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         DEDICATION




  Above all this is for


  Patrick


    who was there




  But it is also for


  Christie


       who came later




  No man’s knowledge can go beyond his experience.


  – John Locke
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  Stevie, my love, how can I explain it?




  It was the love and the pain. Both together. In a single moment there was an absolute separation of past and present. A total dislocation. It was as if... But this is not a story to tell a child. Ah! But Stevie, you are no longer a child, you are an immortal.




  How can I explain it?




  Imagine a man walking down a road. He is not going anywhere important. Just walking, not thinking. Then suddenly, something happens. For a second he has a superconsciousness of some absolute, irrevocable event taking place... of something that is inescapable, that is going to happen before it all clarifies in his mind. There is no time for action. Only time to acknowledge. Somewhere between one beat of his heart and the next he is aware of a dialogue; a dialogue, he senses, between the person he was a moment ago and the person he is about to become.




  And then there is the explosion. A cosmic roar. Here, in the middle of the sound, he knows he is being ripped apart. Sound and pain are one. He knows that now, finally, he has been given his own fate.




  Then, as he attempts to escape the pain, slowly, grudgingly, uncomprehendingly, he becomes aware that he is holding something. He turns his head to see if this is true, that he is indeed grasping something. His mind is operating in a dull fashion. It appears he is able to take hold of only one thought at a time – and each thought gives way to the next most reluctantly. He turns his head and fixes his gaze on his hand. It is true that it appears to be clasping something. What he is clasping he cannot imagine. Whatever it is, it is hidden within the fist that is gripping it tightly with an almost spastic intensity. Slowly he understands that he needs to send a command to his fist to relax and then for the fingers to ease open like a flower blossoming. First he sees the problem. Then he sees what he must do. Then, he realises he must do it. And then he does it. He issues an instruction and somewhere along the chain of command a switch is thrown and his hand is told to bring forth the fruit. Only then does the hand unfurl.




  He opens his hand and there in the palm of his hand, resting in the leathery creases, is a large glittering stone as large as a small bird’s egg and filled with light.




  At first he doesn’t give the object a name. It is simply something that draws him in. For a long time, the very longest time, he is not aware of anything else apart from this clear, etched, limpid stone rich in all the colours of the rainbow in their deepest and most profound form. He sinks into the shifting whorls of light and colour. He feels lightened, unburdened. His cares are stripped from him. And as he sloughs them off like a heavy winter coat, he feels his heart pumped full with love – a beating ecstasy, an overflowing richness of emotion. How can he explain this feeling? It fills him and overflows. He cannot contain it. He is aware that he is floating in a sea of pain and love, a pain that screams obscenities and a love that sings like birdsong. There he is, he says to himself, silently, wonderingly, because he has an image of it inside his mind as if it were outside his body, there he is floating on this terrible sea. How can this be? He hardly knows how to frame the question. He asks himself another question. How do I feel?




  Indeed, how does he feel? Feel now? Now? What does now mean? This moment? This moment which has already escaped to become another moment, just another fleeting moment of the past? Focus on feeling, he tells himself. Love and Agony? Annihilation and completion. Emptiness and fulfilment. Both torn apart and put together. Mended and destroyed. Yes, yes, the pain. But also the love and laughter that poured out of his heart and didn’t stop pouring out. A pure fountain of loving love. And the whole world was suddenly different. And the whole world and the rest of his life was made new again. And meaningful.




  And Stevie, my dear Stevie, that man was me. And I was never able to separate the pain from the love. I did not know it then but the love was the key to the pain. The pain, of course, was the key to the love. And the name of the stone was Stevie. It was you. Did you already guess that? The life-transforming diamond of love and pain.




  And, yes, Stevie, you too knew about pain and love and laughter.




  What stories do little girls want to hear? Not stories of pain. You want to know how it all began. How did your mummy and I meet so that we could come together to have you as our baby?




