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For my parents, Gwyn and Barry,


and in memory of Fay.









Beneath heaven nothing is more soft and yielding than water.


Yet for attacking the solid and strong,


Nothing can take its place.


The soft can always overcome the hard.





Dao de Jing









ONE


May chose the two boxes shortly before she died, and she painted different characters on each lid in her luminous red nail polish. One box was for ‘family’, and following her wishes we scattered those ashes on Piha beach one mournful winter Sunday, while black-backed gulls screamed above our heads.


Jesse found a piece of bone and said he wanted to make an earring. Anna was horrified, so he threw it high into the air and a gull swooped in for the catch, but promptly spat it out. We all laughed. And we cried that day. And the twins refused to wash their hands.


On the other box May wrote ‘eternity’. It carries her other half, the part I took away, which I am now returning to her ancestors on Heavenly Pillar Peak.


The walk from Wudangshan railway station to Splendid Guest House is further than I remember. I pull my luggage behind me on a fold-up trolley. One of the wheels is wobbly and I tug it back into line every other step. I change hands again: the slight incline is enough to quickly pull the strength from my arm. Short of breath and needing to sit down, I barely notice the stalls lining the road or the masses of people all around.


Ahead is a copse of trees with seating underneath. I was here when these aspens were planted over twenty years ago.


They arrived on an open decked truck, their roots bundled up in jute bags. I remember taking photographs of the bindings; they looked like the bandages you sometimes see on old ladies’ legs.


The branches of the trees have mingled to form a leafy canopy high above the ground. Underneath, a shaded sanctuary provides shelter from the sun, and a place of rest.


Roots are beginning to push the paving up, and in front of me an old man, long grey whiskers drooping beneath his chin, taps each raised stone with his stick as he carefully makes his way. I, too, am careful not to trip.


Sturdy, hip-high posts and railings encircle the trees. Seats are built into the fences, and when I sit down I am soon soothed by the sense of calm this little park provides.


In front of me, schoolgirls in sharply pleated black skirts and crisp white shirts are sharing a can of Coke and texting on their phones. Four frail men, wrapped up in kapok and wool, huddle over a board game, and a couple of lovers snuggle against a mottled trunk where the railing has been removed. A red plastic bow with fierce black crosses is tied around the trunk.


At the end of the park across a narrow road lies Splendid Guest House, though the giant hoarding of a new building development obscures my view. I make my way to an archway cut in the centre of the sign. Passing under the future shops and offices, I’m reminded of my first time in this place.


The entrance was crowded with caged animals. I remember crouching down to look at the snakes coiled lazily together, and poking my finger through wire mesh for a guinea pig to nibble, but it scuttled away into a corner. When a man wearing a grubby apron squatted beside me and grabbed a plump water rat by its neck, and I saw the upturned turtle with great hunks of flesh missing from its belly, I realised with shock that the animals were on the menu. Later, prospective diners would check out the creatures, pointing and obviously discussing their eating preferences. I took photos the day a dog carcass was strung up.


With such startlingly fresh produce, the restaurant was always busy. In the evenings eager diners would hover over the tables of lingerers, pressuring them to leave, so they too could feast from the zoo outside. In the mornings old men gathered. Some brought along their singing birds in fine brass cages, which they would hang on special hooks in the alcoves of the windows. The birds would chatter, then burst into song, and their owners would sip their tea and chatter too, chain-smoking and gobbing into the ceramic spittoons set under every table.


I am surprised to find Mr Lau still here, and still sitting behind his reception desk beneath the stairwell. His face is gnarled now like a walnut’s shell, and with every second breath he coughs dryly. The beginning of a stoop is pulling at his shoulders. Behind his desk a bed roll is stowed away, and the tiny space is crowded with his possessions: the gaudy porcelain figure of a god; jars; boxes; and clothes folded neatly on a wire rack.


I remember Mr Lau rarely leaving his cramped command post, which was so strategically positioned he could see every table in the restaurant, and no-one could use the stairs without passing him by. Even when he appeared to be dozing, Mr Lau didn’t miss a thing. He dug between his teeth with a miniature silver pick. He used two coins as a vice to pluck hairs from his chin, and smoked foul-smelling tobacco in hand-rolled cigarettes. I never saw him eat.


