep into my heart, pilfering a bit of the warmth that had remained in there.

I could sense the bodies hidden in the rubble, soon I could see bodies strewn about the ground. Like dying flowers scattered from a tree, the bodies became more numerous as we approached the centre of the city where I thought Kiichi was. They formed a lace that covered the earth, growing denser as we moved across it. Soon we were stepping from space to space between the bodies of the people who used to live. There might have been a time when I could have gotten to know them as individuals, but now I could only know them all as victims, or simply bodies, lumps of flesh and fat and blood and gristle approaching decay and the inevitable stripping of maggots.

The field of bodies moving and unmoving hummed with a moaning that sounded like it could not have come from people. We waded into the sea of death and dying. I leading, and her holding my hand and trusting my lead. As we made our way ahead, I looked backwards and read her trepidation in her eyes. I squeezed her hand gently, and she nodded, giving me permission to go forward. We moved from body to body, and with each one, I had both the hopes that it was and was not Kiichi.

I heard him from his silence. The only body still moving, yet soundless. No cry, wail, or barely a whimper. I went to him. The explosion had marked him, and I could not see any part of him that did not carry the traces of its touch. I reached out to him, tried to hold his hands. But his arms did not stay. And when they dropped, where they were, I was left simply holding patches of the skin that used to cover his arms.

I watched waves wash over his body, pain flowing and ebbing like constant tides. He kept slipping across the fine borderline between awareness and unconsciousness, but when he remained in the field of consciousness, his eyes shone with the clarity I could never forget.

The explosion had not taken him, but it had taken something from him. There was a difference in his words, and therefore his thoughts and mind. It was still him, all him. But as he spoke when he could, I could sense a difference. The lamp of his life was still burning, but the oil that sustained it was no more, and what I was seeing were stolen flickers of light.

As I knew him, Kiichi did not give words like meaningless trinkets, but offered them sparingly. This time, his words came as sparse as they used to. Lonesome birds in a cold winter’s sky. They felt stripped of wondering or doubt. As though his mind had gained a certain clarity, like a placid lake where all traces of earth had settled in its bed, and light could penetrate its clear depths all the way to the bottom.

His words dripped in small trickles. In between the bouts of delirious pain I could see him struggling to fight. With every several hours came a meagre harvest of a few words, but to me it was bountiful. Time seeped away for him, as it stayed still for me. In between his words, hours passed, but he continued as though seconds had.

“I am dying,” he declared.

I was silent. Death having lost its meaning beyond the loss of a friend I hoped desperately not to lose.

 
“At least, sooner than I thought it would come for me. Of course, I had known it would come someday. But I could not have imagined it would arrive this way.”

He coughed once, and that one cough was followed by an unrelenting succession of others, as his lungs resisted collapsing upon themselves, and every one of them flung his body in wild directions, and for minutes intolerable to me, they were animating the stringed puppet of him. Mercifully, they subsided, and for a moment, from their grasp they released my friend to me.

“But it is good to see you again, old friend,” he continued as though he had not been wracked, and smiled, “How old?”

“Too old, and not old enough,” I replied.

“As before, death has brought you back to me,” he mustered a wry grin. “Although, you have never left my mind.”

“How has this world treated you?” I asked for the second time.

He thought for the briefest moment, and answered, “Without favour. But also without prejudice.”

“It is the most one can hope for.”

“Yes. There is always unfairness, but I have not been treated more unfairly than others. I had had the chance, to hold in a loose grip, a certain handful of happiness. I never thought I would, but I met someone who both spurred and tempered me, and with her I felt there was some meaning to this world. With her, it felt natural to have children, and we did. A boy and a girl, who brought me much joy as I never had before.”

He paused, and let loose a single tear that travelled down the wicked rifts of his burnt skin before continuing. “Their names matter no more. They are gone now. I am glad they had no need to suffer themselves, or mourn for me. And I will soon join them.”

He broke from my eyes, and looked past me the way some people sometimes look past you mid-sentence, at something or someone you could not have known was there. But I knew who was. Sayuri had stayed with me as Kiichi spoke.

“Are you surprised?” he asked, “That I see her.”

“Forgive me, I had thought until now that I was the only one who could.”

“I see her, for the same reason I see you,” he said. “You remember the place of my birth. The place of death,” he asked, not as a question. “Wanted, or not, Kuroi Jukai confers some gifts to you, should you survive it, like a dark reward.”

He continued, yet his rivulet of words was blocked short by a wailing that clamoured hastily over the city. I surmised that they were the omens of explosions to come. As the howls flew over the city like the cries of an eagle flying over the land, those who could still walk, or manage an imitation of walking, scurried for the meagre shelter still standing, like feckless prey.

That small trio of us did not break our still. One, who knew death but had not known it, and now welcomed it. Two, who had known it, and thought they knew all there was to know about it.