  Well, let’s start at the beginning. I fell in love with your mother’s perfect feet. It started with the toes – that perfect fan of strong even toes – and then moved back along the broad expanse of the foot to the neat ankle, then her calf. My love moved upwards slowly – thighs, buttocks, belly, breasts – until I loved all of her. Some people fall in love the other way round. They love the face first and only later discover the feet. But that’s the way it was with me. I fell in love feet first.




  When I think back on those days I ache for the beauty of your mother’s body and her movements against mine. Two young eager bodies desiring each other, giving fleshy pleasures to each other. There are whole afternoons that should be cryonically preserved.




  But it wasn’t just a matter of the hungers of flesh. Recently, looking through some photo albums I came across a photograph of your mother leaning back against a railing, wearing just T-shirt and shorts. The photograph was electric with her energy and the amused love light in her eyes. And I fell in love with her again.




  And not just energy but spirit too. One day it was raining and we were down by the beach. It was deserted. We had a ball. And we started to throw the ball at each other, getting wet in the rain. And laughing. Fully dressed. Getting soaked. Throwing a ball. Being young and enjoying it.




  Stevie, one of my favourite photographs of your mother was taken the night we were celebrating our engagement with a dinner to introduce both sides of the family to each other. Your mother wore a yellow-gold trouser suit with the high Chinese collar. There is the look of a fox in her eyes and such spirited beauty.




  Recently, I came across an Indian story that describes the creation of womankind. God, said the creator of the story, took the beauty of flowers, the song of birds, the colours of the rainbow, the kiss of a light breeze, the laughter of the sea’s waves, the gentleness of lambs, the cunning of the fox, the waywardness of the clouds and the fickleness of spring showers and wove them all together to make a wife for the first man.




  This myth leaves out some important ingredients: a temper hot as fiery flames, a temper slow as burning embers, the obstinacy of stone.




  That’s what your mother was like.




  And then there’s the story about how it was that I came to ask your mother to marry me. This is a story that you must close your eyes to listen to. Yes, Stevie, even you.




  Looking down from the rock. Sunlight skitters off the surface of the flat sea. The water is so inviting. So clean. The afternoon shivers with stillness. The moment becomes tense with expectation. It has taken many years to reach this moment of – no, not yet clarity, not yet. Not yet beginning. This is ending. Standing on top of the rock jutting out from the beach. Sunlight, silver and gold speckles on the slight ripples of the water that waft lazily in to the beach. A thought beckons. I am tempted.




  That morning I had got on a boat that had headed out from the shore towards unseen islands. The heat of the day scorched down. I could smell the dirt sweat stink of my self-disgust. How to get rid of it, how to become clean again? I longed to plunge into the crystal, sparkling aquamarine water that the flimsy boat put-puttered through. Occasionally there was a spray and dance of flying fish. Just to stop the inevitability of time’s onward rush. Just take one step and throw myself into the cooling, cleansing water. There would after all be no danger. The boat would stop. The captain – to dignify the burnt-black boat operator – would curse and mutter but what of it. But I didn’t have the courage. Then somehow, from the boat to a crowded conveyance to a point on the road and a long dirt path that led eventually to the beach and the small huts for rent and the rock that jutted out into the water a short way. And now here I was. Here I was at the ending that was about to end.




  Why I had climbed up on to the rock I can’t remember. I must have thrown myself into the sea the minute I could. I had taken a lean-to at the edge of the beach under the less than secure canopy of a coconut tree – a small raised floor and the ceiling just high enough to crouch in. Thinking back on it now I see myself tearing off the sweat-stained clothes, putting on a swimming costume and then running down to the water and plunging in. Of course. The ecstasy. The cleanness of the coolness, wetness, saltiness and the hot, glaring sunlight.




  And then...?




