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However improbable it may seem, everything written here happened to me. And I mean everything – not just the spirit of it but it’s brain, kidney, lungs, liver and all manner of sweetbread and saddle meat – happened to me. I wasn’t a human being from the start. I was a soul beyond the constraints of time. Don’t ask me what it felt like to be timeless, for I have nothing more than an inkling of that state now that I’m just a man. This much I remember: walking out of a fenestra of light, gliding into the world like a starfish with limbs of chiffon shimmering around opal piths composed of filaments of energy whose vibrations traversed multiple dimensions, and a bestowal upon me of the noesis and esemplastic powers necessary to comprehend the entire universe. Why I would have given up all that to become a human being, a three-dimensional blob of length, height, thickness and volume, moving through time in an inexorable clop toward entropy, remains a mystery to me till this day. Why, when I could have had infinite experience in a single moment, did I choose a life where living is done one moment at a time, where each successive moment, once lived, will never be retrieved, where all things must decay with the progression of time, and where transience leaves in its wake endless grief and sorrow for those I would love and who would be gone forever. The why of it is the reason I write this even though I know the very act of writing is a pouring of words into an abyss that takes all and returns nothing. Still, I tell this story in the hope that through the telling something will be revealed to me, something secret and true, about my fall from timelessness to temporality. 

I am Selah. I have been born in this world many times and have lived under many names. I am, as I believe we all are, spirit in fleshly encasement, and it is my experience that whenever I interact with other sentient beings parts of my spirit walk into theirs and parts of theirs walk into mine, and through a strange but not uncommon mingling of imagination, memory, and empathy, we are able to, at least for a few moments, experience each other’s feelings about a particular matter at hand or the world in general. Being at once the observer and participant in many lives, I whisper to you in advance, dear reader, that I am simultaneously all the people in this narrative and separate from them, which is to say that I observe them from a distance while being very close to their hearts. Though I speak through the persons in this story, they do not simply lend utterance to my will. I am merely the sialagogue that lubricates their articulators; it is they who do the thinking and the feeling and the being. There’s no point in hiding from you that I’m the one who assembled the characters here, but my guilt lies only in supplying the energy; the histrionics are purely theirs. My skin is thin, a sylphic lucent membrane that melts like communion wheat wafers in the mouths of other souls; they let me in and I disintegrate in their juices and absorb the world through their sensilla. Do remember, dear reader, that the words on these pages are the picnic to which you’ve brought yourself, and how true my account rings to your ears depends as much on my words as they do on your ears. Now, now, before you think I’m being contradictory for its own sake, bear in mind that going through one incarnation after another, like an ant crawling assiduously along the full circumference of each clunky, rusty, metallic ring of an unending chain of lifetimes, has put me through tormenting psychic shocks and riven my tongue so that, like the two-tongued devil with a stoat-skinned moocha portrayed in the Codex Gigas, I speak from both sides of my mouth. But unlike that weasel, whose mouth did grow plump with the chaw of conceit, my double-thilled palaver is born out of unremitting assaults on my person. Like the raspy laments of those under the harrow my peevish slush is soused in the pong of truth, and you’re promised a rollicking time if you stay a while in this stink. All that I present to you in the guise of these glossemes is light, truth, wind, water, and sound, but, in me, these forms are bent, and it is your reading that must finally unbend them. So it came to be that I found myself in a sinking ship.
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The freighter’s tilting flung me from my bunk. The chap who had been guarding me dragged out an orange bag and said “Put this on, quick! It’ll keep you afloat. She’s going down...we’re going down!” before staggering out of the cabin. Through a rectangular porthole I saw that the ship was listing heavily to one side. The container stacks were tipping over the edge. I put on the survival suit, tightened the straps on my wrists and ankles, and made my way to the porthole. The icy wind slammed rain and salt on my face the moment I opened the hatch. Fifty-foot swells were rolling toward me. The deckhouse was leaning toward the water, putting me directly above it. It was too late to think about lifeboats and such, so I pushed my legs out of the porthole and was about to jump, when a massive wave crashed onto the deckhouse, the force of which hurled me into the sea. After some terribly disorienting moments under water, I surfaced, and all I could think of was to swim away from the sinking freighter. Held up by the buoyancy of my suit and the menacing rise and fall of the ocean beneath me, I prayed and fought against the waves that swallowed me and spat me out numerous times that night, till the storm became a drizzle and I was too exhausted to fight, and somehow, despite all that had taken place, I managed to fall asleep.