The ill wind passed and went, passing without staying, leaving only a chill that lingered in the bones of those in its path. No foreign objects in the sky bringing more unwanted gifts from afar. Less out of mercy, than out of contempt for what was left.

“She is beautiful,” he cut my train of thought, enwrapped in smoke, going nowhere, “I am both glad and sad for you.”

I pondered the provenance of his words, not finding a reason known to me.

“I see her, yet with every second, there is less of her to see,” he puzzled me further.

I looked back, towards Sayuri. I had not forgotten her presence, but being sure of it, had not felt the need to look to confirm it. Parts of her had continued fading in the intervening time. I could still see her face and figure clearly, yet barely the outline of her feet now, as though she was levitating a foot off the ground. Inside those edges, she seemed a translucent pearly white. I tried to focus on those evanescent parts of her, but my eyes failed me, and they remained something you could sense but not see, becoming ever more so like the soft stirring of wind on the leaves of trees. She was appearing closer to the ghost that she and I were, as though returning to her actual form while I persisted in my disguise.

I was tormented momentarily by the anxiety of her loss. It felt like the imminent loss of everything that was good and kind and pure in the world, and I rushed the step back towards her. Reaching out for her hand, at the same moment, as she reached for mine. We met by the touching of the tips of our fingers, then by the interweaving of our fingers, then by the flattening against each other of our palms, and then by the nestling of our selves into the embrace of each other.

 
For a moment, I thought I would give anything, not to have to feel this excruciating fear. That it was better not to have, than to have had and lose. The doubt that the joy of sharing, was worth the fear of inevitable losing.

She spoke to me, in her quiet language I had come to know so well over the bright nights and the gentle days that we had floated on together. I, never failing to feel the grace of her every word, nuance, tone and intimation.

My people are forgetting me. They must. They are losing their grip on the breath in their lungs, much less the memories of stories in the past.

She glanced at everything else for a moment, then tried to console me.

Do not be sad. It is the nature of the world, that everything is forgotten in time.

She motioned back towards Kiichi.

Your friend. His last moments should be warmed with your presence.

I turned back to Kiichi, and he said, “This is what is happening. Death, is not reserved for the living. Just as we can suffer the same pain over and over again without end, we can suffer death once and again. Death is not so different from pain.”

“Unless…” For the first time then, his words passed into thoughts, and they flowed silently in his mind before his eyes tightened and he uttered, “You remember my place of birth. Kuroi Jukai. I did not tell you everything about it. In the eternal shadow of Fuyo-Ho, there is a certain energy that permeates the soil and fills the trees. A thousand dark hands, accumulated from the years of deaths that have passed within it. And like a gate to thereafter, when one enters its depths, life seeps away surely like hope from a broken soul.”

“I do not fully understand.”

“It is my privilege, to face death once, and my pain will end with my passing. But not yours. I can sense what she means to you. What losing her will bring you. She will become a memory. Memory will become pain. And you will carry that pain for eternity.”

He continued, “Kuroi Jukai, is also where lovers go to die. If they cannot live together, then at least they can die together. And some believe they might be reunited, in another time and place unfettered by their previous lives.”

Those words were brought forth on last breaths, and as they floated in the air, I held desperately onto one of the very few friends I had ever had. But no matter how much I could have willed him not to, he slipped away, like so many other things that had come and gone. And on his last breath we parted as we met.

“Ted.”

“Kiichi.”

 






Death

The past is a field of roses and thorns, the future a path of broken glass.

Lost in each other, we had been oblivious to the laws of the universe that hung above our heads like a sword. No man is an island, much less two together. The world had been dead to us, but we had not been dead to it. We were steeped in blissful oblivion, but the world was not. It seemed that it had stared at us with an envious eye.

I should have known, from all the stories I had heard from this land. That there must have been a reason why those stories ended with tears.

Again I wondered, is it better to feel pain, or to not have felt at all?

If I had known the coming of this pain, would I have walked down the same path I had? But somehow, I had already grieved for it. Knowing, that all beginnings have a twin. That having a starting, all paths would have an end. That one day, we would find ourselves caught between all we were, and all that must be.

I told her that I will go with her. And then I will find her again. That it is the way of nature, that while life always leads to death, death always leads to life. Even death will fade, and ghosts give way to the living. Though I could not be certain of everything, if there be any way at all in the wide possibilities of the world that I could be reunited with her, I would find it, and make my way back to her.

 
That I would find the beginning of the thread that tied us together, and follow it, centimetre by centimetre, to wherever in the world she was. If it led to the ocean, I would cross it. If it led to a mountain, I would climb it. That the only thing that could stop me, was if she did not wish to be found, then I would stop where I was, and never move, for there would be nowhere left to go, nothing left for me to do.

She simply gestured in the manner she did, strange yet familiar to me. I’ll see you, when winter gives way to spring, and she smiled.