  And then, a little later, as the heat of the day lost its edge, I had gone to investigate the rocks. Up here I was a good fifteen feet up. The afternoon sun came glancing off the smooth mirror of the sea’s surface. I remembered a game we had played at school. There had been an outdoor swimming pool, six foot deep at the deep end. At the side there was a roofed changing area. The kick was to dive in off the roof into the deep end of the pool. From eight or nine feet high you got to palm yourself off the bottom of the pool. There was no real danger to it. The only way you’d get hurt was not having your arms out in front of you – or maybe if you slipped your footing and hit the side of the pool. That was what gave the game an edge.




  But now I was thirty years old and at the end of my tether.




  I stood on the rock. Now that the idea had come to me that I might dive into the sea I looked down at the water to judge it. Down below there was a natural rock pool. From the way the lines of the rocks below bent, I guessed the water was about six feet deep. Deep enough if I just had the courage. But fifteen foot up, I was higher than the roof of the changing rooms. Could I do it?




  I had arrived on the rock but my mind was still restless, on the move, running from the sense of distaste that had been with me for the last few days, weeks, months – this feeling that I wanted to wash off. Like an itch it had to be scratched. Couldn’t ignore it. Still this momentum for doing things, for moving. The rock was too high. Even I could see that. Just a bit too high. It would need guts to do it. I hadn’t even had the guts to throw myself off the boat into the deep smooth, clear, bluey-green sea. I was a coward. I was running away. Running away from what? Myself? Destiny? Fate? What did these words really mean? Just running aimlessly, going nowhere, not having the courage to reach out and choose, to just do something – something for myself that might define myself. Do something to prove to myself I was... what? Something to respect myself for afterwards, not the things that I had been doing that gnawed away at my self-respect. I looked down again. I could get hurt. If I was younger, perhaps? Coward, I told myself.




  I was beginning to feel a bit silly now standing up there on the rock squinting down at the water, measuring, always measuring. Assessing the depth, assessing my courage, assessing the wellsprings inside that could opt for life and adventure, pride and glory, solid plain affirmation... or the continuing sense of failure and disgust. Was life going to go on as it had done, steadily eating away at the soul?




  I stood on the rock and stared down at the clear pool of water below me. It was clear right to the bottom. Perhaps six foot deep. I wasn’t used to looking at water this clear. I was twelve, fifteen feet up. Did I dare dive into six foot of water? I knew I could do it. It was a matter of curving the back as soon as you hit the water and padding yourself off the bottom with the palms of the hands. Was I scared? Yes, I felt the butterflies flutter in my stomach as I stared at the water. It was just a matter of taking a deep breath and doing it. Too much thought made you scared. Just do it. I wanted to do it. I wanted to prove myself. Confirm myself. Prove that this flight from fear was an aberration, that it hadn’t undermined me. I was scared of being scared. Scared at how my being scared of life had stumped me. I was at a dead end. But don’t think about that, I told myself, just the water. It beckoned me and I felt its pull. I readied myself on the rock’s edge and stared down the fear that was rising. Before it could reach my brain and make me back down, make me fail again, I thrust myself away into the air, away from the land. It wasn’t a high jack-knifing dive as much later I would recall it but a headlong plunge towards the water and the sand bottom...




  If there is a beginning, this is it. I see myself caught in mid air. Behind me there is a long sandy beach. Nearby are rocks and coconut palms. The sky is a shocking dark blue. The sea stretches out, going from sandy green to ruffled dark. Beyond is the silence of death.




  Caught in mid air I suddenly understood something very clearly. I saw I was going to die. The water in the pool wasn’t six foot deep. How silly of me. I could see that now as I plunged down. It was two, maybe three feet deep at most. I was going to die. I braced myself against death. I hit the water with my arms slightly bent to break the fall.




  My hands ripped through the silvery sheen of the water’s surface. The surface ruptured at the head’s plummeting passage. I could see all this quite clearly. I was both inside and outside the experience. The forearms took the main brunt of the impact as I slammed against the sand. The body continued its descent. Another foot of water and I would have been alright. My forehead slammed against the sand bottom. My body jarred and fell around me. And then I rose to the surface and breathed in clean air.