I found myself in a bay whose narrow rocky coast led landward to an abrupt change of terrain in the form of steep cliffs. From one of the peaks the bay looked like an inundated volcanic crater. Half its rim had been eroded, letting the sea in on one side, while the other half had become the cliffs along the shore. A cave on one of the cliff faces was good for shelter. I tried to recall all the movies with people stranded on islands – Cast Away, Blue Lagoon, etcetera – my mind strayed to Baywatch, Pamela Anderson was sunbathing and I saw how she had no effect on me whatsoever. I lived on fish and the occasional seabird, which, although not as sapid as barbecued hoki or snapper, provided variety. I ate the black berries and honey-scented greenish-white flowers of the small trees, which were a species of buckthorn. The Phylica shrubs, as I assumed they were, judging from the needle-like leaves that were dark green on the surface and silver underneath, together with the sedges and rushes on the marshlands, and tussock on the dry parts, were the main constituents of the island’s plant life. I thought about the people who had asked me: “Why a PhD in botany?” and my answer to them: “So you can survive if you’re stranded on an island.” I never thought something like that would really happen to me. The low clouds brought frequent rains and my immersion suit kept me warm during the cold nights. After months of not descrying another human being, or having any sign of mankind’s existence, be it a ship coming over the horizon or a plane, not even one of those private jets on trips to far-flung destinations, I began to wonder if I might have been consigned to some sort of purgatory. Perhaps my exile in an unpeopled place, my sequestration made vivid by miles upon miles of blue liquid was punishment for the crime I had committed. 

I started talking to the albatrosses and petrels and to my dead father: So, Papa, it doesn’t matter if you’re good or bad? As long as you have the gun you’re fine? – Look, please be patient. I’m saying a man doesn’t die simply because you kill him – Death is the end, Papa – Yes, it is, if you think of your body as everything – Papa, if you’re going to make this into a religious story, stop. The pastor keeps repeating that we’ll live forever. I’m not sure that’s a good idea – Fine. I won’t go into all that religious business, but look at what science is saying. Quantum mechanics tells us we’re made of subatomic stuff that behaves like particles and waves. Wave-particle duality, they call it. The electrons, protons, neutrons, photons, neutrinos, muons and a whole lot of other exotic invisible stuff that we’re made of exist as waves. It is only when they are observed that their waveforms collapse and they become particles. This, my boy, can only mean one thing: when I see you, your whole waveform collapses to become this beautiful particle that is you, Sangodele, my son – So, I’m dead if you don’t see me? – Not dead. Just invisible – Isn’t invisibility a kind of death? – No, it is only a way of seeing – Still, the natives might have fared better if they also had guns to make the invaders “invisible”. Papa, why did the invaders kill the natives? – They were afraid of becoming invisible – Papa, I’m afraid of becoming invisible – I will always see you – I’m not sure I’d like that – Okay, fine, we will always be seen – By whom? – Look, you didn’t want me to make this a story about God, right?