We began our departure, with nothing left for us. She having lost her castle, her dwelling, I having relinquished Kiichi, my friend. Her castle having joined the rest of the city in a heap of rubble. My friend having been taken away, to join bodies nameless and countless.

We walked into the mist, ghostly figures we, that turned into the night that turned into the morning of a sun rising to silence, burning purple flames upon the sky. A silence, that as the sun touched the roof of clouds, broke to the call of birds, a tune I had not heard before. Every morning, the birds would sing a welcome to the day. That morning, they sang a requiem to the dead.

The rocks stayed frozen on our path, weaving through mountains wrinkled and wise, craggy and in places crooked, jagged against the skies. By our path, accompanied a procession of trees bent with age and the cold in their limbs. Raising feebly their crippled, leafless arms into the chill grey, making cracks in the firmament.

 
We joined landscapes broken, the sides of those mountains fallen to the lightness and heaviness of air, water and time. A broken bridge over a drying stream that we watched but did not cross. A valley of shattered rocks that we did cross without looking. Things we chose to see and not. Landscapes broken, mirror of our own.

This is her land. And she had dwelled it long. So she led the way and I followed, as I would wherever she would go. She had become the compass of my soul, and I would feel her magnetic pull wherever in the world she was.

It was a long distance we had to travel. But distance counted by days had lost its meaning for me. Instead, I felt an anxiety for the distance measured by her fading. She diminishes imperceptibly, but visibly so. As she grew lighter, my anxiety grew heavier, like snow upon a thatched roof, and it seemed I would collapse. Every moment that passed, takes with it a bit of her presence. I was painfully aware that soon her being will leave no trace.

Over the boundary of the horizon, peeked a cone of white. As we drew toward it, the horizon stayed motionless, and the cone grew ever taller still, till it seemed it was bending under the weight of the heavens. Soon the horizon was beyond the mountain, and our destination no more. By the path a single post of a tree trunk and a sign. It pointed to the mountain I had known to be Fuyo-Ho, but then it read ‘Mount Fuji’.

The mountain loomed over the land like a god with a heart of stone, watchful yet unfeeling. Frozen in winter, and in summer. The tallest mountain in Japan casts the largest shadow in the land. And as we entered its alien night, we felt a chill that seemed more than the curtailing of light.

On the coast of a sea of trees we stopped, at the base of the mountain. Kuroi Jukai. I recognised it. The birthplace of my friend, Kiichi. It continued the strand of my life, connected to people and places before I reached them.

It is a forest, and yet devoid of all the trappings of one save the trees. The carping of crickets and the chirping of birds did not sound. If there were chirps, they were swallowed. Swallowed together with the birds and the crickets, and all that entered. At its edge, a tombstone stands solitary amidst the deathly quietness. As though standing for all the lives that have gone, and all the lives that have come to go.

Like people, each place has a soul. Welcoming or menacing, or one of the thousand grey shades in between. It takes more than a lifetime of wandering, and staying, and simply being in place for more than necessary, to truly understand that. And no matter how strange or foreign a place, just as I could drink its water and touch its earth, I could sense the soul of a place. Until now. My attempts to grasp this place were stones thrown into a well without bottom. Though I walked its ground, I could not penetrate its surface.

The path before was no more, and the path beyond swirled ominous. I could not find a step forward in my feet. She turned to me and gently tugged my hand towards where we had to go, and I was grateful for her courage. Into that strange sea, the glimmers of light and brightness of day waned with the drawing trees.

It was filled with a suffocating thickness. The thick air that held little for breath. The twisting network of thick woody vines that prostrated itself over the forest floor. The thick trees behind which hid dark unknowns. I felt the weight of eyes upon my back, growing heavier like the swelling weight of flies on a carcass. A chill wind wending from nowhere animated the branches, giving life darkly to fingers of shadows that crept around us. Those fingers reached from scraggy trees with their curved and curlicued faces of bark. I had to look away from their visages, my vision whirling before I did.

Ahead in the forest, a light shone. Approaching, a reversal, and darkness faded and brightness deepened. Like the light at the end of the tunnel, a small opening in the forest, where the sun landed on the ground. Where it did, sprung forth a field of flowers. A secret garden hidden in the forest. We dipped into the flowers, and bathed in their bloom. I was filled with joy for being in the there and then with her, yet leadened with the dread of parting from her.

I held her hand even more tightly, and remembered the first time, our fingers intertwined. When they met, and I thought they would never part. I thought that vines would grow, from the roots of our fingers. And hold us together, through the passing of the seasons. That as leaves fell, our overlapping branches would hold. Tethering us together, through the winds of time. I did not know then, that everything withers. Everything falls back to earth.

I thought of the places we would never set foot in, the moments we would never enter together, the thoughts we would never share.

 
She read my thoughts from my face, upturned my palm, and with one slender, precious finger, traced words onto it. They travelled from the page of my palm, through my skin, rose up my arm, and nestled into my heart. And nothing in the world could have stopped me from feeling the happiness I did, smiling as though our world was not coming to an end.