  Yes. Imagine it. I rose to the surface. I was conscious of the wonder of this fact. Conscious too that I was conscious. I breathed in the air. Clean, salty, sun-filtered air. I was aware that a miracle had happened. I had broken my neck for sure. It was bent forward, I couldn’t straighten up. But I was alive. I moved my arms and legs. I hadn’t been crippled but I had busted my neck and I had to be very, very careful. I had been immeasurably close to death and now I was alive, still among the living. I AM alive. Jesus Christ, I swore in amazement. Jesus.




  When I was sure I wasn’t dead – I was clutching my head half in amazement and half in pain – when I was absolutely, incredulously sure, I waded through the rocks surrounding the pool to the shore. Shock got to me quickly. I started to shiver. There was someone nearby. I called for help. Hands took hold of me and walked me to the thatched hut I had rented. Voices expressed concern.




  “I’m alright,” I assured them, “I just need to lie down.”




  I seemed to know what I was doing. I was helped to lie down. I found a position that did not induce muscular spasms. I was made comfortable. Then they left me. The babble of concern receded. After a while the shivering stopped.




  It was late in the afternoon. At first there was nothing. No thoughts. Just awareness. I felt the breeze. I heard the residual muttering from the restaurant not far away. I remembered what I had done. I had done something of incomparable stupidity. I looked down again from the rock in my mind’s eye. I wondered how I could ever have thought the pool was six foot deep. I could see how the curve of a rock had misled me into imagining I was looking at a diffracted image. How very silly. I smiled. It didn’t matter now. I forgave myself. The best thing to do now was to lie still – as still as I could. Tomorrow I would go to the hospital. My neck was busted for sure. What a really dumb thing to do. I wiggled my toes and fingers from time to time to reassure myself. I couldn’t stop the grin spreading right across my face.




  I shivered a while from the shock and then the shivering went and I was wrapped in an envelope of peace and simplicity. I listened to the sea and the sky. I heard the air breathe. I saw the exquisite wonderfulness of the crimson streaks of sunset flush deep in the sky. I heard the stars sigh. I heard the beauty of the sea’s rustling against the sand and I lay and listened to the voices in my heart. It took a while before I was fully aware of them. I felt no volition. I felt no desire for volition. Words arose from the depths and sank back into the depths. I listened to the words. They came and they went. I did nothing to detain them. It took a while for understanding to come – but understanding did come. I came to understand something very well. I had never understood anything quite as strongly as I now understood this new feeling. I understood that everything had become very, very simple – and I understood that I was very, very happy.




  It was the most remarkable feeling, lying under the thatched roof of the beach hut, knowing that pain lurked in the back of my neck. That a spasm would hit me if I made any incautious move. From time to time I checked if I could still move my fingers or toes. I would have to be very careful. The neck was certainly broken. Any incautious move might shear the nerves that held being in place. Death was still very near but it was no longer a threat. I was at peace. Such ease and peace! All burdens had been lifted. How wonderful it was simply to be, to be alive, without doing, without thinking, without having. Yes, wonderful. The sound of the wind. The steady rhythmic surge of the surf on the sand. The lilac and orange sunset exploding in the sky timelessly.




  Night came. No possibility of sleep. I sank into a dream. I became aware of myself dreaming. I pictured myself as a dream. Was I just a dream? Was it possible I could be dreamt and then forgotten? It seemed silly that now, just as I had found myself, I might die. But maybe that was when you did find yourself – as you were dying. I didn’t really mind. I would be happy to sink into death if that’s what was lying in wait at the other side of the night. I would not resist. Would death be that easy? Would I simply undream myself? Surely death would be harder than that? It wouldn’t be a fading away. It wasn’t like sleep. Or was it? I had always imagined it to be a violent wrenching, not rest and easefulness. I played with these thoughts until it occurred to me that I could feel my life force in me still very strong. Life? Could you call it life? This thing I had been leading was not a life. It wasn’t living. It was drifting. It was sinking under the weight of an endless, meaningless, meaning-not-mattering existence. I tasted the failure of matter not meaning anything. But meaning was vital. Life without point – what value could it have? There had to be point: something that held it all together. What was it that made up a person, a life? Distressingly few fragments. Over the years flavours were added, subtracted. Cracks appeared. Time passed. Everything definitively finite. Was that how you made sense of a life? By adding up the facts: that endless list of accidental happenings? But what did the facts matter if they made no sense? If they could not be added up to a summation? Only meaning made sense. Only the mind could make meaning. Only the interior workings of the self had point. Imposed point. Dreams. Dreams. Dreams alone could create existence. Yes. Only dreams.




