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  Introduction

  When first discovering a night sky, the eyes may pick out a few tiny stars. Waiting and watching reveals thousands, until it seems there is yet more light than empty blackness. So my life has been, and so it continues. This is my story, in gratitude to Sri Chinmoy: for teaching me how to wait, and how to watch.

  Revelations, no matter their size, seem to hide when they are hunted down by thoughts and wonderings. Like untamed creatures in their own private world, they only let themselves be seen when I am either still and quiet, or disarmed by helplessness. This is no new phenomenon. I dare say everyone has been struck by at least one bolt of inner brilliance while the senses are otherwise engaged in the beauty of a sunset, or the smile of a child, or the grandeur of the open sea. Ironically, sudden insights may also come when one is at a complete loss to unravel the mysteries of life, suspended somewhere in the universe on this relatively small rock, all of us together and yet so very much alone. Rather than leaving such revelations to chance, one can consciously harness and harvest them through meditation. Ultimately the moments string themselves together into a constant stream of understanding – a full and open connection to the divine.

  Or so I believe. While I am yet far from reaching that exalted state, I have witnessed enough to know it exists: through increasing glimmers of my own experience, and most of all through the presence of a genuine spiritual Master.

  I often wonder how I had the good fortune to find Sri Chinmoy, or even to take up any sort of spiritual practice at all. On paper it was highly unlikely, having been born into an atheist English family, and yet perhaps that very background played its own essential role. I was brought up never to leave things to chance. If something was broken, I was taught to study its components – at least in order to inform myself of how it was made, if not to mend it. I was encouraged to believe that everything could be questioned or taken apart, physically or theoretically: that everything follows logical reason, whether or not we understand the reason at a given time. Extending the theory to life in general, I always felt empowered to shape my destiny.

  Although I still have faith in that empirical spirit, and in my ability to change my life for the good, I now consider a pragmatic attitude – however positive – as only part of a much wider truth. While it is no doubt vital to give one's best, it seems there is also a time to let go one's grasp, to trust in something bigger, to admit that one does not have the answers, and to be at peace with that for now.

  It was at such a time when Sri Chinmoy arrived in my world. I did not think I was looking for an Indian Guru, and he was not at all as I imagined an Indian Guru to be. He was smiling and clean-shaven, as gentle as he was inconceivably strong, his childlike humour in easy balance with a wisdom that seemed older than the world itself. He was eminently practical, acutely conscious of the human condition, and yet not bound at all by the sort of petty earthliness that seemed to dog my own existence. He carried an abundance of everything I had longed for in life: constancy and creativity, freedom and sensitivity, certainty, peacefulness and most of all, immaculate poise. He brought me answers to questions I had not even yet formed: in poetry, in songs, in physical demonstration and silent meditation. He charted maps for me: maps of immediate inner lands, and others I will not reach for a very long time.

  I made many mistakes before finding him; error itself had been my faithful tutor until then. I tried many apparent shortcuts to fulfilment, each of them ending in its own cul-de-sac. If nothing else, I discovered quite clearly what I do not want in life, before discovering what I do. Finding happiness through a process of elimination is, after all, a way of finding happiness – albeit a tortuous one. While I would not necessarily have chosen such a long route, I have come to realise the journey is an intrinsic part of the destination. If a pilot somehow found a way to perch a helicopter on the summit of Everest, his satisfaction and exhilaration would surely not compare to that of a mountaineer, even if they shared the same view at the end of the day.

  According to Sri Chinmoy, the past is dust: we must learn from our mistakes and then continue on our way, carrying only that new knowledge with us, and leaving the useless weight of failure behind. I have come to show you the pieces of my past, not to confess my own secret hurts and imperfections – they are far from useful or exceptional – but to illustrate the extraordinary transforming influence Sri Chinmoy has had on this otherwise ordinary person: proof that the past is indeed dust, and that each of us may leave it behind if we choose.

  I have neither designed nor necessarily deserved my good fortune. It came when I both needed it and was ready to accept it; when taking apart the components of my life no longer informed me well enough to mend it myself. After much racing around in pursuit of happiness, I found it had been inside me all along; I only needed to be still and quiet, knowing how and where to look. These are the real secrets I have come to tell you, in the hope of bringing that same good fortune to you, wherever you are on this relatively small rock. While we each must make our own steps to the peaks of spirituality, many have already gone before us, so we are never really alone.