From amidst the flowers, a tremble of colours, a tiny fluttering of wings that flew before us on little invisible swings of air. The butterfly that had first sent me on my first journey unalone. The one in which I had seen myself. It could not be. But it must be. The pattern of each butterfly is its undeniable thumbprint.

From the other side of the garden, a quivering of snowflake, another tiny fluttering of wings that pirouetted before us around little invisible poles of air. A butterfly of pure white that joined mine in a dance upon the air.

They flitted towards where we held our palms together, and landed within them. They touched feelers as though sharing an intimate secret. And then they met the end of their brief but brilliant lives, laid down by each other in our palms, the butterfly graveyard.

Life faded from them as it did from us. They fell through our fading palms into the waiting hands of the air, and floated downwards.

I never saw them reach the ground.

 






Rebirth

I spun in a space that was less than nothing.

Where the bright sun lay without rising. And the stars wandered without shining. In the dark and distant silence between stars, I drifted upon a raft made from dreams of the past, untethered by dreams of the future. Rayless, pathless, courseless. Dreams, which were not all dreams, mixed in a constellation of memories.

I watched from afar, across the dark. A home that wasn’t. But that would always be. Jars of remembered things. And forgotten things. A ship on waters that had no end. A ship that ended under the waters. Voices that called to me from beyond where they could. Sights, sounds, feelings, emotions drawn up from the well of my past, into this placeless present.

Darkness disintegrated into blankness. For an immeasurable span of something approaching but not quite time, I did not exist on any plane of time or space. It was nearly indescribable, yet utterly unforgettable. In the moments after that, I felt like I was waking up from the deepest sleep, slowly rediscovering my limbs as they followed my mind back into consciousness. They floundered languidly in what was not air, and I realised I was floating under water.

A fire burned in my lungs. Salt singed my eyes. All over I felt the wrap of dreadful cold and the feeling of clothes clinging about and hampering my movements. I experienced sensations I had nearly forgotten, the sensations of a body alive, and grasping for life. I realised I was drowning, and was seized by a sudden and tremendous fright. That of clutching redemption, and then losing grip.

Gasping for air, but inhaling water, sinking. I gasped for air, and inhaled water for times I could not count, sinking deeper despite my struggling. Delirium flowed over me, washing away all feelings of chilliness and pain. Ringing bells played in my ears to pretty visions of colour and light. I gently fell to rest on the softest of beds, to the lullaby of the most delightful of dreams. And I felt myself returning to the darkness from which I had emerged.

I felt my hold loosening from my self, but before I was enveloped, I heard my own voice rising from somewhere deep within my mind. A promise made in another time. Neverending like the ocean. A promise to return.

Suddenly I felt every bit of my body reinvigorated, electrified. Drawing the last bit of air in my lungs, I heaved with all my might and tore into the water above. I rose, and rays flickering through sea called to me, cheering my ascent, pulling me up. I broke the surface of the water, and savoured the taste of air rushing into my lungs.

Through the bits of raucously bobbing sea, I spotted land beckoning in the distance, a strip of brown to plant my feet. I willed my limbs to swim forward, but they were deaf to me. I insisted once more, more urgently, and they moved, albeit unwillingly. I flailed awkwardly, a fish on land. Every upward rise was followed by a downward pull, as the sea sought to reclaim me.

 
My frenzied actions grew steadily less frazzled, as I felt the blood in my veins warming up, imparting my limbs with vigour anew. My strokes gained strength and smoothness, and I started to glide through the water with a remembered ease. From a misty brown mirage, the shore came into focus as I neared, and the closing certainty of land propelled me across the last of the waves that guarded land.

I reached that shore like a whale beached, thinking myself in water till the last moment. My face and arms grating on a coarse mixture of sand and encroaching seawater. Lying on my chest I rose and fell, as I found the breath I had lost in my struggle to reach land. I turned on my back to face tree-edged skies. I watched the skies blue yet not as before, trees green yet not so much. The skies were so blue in the days of ago. The trees were a deeper green than anyone now could possibly imagine. Time like winds had flown through the skies and skirted through the trees, stealing their colours, leaving them in a mellow yet everlasting fall of shades.

I pushed my hands against the beach, heaving myself upright. I felt a keen sensation in my palm. The piercing of skin, the flowing of blood, followed by a mild tingling. A sensation I had nearly forgot. I turned my palm from the prickly edges of the seashell that I had cut myself upon. I pondered the trickle of crimson, and my wobble on the cusp of drowning. For the first time in a long time, I knew without doubt I was alive.

Bringing myself to my feet. I came to a scene I had seen before, yet not quite. Warehouses sitting by docks. Ships lying in water. Cranes poised in air. Yet not as they were. The warehouse sat as they did, yet they were dusty and abandoned, empty through careless open doors. The ships lay as they did, yet half-submerged in water like bones half-buried in desert. Sleeping ships of some older day, more rusting hulls than seaworthy vessels save for their shadows that had stayed the same.