  The idea that I was being dreamt amused me. Then I saw beyond the edge of the idea. I saw that only I could dream myself. I had been waiting, always waiting. I could see that now. Waiting for someone to dream me – to take hold of me and give me a ready-made dream. Now it was the end of waiting. Now was the beginning of creating. Of doing. Of imposing. Insisting. Insisting on myself. Myself most of all and the things that I myself wanted to do for the sake of doing them and for the sake of fulfilling that dark desire that came from god-knows-where to do them. Yes.




  Thoughts streamed through me and I smiled at them. They did not belong to me. They had their own existence. I could touch them and make them mine if I chose to do so but otherwise they were like ducks in a shooting gallery – except no-one was shooting. The anguish had gone. The fear-sweat had gone. Only the incomparable beauty of this moment remained – the incomparable beauty of still being alive and not dead as a part of me had wanted – the part of me that had hurled the rest of me off fifteen foot of rock into three foot of water. This moment was filled with wonder at having any thoughts at all. It was wonderful to have a mind. A mind that could skip and scamper playfully among the dreams and memories and thoughts and images and ideas as if there were no difference between them all. The stars were so crisp and clear. Was there a moon? I couldn’t see one. I didn’t care. I had been scrubbed clean. No. Pounded clean.




  Later the moon appeared somewhere to my left, a pregnant three-quarter moon. I forgot about it and then remembered it later, noting with no great surprise that it had moved. Time moved and yet time was timeless. It moved frictionlessly at its own inevitable speed. The moon was in this place. Then it was in that. If I were to die now I would die happily. But I was glad – how mightily glad it was beyond the power of words to say – to be alive. The words sang in me. Such a precious thing. Not to be wasted. Why had I not realised this before? It was such a simple truth. But it could not be reached through reason. Only blessedness. Only love could bring this happiness. To be detached from the flow and watch it pass and to let it wash through the mind for the mind to savour it and to bless it. That was all that was needed.




  I lay there and knew that all I had to do to redeem myself was to choose. I chose. There and then I chose to love. And the smile I smiled cracked open my face. For I had in mind the knowledge of who it was I was in the act of choosing to love. Ah yes. Of course. Why had I not seen this before? How perfect she was for me. Not that it would necessarily be so easy. She might not agree, after all, to play her ordained part, to say yes.




  And then, much later, unsought-after, dawn lightened the sky and I rose from the bed a new person. It had been so easy.




  And at the hospital, miraculously, they found the neck hadn’t broken – though the bouncing and banging in the bus to get there would, I thought, achieve what the dive had not. The neck was bent and I would need traction, but what did I care? I wasn’t crippled. And I was alive.




  And then, Stevie, later, cautiously, not quite convinced I meant what I was saying, your mother said yes.




  Many years later I took her back to the rock. It took two days to track it down, I had such a vague idea of where it was. I found it eventually in the grounds of an up-market but secluded area of beach bungalows. I was disorientated. I saw a rock that might have been the rock. But it was clearly too high. No one in their right mind would have dived off the top of that. But when at last I had discounted all the other rocks, only this one was left. With a strange sense of foreboding I climbed to the top and looked down. From lower down one could see clearly how shallow the water was but from here the sun glittered off the surface and seemed to suggest greater depths – yes, this was it. I felt the fear again, a flutter in my stomach, as I contemplated just how lucky I really had been.