  There have been bleak nights along my way, many of my own making, but life is all the brighter for them now. To the human eye, without the darkness there are no stars.


  1

  Nearly the End

  Each human life abides

  Between the cheerful question of life,

  'Who am I?'

  And the powerful answer of death,

  1 am all.'1

  — Sri Chinmoy

  Sun blared from a mass of windows and metal roofs. We stared forward in three lanes, hands on the wheel in the hope of a sudden advance, but it did not come. The swallows sliced through empty sky, almost too high to see, taunting us with their freedom. I sniffed through my window for a hint of breeze, but the air was as motionless as the clod of traffic to which I added. Children pressed themselves into gargoyles against other half-closed windows, or fought red-faced with one another. Adults gradually abandoned their cars to squint into the warped heat, or to lie out on the verges. Although some were happier in air-conditioning, we all shared the discomfort of not knowing how long our wait would be. There must have been an accident, so impatience seemed inappropriate. Road accidents made me especially pensive. I reflected on a question whose answer had as yet evaded me: Who am I?

  I had dabbled in meditation for eight years, and felt sure I would never be truly happy, or truly me, unless I practised it more sincerely. Silence, stillness and solitude frightened me more than anything though. I suspected any sort of spiritual commitment would be like a colourless concrete cell, leaving me just my failings for company. I was not ready to be thus caged, and yet did not treasure life's liberty either. The cruelties and complexities of the world bewildered me such that I only sought to escape them or numb myself to them by then, thinking mine was too small a strength to stretch beyond. I travelled through that world like a television channel hopper, impulsively flicking the remote, never finding anything worth my attention, growing only more indolent and disillusioned, baffled and bored by things that seemed to be enough for most people. I was as though half alive: sufficient to function, but no longer to feel.

  I could well have spent my time wondering Who is God? That seemed a question at once easier and more complex than the one I had chosen. While I was uncomfortable with the name and preferred not to speak it aloud, it was a tidy label for the definition I had honed in the privacy of my thoughts: ultimate love, limitless power, endless time, boundless creativity; a kindly and terrible force that I had always trusted, yet felt uncertain I could ever know or comprehend. Although God was always a He – only because an It would have been impolite and a She never crossed my mind – I did not subscribe to any specific image: old perhaps, but not necessarily bearded.

  I assumed the only way God could wake me from my state of inner inertia would be through a serious car accident. I cannot qualify or explain that further – it was just something I carried with me from the future; the same way a scar records an event from the past. As a last resort I was sure He would take away all signs of outer beauty, and perhaps the use of my limbs, so as to soften my mischief and wastefulness. Then, I promised Him, He would have my full attention. Until then, I would hunt for shallow pleasures, instead of diving deep to where my real happiness hid.

  Eventually we inched forward, sun-dazed and dozy from sitting so long on the open griddle of the road. I passed the site of the crash with more than a natural fascination or reverence. Half spectator, half spectre, I surveyed my own potential future. One day that might be me splayed on the hot asphalt, or cut out from metal twisted up like a ball of paper, finally strapped to a stretcher in a whirr of blue lights and sirens. The sticky tyre marks, the shattered glass, the shattered limbs, would then be mine.

  I knew only one prayer by heart – The Lord's Prayer – so I always offered it silently and superstitiously at such a scene. It was my way of telling God I still knew who was boss, that I was merely His wayward child, that no tiny will of mine could defy His – at least not indefinitely. Any time He chose, I knew He could mould me, steer me, or obliterate me, blow me like a leaf from here to Kingdom Come...

  ...Thy Will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven...

  That was as far as I got before my own turn came. I was in the middle lane, about to overtake a slower driver, when his indicator winked towards me. I assumed he would wait for me to pass, since there was barely half a car's length between us. Probably dizzy from the heat and the chaos of children in the back seat, he failed to check his blind spot and pulled in front. As I was moving faster, the gap between us shrank to little more than a hand span. I braked and flashed a glance outwards to find the fast lane clear. Yanking my car into it and fighting hard to straighten the curve, I missed the intruder and the central reservation by inches. He drove on oblivious.