I seemed to speak more freely in the absence of people. I said things I never knew I had it in me to say. Instead of the stammering patois of a stranded soul, I submitted passages full of piss and vinegar. It is, however, a vicious snag of life that hell makes its way by hitching a ride on heaven, and so, out of the reflective pauses that bestrew my prose, came doubt, which splattered my face with the gelid runniness of a reality check. Hey, you, went one thread, don’t you see? There’s really no one listening. Another one went: Come, come, you and I know that your talking into the silence is merely time-killing tongue movement; a wriggling of flesh to tread water and keep you from sinking. But sink you must, eventually, eh? And another said: Go on talking to nothingness if you like. But do come back to your senses. Just listen. Can you hear it? Yes, that’s right, the importunate lapping of these waters is all there is. Stop doubting, admonished a filament of doubt, the waters will eventually cover you with chilly indifference. Tell you what. Why not find out if anybody’s really out there? Try killing yourself and see if someone will appear to save you?

Then one day, someone appeared. The moment I saw the dolphin I swam out without worrying that it would get deeper than I was used to. Each time I lifted my head for air I saw the dolphin coming closer. It was more than twice my length – fourteen, maybe fifteen feet. Soon I was far from land and began to struggle. My lungs were spent and my limbs started to grow heavy and I could feel myself being pulled under by the water, but before I could go down, a cylindrical, rubber missile of a body lodged itself between my thighs and lifted me. I remember hugging the dorsal fin in front of my chest as I was brought back to shore. Later, lying in the sand, I said: “Echolocated me, did you? This is my address. I’m not going anywhere. You know where to find me. Ha! I’m talking to you like you understand. Wherever you go, just come back.” 

The dolphin returned the following day bearing gifts: tuna, oysters, pufferfish. “You have a habit, eh? I watched that BBC documentary. Pufferfish toxins get you high, I know. I’ll have none of that – that shit’ll kill me.” The dolphin visited daily, leaving only when I went to sleep. “You must be a loner like me. Let’s make use of our time wisely. I want to be a dolphin rider. No, not like that first trip. I was just slumped on your back that time.” I overestimated my abilities. I kept falling off every few seconds. Each time I was about to slip I would desperately claw some part of the bottlenose’s bulk, with the result that my fingers often strayed into the creature’s blowhole. This led to time-outs that lasted days, during which the traumatized mammal recuperated while I mentally rehearsed how to ride a dolphin without asphyxiating it. “I’ll be an old man by the time we achieve synchronization.” It didn’t take that long, though. The dolphin had a keen sense of my evolutionary inferiority in the sea and made subtle adjustments to its swimming style to suit me. We underwent a backbreaking three hours of practice per day for about a month, before we were able to ride out of the water and complete a somersault prior to re-entry. We progressed to more complex routines. The bottlenose would roll its body like a barrel under my feet, creating a continuous moving belt for me to walk on. “So this is how Jesus did it, eh, walking on water and all that?” The dolphin’s flukes were like wings whose upstrokes and downstrokes produced enough lift to launch me at least thirty feet above sea level, giving me sufficient hang time to execute somersaults and body pirouettes before diving into the water. The most difficult routine to master was the one in which the dolphin had to launch me into the air and shuttle forth to collect me on the other end of the curve. In return for the dolphin’s patience with my passion for being a projectile, I sang to it.