When I first met Mr Lau he was so rude I would have gone to another guest house if that had been possible, but his was the only accommodation in Wudangshan where foreigners were allowed to stay. He deliberately kept me waiting as he counted a roll of money again, and again. He rummaged through papers on his desk, then counted the money again.


‘I’m going to sit down over there,’ I told him, pointing to the only table not fully occupied. All I could see was a newspaper suspended by a pair of hands.


‘Mind if I sit down?’I said to the front page of The International Herald Tribune.


An image of Ronald Reagan and Deng Xiaoping shaking hands disappeared, and a young man got quickly to his feet and pulled out a chair for me.


‘Thanks. Hi. I’m Scott.’


‘Scott, like in Scot Land?’


‘Yes, but just Scott, and you?’


‘Me? My name is Sam,’ he said, so fluently it took me by surprise.


‘You speak like an Englishman,’ I said.


‘I listen to the BBC on the radio,’ he replied,‘and my father knows English.’


‘Cool,’ I said.


‘Cool?’ His brow puckered.


‘Yeah. Like groovy.’


‘I don’t understand. Cool is cold. Groovy – I don’t know groovy.’


‘They’re just expressions,’ I said. ‘If something’s cool it’s good. If something’s groovy it’s even better.’


He looked at me and smiled, his eyes bright with mischief. ‘I think I like you, cool and groovy Mister Scott,’ he said.


Another old man arrived with his bird, a very ordinary-looking finch hopping about in excitement. The man puckered his lips as he hooked up the cage, and a high-pitched whistle emerged. The finch answered with three beguiling notes, hesitated, and at a nod from its master burst into song.


I showed Sam the National Geographic article where I first read about the World Heritage site at Wudang Mountain, Hubie Province.


‘Is this why you are here?’ he asked.


‘Yeah. I’m on a scholarship to study the Daoist buildings, and to learn tai chi.’


‘Tai chi?’


‘From this man, if it’s possible.’ I flipped to the page where a martial arts master dressed in the trademark white pyjamas posed beside a giant stone tortoise.


‘That is Master Bao.’ Sam pushed the magazine away.


‘You know him?’


‘Master Bao was my teacher.’


‘It says he teaches at a temple not far from the town.’


‘No, not far. I can take you on my motorbike. You want to go now?’


‘Thanks for the offer, but I’d rather walk if it’s not too far.’ I’d built a picture in my mind and riding pillion on a bike wasn’t in my plan.


This time in Wudangshan, Mr Lau tells me I can stay for three nights only. ‘Then all gone,’ and he sweeps an arm in a gesture that includes himself. I can see the kitchen has been stripped out, and the dining area cleared of furniture. A group of people are standing where old men once sat drinking tea. They seem to be addressing a grey-haired man seated with his back to me. He’s pointing a silver-tipped walking cane at the model of the building complex set on a stand before him.


When I request my old room, number 37, Mr Lau squints at me and asks,‘You stay here before, no?’


‘Yes, over twenty years ago.’


He looks at my passport again, ‘Scott Barry Warren from New Zealand. No, not remember you.’ But I remember you, Mr Lau.


When I first stayed at Splendid Guest House I asked Mr Lau for a room with a balcony overlooking Wudang Mountain. A double bed with a thin kapok mattress and hard timber base dominated the space. A wardrobe, with a door so narrow that I clipped my knuckles, and a small, finely crafted desk with matching chair completed the furnishings. There was a notice on the door giving instructions in case of fire, and a handwritten note on the desk invited guests to ‘ask downstair for cat if problem with mouse.’


Now only the bed remains in room number 37. Paint is peeling off the walls in layers of mossy green, but I notice the base coat is stuck fast, like a memory that will not erase.


Soon, I will return you, May, but not today. Soon I will open the box to release you. I have placed you on the window ledge with gingko leaves from our tree to keep you company.









TWO


We planted the ginkgo tree on the day we moved into our new house. It was May’s idea, and I liked the thought of marking our fresh start with the oldest tree on Earth. Later she planted trees for our children when they were born, and on their birthdays she tied ribbons around their trunks.