It came to me as I returned to it. The West Float Dock of the Merseyside Albert Docks. Like meeting an old friend of new beginnings past, not just a person or place, but a time once known. Finding he had grown older than the passage of time. Feeling the guilt of having missed those times, of not having been there. Enduring the awkward silences between people once close, an acute sense of the absence of a familiar ease, and the niggling feel that things are not and will never be what they used to be.

Like a herd of tumbleweed migrating across the plains, crumpled newspapers performed cartwheels on the pavement. They flipped about and across in pleasant disarray, playing a game of stop-and-move with the music of the wind. A front page somersaulted and landed about my feet. The concrete surface was stained with the dissipating shadow of a night rain, yet the paper was still crisp to touch. The date read April 12, 2012.

The first time I was dead, was a hundred years ago. Across the world, hopes had been renewed on the first day of the year, and then dashed, for a hundred times. The trees had been filled with leaves, and then emptied of them, for four hundred times. The sun had risen, and then fallen, thirty-six thousand, five hundred and twenty-five times. If it was possible that a couple never missed a sunset together through it all, their love would have been renewed that many times. And they would have never needed words to show how they felt. In the time that had passed, life had triumphed, for infinite instances, in countless moments.

What followed was more wandering, yet purposeful. A series of opening and closing doors, merging and splitting paths that delineated the beginning of my new life. Sayuri’s absence, a constant tug on my heart, pulling my being forward. Following a compass that I hoped led to her.

From my captain’s uniform, I had switched to garments of the times I had taken off a clothesline. As they dried on my back, I tried to justify the first time I had stolen in my life, to the judge in my mind. At first, I joined the lines of fellow wanderers waiting for sustenance at soup kitchens. As I waited, I heard their stories, some more surprising than mine. All people are more interested in telling rather than listening, and I was content to share my ears without sharing my story.

I returned to the places of my past. That house in Stoke-on-Trent, where I had lived as a child. Tarred roads circled around it, and taller buildings sprouted about it. In white letters on red the words ‘FOR SALE’ exclaimed on a signboard. It had survived the years, albeit with walls thicker with layers of old and new paint. The school where I had been raucous as a boy had not. Where it used to proudly stand, stood the token columns of public housing projects. Of rattling walls, littered halls, and rats sharing their residences with humans. The street it used to sit on, buried under layers of old and new concrete.

I visited the docks where I had left as a child, and returned as a man. Block D, Albert Docks. A large rectangular building of red brick and grilled windows. Where it used to proclaim Messrs Andrew Gibson & Co., it now said Merseyside Maritime Museum. I had passed it as I had risen from the sea, but had not entered then. At its entrance, a large ship’s anchor of steel crossed by timber leaned against the ground, contemplating the fate of its former mistress. Where it once held a ship to the seabed, it now held the symbolism of days gone by. I passed under its shadow, and went through the doors into rooms filled with the assorted items and ornaments of Liverpool maritime. I walked amidst the tumble of tourists wandering the rooms, but did not share their false nostalgia of remembering places they had never been, times they had never passed. Far from peculiar, the exhibits were familiar to me, and the sight of each drew memories from my well. Even the occasional mistake brought back thoughts of what had been. I felt returned to a time I used to belong.

I walked from one into yet another room, one that caught me differently from the rest. Filled with things that struck me from where they sat. White Cups and dishes bearing the red insignia of the White Star Line. A faded, browned survivor’s lifejacket, its straps broken. A nameplate from Lifeboat Number 4, that read RMS Titanic.

I stood a silent moment for what was lost.

 






Seeking

Things fall to pieces, they also fall into place.

Throughout the first days of my return, I had pondered the means of my search for her, finding little answer. At the museum, there was a stroke of serendipity that was unfamiliar to me. A sign posted on a notice board announced an opening for a museum guide. I would have said that there is no better guide to ships, than one who had sunk one. I did not say that to the man who interviewed me, but I did get the job.

I lived in a box the shape of room. It had a door that opened to the outside, and shut out the world completely when it was closed. A bed stood in a quarter of it. It was neither stout nor birthed from oak, and its metal bones creaked when I sat down and sat up from it in the morning and night. As I waited for sleep and watched the ceiling, there was silence. The sheets were the faded grey of overcast skies.

A single plank that made a shelf hung on to the side of the wall. My little possessions gathered on its top, leaving empty spaces I did not feel compelled to fill. There was a tiny corner desk, and a chair that matched its size. The tales of meandering fingernails, carved in the surface of the desk.

At this I sat at night, writing stories I could tell no one. The paper listened, never tiring, saviour of words without a home. My thoughts of her were a mountain stream, and I rushed to collect them on paper before they were lost to the sea. So that one day in my arms, she might hear them from my lips. The walls were thick, and when I shut my eyes, my mind became a vessel in which I travelled to meet her.