“That one was by Bob Dylan. You liked it, huh? Your head is glowing. Never seen that in a dolphin before? Then again, nobody has ever sung “It’s alright, Ma, I’m only bleeding” to a dolphin. Music is your thing, isn’t it? We’re the same, you and I. We both blow our noses, although your mucus is potent enough to stun a killer whale, we’ve got chest, lungs, and heart, and we love music. But with that waxy mass on your head to focus acoustic signals, I think you’re capable of perceiving much more than I can, you’re just not saying anything. It’s strange. I know you don’t understand English because you keep clicking away while I’m speaking, getting in the way of my thought flow. You don’t understand the nuances, the pauses in my speech, so you aren’t even aware that you’re interrupting. Now, tell me, what exactly are you echolocating when I talk? How does it work for you? I’ve read that you produce clicks in your nasal region, which turn into sonic beams in the forehead, which you then shoot against the surroundings. Then you absorb the returning sounds through your mouth, let them pass through your inner ear and into your brain, and by this process, which occurs in a fraction of a second, you perceive. That’s something, eh? Man, the stories you’d tell if you could speak. There you go again, you’re clicking now...what’s that about? What are you sensing in me, huh?” I was lying down on one of the flatter, turfed promontories while the dolphin waded in the water. The sky was a black satin of sequins and pearls. “I know. Those clicks you just sent my way is you trying to see the stars the way I’m seeing them. Hey, here’s an interesting piece of information. Bob Dylan’s first two girlfriends were named Gloria Story and Echo. He went on to write songs that are like stories that’ll probably echo through the ages. Do you think life is predestined? Let’s see. My first two girlfriends had the names of flowers, Jasmine and Lotus, and...Ha! I became a botanist. All these years it never occurred to me, but now, stranded here with you, I get this flash of insight.” Then I saw him through the kitchen window, watching me.
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At first he was watching the rain quicken the grey-green water in the canal. Beyond the canal was a primary school with white buildings and red roofs, and running between the canal and the school was a tarred footpath lined with frangipani trees and flowered shrubs. The blue and orange flowers were as tiny as buttons and the pink ones were as succulent as fruit and the air was suffused with the creamy-lemony scent of the white frangipani flowers. On most days the sun threw everything into dizzying sameness, but on days of dark clouds and rain, the pathway, transformed by wetness into black velvet, glistened under the crushed corollas on its torso and the blooms upon the branches, like a night bestrewn with starry points that had decided to carpet the floor. Joe asked his wife who was at the stove preparing oatmeal for breakfast to come stand beside him. The world was getting warmer and downpours were becoming rare and Joe didn’t want Lorna to miss what could very well be their last cloudburst, which was already beginning to ease into a drizzle. The rain soft-shoed all over the place and softened the light so that one noticed all that was normally hidden by overexposure: a pigeon nearly slipping off the top of a lamp post, the gradual descent of a flower, and other such movements that were usually ignored by a mind in continuous pursuit of future satisfactions. In the midst of this luxurious quivering Joe noticed a man in a yellow vinyl raincoat and black Wellingtons leaning against the railing and looking into the canal. The man had fawn-colored skin, a thick beard and mustache. He was carrying a backpack and had one hand closed around its strap while the other rested on the railing.

Lorna said no one would come for the books on a rainy Saturday; that they’d prefer to sleep in. There’re other temptations besides sleeping in said Joe. He glimpsed her face behind the coffee mug. She looked frail. Her skin lacked tension and was slightly tumid. 

“You didn’t sleep. You were scratching all night,” she said.

“Not all night. It was nothing, just a dream that the itching had come back. I woke up and didn’t know if it was real,” replied Joe. 

“So is it real? Is it happening again?” asked Lorna, staring at the whites of his eyes to see if they were turning yellow.

“No. A bad dream, that’s all. The stent is still working. Don’t worry yourself by staring like that. Everything will start looking jaundiced.” They had both lost fat and muscle, but they weren’t listless or dull. 

“Put the coffee down. I’m going to hug you,” said Joe. “Any pain in the back, between the shoulder blades, and here, on the chest? Stomach? How about your face and head? Feeling sore or anything like that?” An inventory of pain was necessary. Hugging could be excruciating if the painkillers were wearing off.

“I’m feeling okay. You?”

“I’m fine.”

The doctors had given them six months. It would have been worse if only one of them had been diagnosed with metastatic pancreatic cancer. At least they were going to die together, and as far as they were concerned it was a blessing, but they were going to have to leave their books behind, and this was not something they had really thought about. A separation from books had seemed like an eventuality that would never occur. Each of the eight hundred books, novels and poetry mostly, marked moments of seeing. They were trappings of light, jewels. The books gave each of them a self-reclaiming distance without which life together would have been colorless. Seeing that death was at the doorstep and had no room for a library, they wanted their books to become part of somebody else’s life, which was why they had placed an advertisement in the local daily – Dear readers. 800 works of fiction await you. Do drop by and tell us why you’re worth words.
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