Over the years May would often mention the gingko tree as a way of expressing how she felt about us. How strong it was, how beautiful, she would say. Have you seen the new buds on ginkgo tree? she would ask every spring. The tree is dying now and when I return its life will be over. A year after May’s death, our tree too will be dead.


Sentiment would have me believe the ginkgo is dying to honour May. The twins are convinced. But I saw the drill hole at its base where the poison was poured, and I recognised guilt in the shifty eyes of our ruddy-faced new neighbour who wanted an unobstructed view of the Hauraki Gulf from his new North Shore home. I said nothing to him. Since May died, I avoid all confrontation.


When at the airport James passed me the bunch of gingko leaves, bound together with one of May’s ribbons, I asked if there was anything special he wanted from China. He prodded Ruth to speak for him, not trusting himself to deliver his own words. Ruthie, who seems emboldened by his timidity, said, ‘James doesn’t want a new Mummy from China.’ He glared at me, his huge brown eyes glistening with tears, untypically challenging and resolute.


James is the younger of our twins by forty minutes. The midwife was cleaning up when May whispered to me that another baby was coming. He had hidden behind his sister during the ultra-sound and still uses Ruth as a shield from the world. I worry how our sensitive boy will fare in life. May had worried too; she singled him out as needing special care once she was gone.


Hours after she died it was James who went into our room and took bits and pieces of her belongings: her hairbrush, a bangle, a hat, ribbons and odd shoes, not the pair. Every so often they reappear, then vanish to the special box he keeps under his bed.


At the airport Anna comforted James with her arm around his shoulders, drawing him close to the warmth of her body, just as May would have done.


Anna is our oldest and so like her mother it is unsettling at times. I look at her, and my heart longs for May’s company. Anna has the same sculptured face and lean, strong body, but it is in her mannerisms that she is so familiar. The way she tilts her head when listening, the hunched shoulders of disappointment, and the birdlike busyness of her movements, somehow frantic yet determined, always on the move. She is so like my May. Whether Anna will make a good architect, I have no idea. Her designs so far are too busy, too cluttered, as if she wants to fit everything in, but she has exceptional computer skills and she works hard.


Jesse stood apart at the airport, ears plugged, nodding his head to some manic music I wouldn’t understand. In a year, my boy has morphed from sweet kid to grumpy man in black. I tried to hug him goodbye but he backed away and extended his hand. We used to cuddle up on the couch watching scary movies on TV. He would bury his head in my chest if the violence was too much, and I can still recall the fragrance of his mother’s-milk skin when he was a baby, and the plump softness of his body as I rocked him to sleep. Now my son smells of stale cigarettes, and we rarely touch.


Jesse brings girls home now, something May would not have allowed. One night he asked if his girlfriend, Emma, could stay over, and I said yes because saying no risked a confrontation.


After Emma came Lucy, Hannah, then Olivia, whose father knocked on my door one night to admonish my promiscuous son.


I talked to Jesse about having respect for girls and not using them for his selfish pleasure, one of those conversations where he offers no more than grunts. The next day he came to me with a chillingly practical solution. He would tell the girls beforehand that he didn’t want a relationship, just sex, and he would make sure he wasn’t their first. Before I could respond, he jaunted down the hallway with a girl in hand, dressed all in black.


I know I should be tougher with Jesse, but we are all so fragile still, all so easily moved to tears, or anger, when conflict arises, all living tenderly, day to day.


In my last glimpse of the children as I passed through the departure door, Jesse’s eyes were cast downward, as he fiddled with his iPod. Anna and Ruthie waved furiously, broad smiles on their faces, but James’s expression was grim and full of accusation, his mouth pinched tight. Anna nudged him and he raised his arm. His fingers were clenched into a fist, and I felt his punch in my heart.









THREE


When I passed through Hong Kong on my way to China the first time, the airport was in the middle of the city on a narrow strip of reclaimed land jutting out into the harbour. The approach was magnificent and terrifying. Without warning, the plane tilted severely and made a sharp turn in its descent, gliding between apartment buildings that were so close, I saw people sitting in front of their TVs and children waving from balconies.