The nights moved slowly, and the days passed quickly. A steady river of visitors flowed through the museum, and where there were questions, I was there to answer. People took the experiences of others, and made them theirs. I took mine, and made them others. Passing off my personal experience as studied knowledge.

They came from around the globe. When once I sailed to different peoples, now they travelled to me. I had seen the countries of the world from ships, and then I saw them through faces, and the accents that leapt off different tongues.

The routines of the everyday are powerful things. They can make you forget things that matter, that used to matter, that used to be all that mattered. Replacing them with the intoxicating mundane of a thousand choices of cereal. I grew accustomed to the rituals of my new life, and performed them without unnecessary thought, without thinking. There were times when I was seduced by this alluring everyday, into believing that that was the only life I had ever known.

Then I would hear a particular accent, and see faces in a sense familiar. Those from the land of Japan, and with a jolt I would remember my purpose, astonished that I could ever forget.

I would work for however long it took, and when I was able, return to Japan to find her. If I had died as a ghost, and returned to where I had been birthed as a man. Then I believed that the laws of the universe, being unyielding and unchanging, would return her to her birthplace as well.

 
For three years I stayed where I had been brought. In that city of the times, I saw its dwellers recognise, greet, seduce, and mostly ignore each other in the serendipitous ebbs and flows of urban encounters, observing the torn fragments of humanity in the bosom of concrete they embraced. They would laugh, they would smile. Brushing past, brushing against each other, in every chance rendezvous finding something new that I never did.

We understand another person like we understand another planet. Through our theories, minute shifts in gravity, through the narrow peephole of a dust-covered telescope. We make our assumptions, categorise it, name it, and stick it in the constellation of our mind. I peered at these people through my own telescope. Watching those smiles and laughter mould and remould their faces, without them marking mine. I had not lost them, but I would only find them if I was reunited with my reason for them.

The time was not a moment too soon. Ships had been forgotten, and now captains drove buses of people tied to galleys, floating in momentary limbo. So I boarded a ship with wings and sailed upon the clouds instead, for what was a long blink of my eye. A school of dolphins dived and flew at our side, appearing from and disappearing into the billows. But they were alive by the thinnest threads of imagination, like the way I used to be, and they died as a voice pierced the air.

The voice said we were landing in Hiroshima. That we were ahead of time. In my mind I had the thought that that was wrong. We are never ahead of time. Time is always ahead of us. We are always chasing it, ever afraid of being left beind by it. I pondered the significance of those minutes, celebrated as though they had been stolen, and were worth hoarding.

I pored through the porthole and saw a place I had watched destroyed. I wondered how it was like, to live, work and play in a city built upon a mass grave. Walking on the dust of the bones of the dead. Where every flower blossomed with the traces of bodies long gone and still there. I examined the scar tissue of grey towers that had grown uneven and splotchy over what used to be a gaping wound in the earth. Amidst the towers, I spotted a castle I had watched demolished. An imitation standing upon the ruins of what had stood. It was where I was headed.

I entered the gates of the castle, moving through the spaces Sayuri and I once shared. Roaming upon memories that seemed more real than the tiles and stones I walked upon. I did not know what I was hoping to find. It was nearly too much to hope to find her, once again, where I had found her the first time. Nothing moves in straight lines. But it was the only place that offered my search a start.

An artist is born. And when she dies, she does not cease to be an artist. More than in blood that dries, it was in the soul that persists. I conceived that if there was any possibility at all that she had returned as I did, she would be an artist still. That it would not be possible, for her to be anything else. So I went from gallery to gallery, searching for her reflection in their paintings, looking for her joys and sadness etched in colours on canvas.

My pilgrimage brought me through the galleries big and small of the city. Like most pilgrimages, I did not find what I sought. And so I continued my search in ever-expanding circles across the cities of this land. I rested, only when they closed their doors.

My will was plentiful, but my resources were not. I propped up my body with cups of instant noodles from neon-faced convenience stores. When night fell, I sunk into the depths of subway stations. Joining the residue of the rich cities above. As they sought refuge in the only city that rises and falls in a day, their underground city of cardboard constructed in the nighttime. I stretched out my resources, so I might sustain my search.

When one place turned nothing, I rode the night buses to another. Down the dark highway. Lane markers flying like shooting stars. Old rains living out their last moments on the ground. Buses full of people. Accompanied by the company of loneliness.

There was a list that I had made. Of the galleries of the land. While it was long, I hoped to shorten it. When it grew short, I wished it would lengthen. I came to will it to go on, and watched it like the remnant seconds of a final hour. This way a year passed. As I walked out the doors of a gallery and crossed out its name, I found that after it there was no other.