  And I have met this rock again in other circumstances. Flying on Thai Airways, I picked up the in-flight magazine. There was a full-page advertisement for this little boutique hotel – and a picture of it, with my rock in the foreground. This little rock on a remote bay on a remote island in Thailand has a powerful genie.




  Bern and I got married Chinese style. Early in the morning I arrived with my ‘brothers’ to kidnap the bride. The metal grille across the flat entrance was locked. Inside, Bern, your mother, sat silent while her ‘sisters’ loudly refused to open the door. Brothers and sisters bargained until a sum of money was agreed on – a lucky combination of threes and nines. Eventually we were let in and I kneeled on the floor to offer tea to Bern’s parents and older brothers and sisters, and pour wine before the family altar. Then it was off to the registry office. Here, in a cold formal room, we were placed beside each other at a long table. Our prompts were printed with bureaucratic efficiency onto a slab of perspex that read: “I __(name)__ take you __(name)__ as my lawfully wedded wife/husband.” Bern stuttered through her words and I found that she had taken me as her lawfully wedded wife... er... husband.




  We travelled a lot in those first years before you arrived in our lives, Stevie. A three-month honeymoon driving around Europe. Just driving and driving. Hong Kong is a small place and to have the chance to contemplate space and distance and miles passing into the rear-view mirror was a sumptuous pleasure in itself. Bern learnt to map-read, going from near incomprehension to fine precision in a matter of days. France (where all I could remember was a smattering of Spanish), Spain (where my French returned and my Spanish deserted me), Portugal (where my Spanish was adequate), France again (where once again I had to struggle, juggling Spanish and school French), then Ireland (where the English was thick and unforgettable – but what exactly were they saying? “And what countryman are you?” a farmer asked. I admitted to being from the North: a grave mistake in a small town where there was a monument on the pier to three young men who drowned one night during the ‘troubles’ when they backed a truck down the pier at three one moonless morning and fell off the end into the shallow water of the river; they had been intending to land arms from a boat. Silly eejits! The farmer stalked off. I should have said I was Chinese. Then he would have welcomed me.)




  Climbing the stairs in an English guesthouse, the lady taking us to our room enquired politely where we were from. I told her: Hong Kong. There was a pause and she looked at us both closely, from one to the other. Chinese face. Non-Chinese face.




  “No, really,” she said. “I can tell from your accent that you’re not from Hong Kong.”




  Oh yes? My accent? Not the colour of my skin and the shape of my eyes. But Hong Kong is a multinational city with some 300,000 non-Chinese. But it’s also a long way away. Filled with the mysterious vapours of the orient. How did the line go in the film Prizzi’s Honour? “Let’s forget about all this. Let’s get away. Let’s go to Hong Kong and change our names and disappear.” Hong Kong is a gateway to the unknown. An alchemical place where people go to change identity, to change their very nature, and disappear. Didn’t we know that? It was something we kept forgetting.




  And then the return to England. We were both struck by the lush, rich, green beauty of the English countryside after the drab olives of Iberia. Glorious memories.




  One winter, we spent three weeks on a train travelling first class around China. It was cheap then. And what magnificent trains they were, smoke-belching monsters from another age. We passed encampments of railway workers who lived in mat shed lean-tos, often decorated with a wolf pelt. On one remote station platform, high in the mountains, a man catching sight of us welcomed us to China. He thought Bern was Japanese and she was content with that, she felt so remote from her fellow countrymen.




  In Taiyuan, we emerged from the railway station in the pre-dawn dark. Inevitably, a crowd gathered around us. Faces pressed close up to ours, blankly puzzled. I smiled but there was no response. None at all. We were objects of great impersonal strangeness. Then suddenly eyes connected, a face creased, a slow laugh. Others smiled. The knot of faces eased away. Taiyuan. Where the pavements were covered with an intricate tracery of frozen spittle. I felt sick to the stomach and was glad to leave.
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