I stayed in a tiny room in the infamous Chungking Mansions on Nathan Road, amid a hubbub of Indian tailors, and hawkers and vendors of all manner of merchandise. An Aussie in the room next to mine knocked on my door and asked if I wanted to share a foil. He was scratching his face and there was something wrong with his eyes. I said no and locked the door after him. The walls were paper thin, so I could hear his lighter flicking and his long intakes of breath. It seemed to go on all night.


Buildings were more important to me than people then, and in Hong Kong one of my favourite modern buildings in the world was nearing completion. Although we had studied the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank headquarters from plans and drawings at architecture school, only by being there could I truly appreciate the change Norman Foster brought to modern architecture. Like those Leonardo da Vinci drawings of human anatomy where the skin is peeled away exposing the intricacy of bones, muscles and nerves, Foster had stripped away the artifice, celebrating the building’s components; plumbing, air-conditioning, electrical conduits, by leaving them naked for all the world to see.


I spent a morning at the bank, simply observing and sketching the details that intrigued me most. What the architect’s drawings hadn’t really shown was the significance of the seamless extension of pavement rising in waves from one level to the next. When it was finished, pedestrians would walk across empty ground that could command some of the highest retail rentals in the world, a clever statement of wealth and power.


Earlier, I had telephoned an old war friend of my father’s, Sir James Anderson. Every Christmas, he sent my father a card and I collected the stamps from China, India, Thailand and Russia. He had been a diplomat but now worked as a financier in Hong Kong,‘making a killing’, my father said.


We met at the entrance of the Hong Kong Club, an impressive stone Georgian building in a small park not far from the Bank. I was early and an immaculately uniformed doorman made it clear I was not to enter until my host arrived.


‘Silly me,’ Sir James said as we shook hands. ‘I forgot to tell you about the dress code of this stuffy club.’ His voice was posh and he was dressed in a pinstriped suit with waistcoat. I was wearing jeans and an Aertex shirt.


‘Carlos, kindly provide my guest with a jacket and tie,’ he instructed the doorman who had eyed me with disdain.


We were waited upon by three ancient Chinese men wearing spotless white aprons. Starched napkins were placed on our laps, water glasses filled after every sip, and we both ate steaks of Aberdeen Angus beef imported from New Zealand.


‘Best steak in town. Wouldn’t come here otherwise,’ Sir James said, which I knew wasn’t true, but I appreciated he was trying to make me feel less uncomfortable.


When he asked after my father, I said, ‘He doesn’t say much. I think he’s okay. It’s hard to tell.’


‘Don’t be too tough on your father,’ he said. ‘Had a hard war, harder than most.’


‘He never talks about it,’ I said, ‘but my mother said he came back a different man after the war.’


‘Your father saved my life at Cassino,’ Sir James said. ‘Got caught by shrapnel in open ground. He dragged me to cover and tied a tourniquet around my leg. Would’ve bled to death, the doctor said, if it hadn’t been for your father.’


When I went to the toilet another elderly man waited while I pissed, and when I finished he showed me to a basin of warm water he’d filled for me to wash my hands. He offered me a towel and tried to brush the shoulders of my borrowed jacket, and I wondered what my father would think about the lifestyle of the officer whose life he’d saved.


These days the airport in Hong Kong is on Lantau Island. Enormous steel posts and trusses support a vast roof and glass cladding with an expansive interior obviously designed to accommodate the thousands of passengers coming and going at any one time. However even the most well intentioned architecture cannot foresee the unexpected and a long queue had formed in the arrival lounge. Disrupting the flow was a group of people being refused entry. In front of me, a passenger was arguing loudly with an airport official. In a voice well trained in customer relations, she was told they were Taiwanese, and from a religious sect called Falun Gong, who might disrupt the upcoming celebrations of the change from British to Chinese sovereignty over Hong Kong.


Some were lying on the floor, preventing anyone from moving around them to the arrival counters. Suddenly Police surrounded the protesters, and working in pairs they wrapped each one in a blanket, binding them tightly with duct tape so that only the head was exposed. The protesters didn’t utter a word, even as they were lifted and placed on flat deck trolleys, and wheeled away for deportation.