Kept in motion by the momentum of rushing from place to place, time had flown like a current, keeping me aloft. The demise of the list and the emptiness of the page struck me like a hammer in the throat, ending my journey the way a car meets a wall.

It was too much to have hoped, for the impossible alignment of stars. The feeling of being lost found me again, returning me to what I had become accustomed with, the familiar rhythms of my new old life back in England. Flipping through the days in the calendar, this time without purpose. Between the motions of the days, my mind would meander in the nights.

Memories cut us in many ways. Like an addict who knows the futility of his addiction, I gained both pleasure and suffering from my memories. We exert, mere mortals, against the chains of our memories. Finding we can escape the confines of our mind. But not the reaches of our heart. They are shards of glass we hold dear. Shattered remnants of something now broken. Something that used to be whole, that reflected our light and made everything bright. We grasp those pieces tightly in our hands, not letting go. Though they cut. And we bleed. We never let them go, for they are all that remains. Though their serrated edges hurt. We scavenge little comforts from the jagged surfaces that show glimpses of the past. Like light travelling from a dying star. With the passing and wearing of time those shards grow smaller. At once we both dread and covet the moment they slip between our fingers. And all that is left is dust.

I tried to unearth from my leadened memory what she had traced in my palm as we parted. But the things we hang onto most, are the things most often lost. And that memory was gone, like the time we had shared together. The trembling pain of loss eventually segued to a dull ache tingling under the surface. Like tears dissolving in rain, and the lingering sadness of eyes.

I was resigned to mourn and suffer, grow old and die.

 






Found

Happiness lives in the past.

Unfortunately we live in the present. And moments can never compare with memories. In the winter of life past searching, I seemed to have ceased the gradual accumulation of the emotions and memories that are a part of living, and those that existed lay dormant as though under a gathering blanket of snow.

I ambled through a world that was different from the one before it, one where the peaks and troughs had been shaved off and filled in. Experiencing it through the insignificant twittering of senses. The tickle of wind across the side of my face. The warmth of steam rising from a coffee cup. The rain of gracefully dying leaves. Listening to waves move while being still. The little joys snatched from the mundane moments of the everyday. Little ones that would have been not so little, had I my someone to share it with.

Weekdays, I led visitors in the time machine of the history museum where I worked, travelling backwards through the years. Weekends, I travelled through created multiverses in art museums, travelling through the worlds of human imagination. The feeling I had from looking at them, reminding me of how I used to feel looking at Sayuri’s transient works. I visited the parks and lasting monuments of forgotten men, venturing out from Liverpool and going as far as Birmingham on my jaunts.

I had heard of a park in memory, of the man I used to be. Beacon Park, in Staffordshire. I want to see it for myself. Into the transportation system I fight the charge of people coming, then joined the ranks of people going. Hitching a ride on the London Midland, enjoying the singlemindedness and simplicity of a railway track, a universe that only went forward, or back. Hills roll by, as I glimpse hurried flashes of the world partitioned by telephone poles. I catch whispered secrets of other people’s lives in the hushed loudness of the cabin.

The train pulls into the station, brought to a stop by the thick amassed thoughts of the waiting people. I pull out of its departure gates, and after a small multitude of steps, pull through the wrought iron gates of Beacon Park.

I take in a spark of geraniums flooding a flower bed. Cross in the wake of two big bees making their nectar run to a riotous patch of colours. Two birds pass me by on their rush to breadcrumbs and birdseeds thrown by giggling children. Two dogs swing by on leashes, leading their obedient owners. A pair of butterflies fly by on their endless dance.

The bits of humanity move on their own invisible lines through the park, moving from point to point. Stopping only for a snap of a shutter, an exchange of words, a quiet thought. They did not stay longer than a few moments in a place, except for a man on a bench.

He has the look of someone with something to tell, and no one to tell it to. It is one I had seen most often on the faces of the older people of our world, abandoned by lovers who had passed, forgotten by loved ones who did not love them anymore. He sits in a way that said the space beside him was in wait. Hunched over forward, fingers clasped in front of him. Elbows squatting on the knees, as though waiting for a someone, or a something that would a conversation make. He wears faded tweed pants and a jacket patched at the elbows, well-worn work clothes. On his head a flat peak cap, and it did not seem that there was much hair underneath. Below it sits honest eyes circled by small dunes of wrinkled skin. Beside the bench, a pile of fallen leaves. Against it, a rake.

Though I had not completed my wandering of the park, only venturing past the entrance, that waiting space called to me, and I step forward.

We start all relationships by asking questions that already have their answers. I asked, “Do you mind if I take a seat?”

He looks surprised, as though I was the only one in a very long time to approach him. He answered, “No, please do.”

We could talk about the weather. The look of the skies. Or the feel of the wind. But as strangers with little chance of ever meeting again, we go straight into whatever is in our minds, the finest kind of conversation.

He lifts his elbows off his knees, and adjust himself, turning slightly to my direction. I wait silently, so he starts.

“You know, I’ve taken care of this park for the last ten years. I gather up the bodies of dead leaves so they can have a proper burial. Or rather, I cremate them in a bonfire.” He looked towards a corner of the park, then returned.

“The birds do their number. I do mine. I actually feed them, although that makes my job harder. I don’t blame them. Birds are birds. People are people. We are both just doing what we do. I watch people come and go. There are those who come to fulfil the purpose of these paths. Those who come because their minds need emptying. Those with hearts that need filling. There are those who come once, and never return. And there is a lady who only comes when winter gives way to spring. They’re all the same when they come. But, I like to think that they are a little different when they leave. We grab little pieces of peace from the places that find us.”

The breeze, perhaps catching wind of our conversation, edges closer to eavesdrop, unwittingly kicking over the pile of leaves in the process. They tumble over the grass, and return to where they had first fallen.

I say with a smile, “And the wind does what it does.”

“Don’t we all. I do what I do. Even if no one knows my name.”

“What is your name?”

“I guess that isn’t important. What’s important, I feel, is that what I do has some meaning no matter how little,” he paused, then continued, “and I know what I do is meant to be.”

“Why do you say so?”

“Did you know, this is the only place in England that honours the captain of the Titanic?”

I pretend not to know.

“Commander Edward John Smith,” he says, then look closer at my face, squinting, as though trying to remember an old friend from many years ago, “What did you say your name was again?”

I reply gently, with another smile, “I guess that isn’t important.”

 
“He was a good man. The captain.”

“How would you know?”

“My mother, was just a young girl when the Titanic sunk. She was on it. And most likely would not have gotten off it, if not for him. He saved her life. And went down with the ship. I’m here because of him. This is why I say I’m meant to do what I’m doing.”

Words transport us to places beyond the present. His brings me back to a night on a ship, a little girl, in a small red coat, wearing an oversized lifejacket. I see the girl in his face, and whether the resemblance was in fact, or in my mind, I know his words are true.

The world turns in ways we cannot follow. We are dragged in its wake, knowing not where it takes us. I travel back from that night, through the distant and then less distant past, returning weary from the journey.

He stares ahead, on his own journey in his past. The look of someone who has nothing more to say. I leave him to his thoughts, and return to my steps towards the western end of the park.

I see a man above a plaque. Larger than life, yet smaller than it. I see his face, and although it is merely a likeness, I recognise it. I see my name.

He and I. Me and him. One and same. Standing together beneath a changing sky. Atop an ever-revolving world. In the air frost-bitten, yet healing from the harsh of winter. Salved with whispers of mild spring air. The fading of pale colours and the lightening of bright ones, heralding the death of Death, and the birth of Life and all anew. Through it the statue stands still, as do I.

On the breaths of certain springs, long-lost things relive. Stirring dull roots within, unearthing a mix of memory and desire. I skip a few paces of time, and in the changing light, watch the shifting expression of the bronzed face. I move a few steps, and stop in my tracks.

In the eternity of one heartbeat to the next, everything changed. I stop breathing, and start to live. Leaves cease to flutter, and hold on to their seats in the air. The wind dies an instant and quiet death. The earth does not turn. Everything loses and gains meaning all at once.

It is her. My Her. My You. Her back is to me, the way I had first come upon her. The gentle waterfall of hair flows down upon her shoulders, shining as it catches light. I could be blind and still recognise her, she changes the air around her like an entire atmosphere of its own. At least she did, for me, and that was all I knew, all I ever needed to know.

She stands in front of the statue, before a simple wooden easel. The canvas is empty, overflowing with possibilities. She has yet to begin. She looks at the face of the statue. The way someone looks at the sea, having waited a long time, and prepared to wait a long time still. Longing for a ship to appear on the horizon, and return to her shores.

She raises her hand to start, and I see it again, the little white lily that blossoms in the valley of her hand. I move towards her. With each step that closes the distance, like long dormant seeds washed in fresh spring rain, I feel something come back to life.

 
Our eyes meet. The world ceases to exist. It disappears so completely, that I cannot be sure it ever did. All I can be sure of, is that she stands before me, and that I will never let her out of my sight again. She looks the way she was before, as though it was only yesterday that I had seen her face.

Her eyes widen for the briefest moment. And then like she had predicted precisely our meeting here and now, she gives the slight, sublime smile that never fails to toss my moorings and reverse the tides within me.

We were points of light in space, separated by time, brought together by fate. Torn apart against our will. Now we had found each other again. I take her hand. Our fingers rediscover where they belong, clasped together so tightly we feel each other’s pulse.

The words I want to tell her will fill tomes and then libraries. And then they would not be enough. I can only begin by uttering, “I have so much to say to you.”

I asked, “Do you have anything to say to me?”

I heard her voice, for the very first time, the words she could not have said. I finally remember the words she had traced in my palms.

“I love you.”
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