That afternoon I watched a street parade. Dragons danced to beating drums, an army of huge red fans flicked open and closed in perfect rhythm, and I glimpsed small children – their faces painted and costumed in brocades of silk and satin – perched on platforms high above the ground. Acrobats tumbled, jugglers juggled, and bystanders cheered and waved the flags: gold stars on red for China, a four-petalled flower for Hong Kong.


Later a massive crowd assembled to hear the President of China speak. A young student asked me if I would like her to translate as President Hu spoke. He congratulated the Hong Kong people for rising to the challenge of the grand experiment of ‘one country, two systems’, and told his audience that they had succeeded beyond all expectations. They provided the model, he said, which showed the world that prosperity and freedom need not be linked with capitalist democracy. In China, the Motherland came first, not the individual. He made a special appeal to the youth of Hong Kong to join with those of the mainland in creating the new China. The future is in your hands, he told them. My companion jumped up and down on hearing this and a roar of youthful cheering filled the air. Some older folk, I noticed, shook their heads at the jingoistic appeal. Power was slipping from their hands.


That night, the streets were closed, and a spectacular fireworks display filled the sky, reducing the skyscrapers to miniature Lego models. Screams of delight erupted at every explosion of colour, and as I meandered along with the crowd, strangers shook my hand.


I passed the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank and was pleased to see it had stood the test of time. Its form shames the unimaginative, computer-designed glass towers crammed on to the strip of harbour frontage: even IM Pei’s China Bank building with its cleverly merging glass triangles seemed contrived in comparison.


Soon I found myself in a narrow street with bars on either side. Girls in short tight skirts and skimpy tops, tottering on high heels, tried coaxing me into their establishments with offers of cheap drinks and a good time. One of them attached herself to my side when she saw my reaction to her question, ‘You lonely tonight, mister?’


‘I’m good, thanks,’ I replied.


‘You want to be bad tonight?’ The girl pressed her hips against my thigh. She was young, perhaps as young as seventeen or eighteen.


‘You like me?’ She looked up at me with a practised expression of innocence, but there was seduction in her big brown eyes when I smiled, and she brushed her breasts across my stomach.


I thought of Anna and pulled away. ‘How could I not like you?’ I said,‘You’re young and very beautiful.’


She hooked her arm around my own. ‘You buy me a drink,’ she said, and steered me through an open door into a darkened bar.


Recessed booths with built-in padded seating lined one wall and along the other stretched a counter crowded with customers, some standing, others sitting on stools. The men were mostly European.


The girl led me by the hand to an unoccupied booth. ‘We drink champagne,’ she said as we sat down, and as if by some invisible signal, an older woman dressed in a tight-fitting black gown brought two tall glasses.


Some men looked over at us from the bar, then conferred among themselves.


‘To Hong Kong,’ I said.


The ‘champagne’ was sweet and fizzing fiercely. When I held my glass up to the light I could see a sugar cube melting in a storm of bubbles.


‘Where you stay?’ the girl asked.


‘In a hotel nearby.’


‘I come to your hotel.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘My name is Debbie. I make you happy.’ She undid a button on my shirt and rubbed her fingers across my chest. ‘I make you very happy.’


I gently pushed Debbie’s hand away.


‘How much would that cost?’ I asked out of curiosity.


‘One hundred dollar,’ she shot back. ‘US dollar.’


I pulled a thousand-dollar Hong Kong note from my wallet and laid it on the table.


‘We go now,’ Debbie said, snatching up the money.


‘No. I go now,’ I said, annoyed with myself for being so easily coaxed.


Back at my hotel I nestled May’s box under my pillow.









FOUR


I wasted no time that first day in Wudangshan all those years ago. Following Sam’s directions, I set off for the Daoist monastery, where Master Bao taught the wushi style of martial arts.


The walk took me along an ancient stone-cobbled road with deep grooves set wide apart, scoured perhaps by the wheels of wagons accompanying great Mogul armies. Rice plants fitted tightly to the roadsides and reached out in perfect rows, soon melting together into a vast carpet of shimmering jade. Circular blobs of straw hats dotted the surface and occasionally revealed a staring face. I waved, but busy hands spared no time for my idle gesture.


Soon the immaculate paddy fields gave way to a forest of gently nodding bamboo, and as the incline steepened a chorus of whispering blades encouraged me up to the crest of the road, which suddenly disappeared around a sharp corner. In front of me rose a flight of stone steps, and at its top was the monastery of Master Bao.


Huge wooden doors, ripped from their hinges, lay propped against the orange brick entry arch. Great hunks were missing from the edges of the doors, and I could see where axes had been used to provide firewood in times of scarcity.


Beyond the arch lay the body of the temple complex the width of about three football fields and ten in length. Surrounded by a brick wall some thirty feet in height were two enormous stupas set centrally in the field. Other sets of stairs led to a hipped bridge; it spanned a debris-filled moat that formed a semicircle from wall to wall. Beyond were more steps, at the top of which was strung a necklace of low-slung buildings.


All was overgrown; the ground where masses of gong fu fighters had trained had been claimed by wild rice and flowering herbs hosting clouds of hovering insects.


The cluster of buildings at the top of the final flight of stairs was derelict, with roofs collapsed and brick walls broken. Window and door frames were missing. Only one structure showed signs of life; a curtain waved through an open window. I knocked on the door. At once it opened and before me stood Master Bao.


He was not as tall as I had expected. His face, however, was the one in the photograph, and his eyes glistened like obsidian beads. A fine nose, high cheekbones and a generous mouth made Master Bao a very handsome man. His waist-length hair was as black as his startling eyes, and in a swift movement of consummate skill he wound it into a knot on top of his head, fixing it tight with a satin tie.


‘I’m Scott Warren,’ I said, ‘I would like to learn tai chi.’


‘Come,’ said Master Bao. ‘We talk first. Careful with–’ His warning came too late as I whacked my forehead on the lintel of the door, and the darkness of the room’s interior was speckled with tiny lights.


‘Sit down here,’ he said, pointing to a low wooden stool.


The room was spartan: a small table, four stools and a single bed covered with a bamboo mat. The pillow was a block of wood, highly polished where it was shaped to fit the head.


Master Bao also sat, and cradled my wrist in his fingers. ‘How you know come here?’ he asked.


‘I read about you in a magazine,’ I said.


‘Magazine?’ He pronounced the word as if for the first time.


‘Yes, there was an article about you in National Geographic. I have it here. There’s a photo of you.’


Master Bao frowned at the image of himself and stroked the page.


‘What say?’ he asked.


‘It’s about Zhang Sanfeng who invented tai chi and how you are continuing the tradition.’


‘Zhang Sanfeng. He start tai chi here. This place.’ He pointed to the ground.


‘Yes, it says that.’


Master Bao passed back the magazine. ‘Some problem with heart. Show me tongue.’ He looked intently into my mouth, then gently pulled down the lower lids of my eyes, one hand still holding me by the wrist.


‘No tai chi,’ he said, shaking his head. My disappointment must have been obvious because Master Bao continued, ‘No worry. Tai chi come later. First learn quigong to fix heart. Too much fire. Too much yang. And meditation. I teach quigong and meditation first. Okay.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘When can I start?’


‘We start now. Come.’ And he led me to the courtyard outside.


‘I show opening movement quigong. Okay. Then go away and practise, practise, practise. Then come back same time, two day time. Then decide teach you. Or not. Okay?’


‘Okay.’


‘Now watch and follow.’


Master Bao stood with his feet together, knees slightly bent, arms relaxed by his sides, his eyes looking straight ahead. Very slowly he traced the ground with the big toe of his left foot until his feet were shoulder width apart and parallel to one another. His hips sank and pushed back as he lowered his body on bending knees. ‘In breath,’ he said. Slowly, he ascended as his legs straightened, and his arms glided up and forward, his fingertips rising until they reached the level of his chin. ‘Out breath,’ he said, and his arms slowly fell to his sides, his fingertips stroking the air. Without perceptibly stopping, Master Bao repeated the movement. This time I noticed his spine was perfectly straight and his head moved only up and down, without a flicker of sideways movement, and his hips, which I thought had pushed back, also kept a straight line. I was reminded of the drawing and pushing of a piston confined within the walls of a chamber. Most of all I was intrigued by the effortless fluidity of the movement.
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