  My servant of a vehicle was suddenly a hulking weapon with its own agenda, and I its hapless captive. In a far corner of memory I found that I should take my foot off the brake and steer into the swerve to regain control. I had nothing to lose and no time to question. Puffing hard, I wrenched myself from the clutch of natural instinct and shared my will with that of the machine. The traffic emptied around me, but three lanes still gave too narrow a space. The back end writhed like a fish on a hook, and the car's strength at last outbid my own.

  Other cars had stopped in a straight line, like a drive-in theatre audience. I was centre-stage, turning a perfect pirouette on four wheels, seemingly in slow motion. I have not seen anything similar before or since, and I cannot say I saw it with my physical eyes even then: an ethereal body of light floating before the audience, a bright screen beyond which nobody could pass. Its form was hazy, but the light seemed people-shaped – several figures holding hands, like the paper-chain figures I used to cut out in kindergarten. They mingled with the sun's force: more powerful, more beautiful than earthly light, yet almost completely imperceptible. I had glimpsed another world that I had only hoped existed until that day. Like the flash of a deer's tail or a kingfisher's wing, it disappeared again into its own secret realm, leaving its trace only in memory.

  Though I probably turned just three or four times, those tiny seconds were hours to me. I had thought until then that it was a Hollywood invention, but my life did rush before me in that blink of time. Twenty-five years of snapshots flipped in front of my mind like a film on fast-forward. Family and forgotten people, shames and errors, brilliance and victory, fond places and old belongings came tumbling as if from some giant scrapbook.

  In case it was the last time we would be together, I peered down at my arms and hands redundantly holding the wheel, my legs and feet poised above the useless pedals, and thanked them for their service. Goodbye hands: pale hands, small fingers that learned to brush a steady line on canvas, that wrote letters of love and curious songs, that sowed dry seeds in the fragrant earth. Goodbye feet: little feet that loved bare sands and shady grasses, stubby toes and narrow fans of bone that bore me out of infancy and danced me into many dawns.

  I cannot say I heard it with my physical ears, but I was aware of a conversation then, seemingly above and all around me, as huge as the sky. I had no idea to whom God was speaking; I felt as a child crouching at a keyhole, eavesdropping on my parents, knowing I was the subject of the exchange but unable to catch the words. All I knew was that for now I was really none of my business, and that I would have to wait quietly until a verdict was reached. There was apparently little choice.

  Although I carried many petty and irrational fears at that age, in the face of death or disfigurement, I was oddly unafraid. Impatience was by far my strongest impulse in those seeming hours of spinning. The unknown was far more terrible than anything; any outcome would have been bearable if only I knew what I had to face. For almost a decade I had deliberately avoided something important, and was ready to be redirected. I resolved therefore not to sulk or to take the result as a punishment – I had accepted this day long ago. Beyond my human petulance was a thrill that God was so tangibly near, and in absolute control. In my sudden helplessness I felt only safe, like an infant in the cup of His Hand. There was love then. Only love. Inside and all around.

  That string of earthly seconds seemed to stretch across a whole afternoon in Heaven's annex. Waiting. An ear pressed to a keyhole. Eventually a decision was made: one that I had assumed was not even on the list of options. The car crushed itself quite squarely from behind into the central reservation. The front half, and myself in it, remained untouched. The rest was as a soda can, flattened underfoot.

  The world drifted back to normal speed, and I back into a very ordinary state of mind. I knew neither joy nor gratefulness for my reprieve; only a single-minded fury at the other driver. Opening my door without effort or obstruction, I hurtled down the middle lane of the motorway, punching my fist in the air and letting out a few choice expletives. It would have been comical to watch, but nobody felt much like laughing.

  The careless driver had stopped a quarter mile ahead and was already reversing back up the hard shoulder. I was quite ready to confront him, for all the good that would have done, but luckily some members of the audience were faster runners than I was. Two surfers on their way to Cornwall reached me first, collecting me by the arms and suggesting that turning back might be for the best. Having survived the last few minutes, I had better not taunt fate by prancing down the M5 motorway. We three returned to find the rest of the audience yet more amazed by my mobility than by the whole spinning incident. The front row and much of the second came out to console or congratulate me. Some came only to convince themselves that the heat had not addled them, that I really was alive.

  Despite the overflow of my adrenaline, the surfers insisted I was shocked and ought to sit quietly in their car until the police arrived. They left me with my thoughts and some cold lemonade, to recruit more help shunting the wreckage off the road. They would not let me speak to the careless driver when he came. He was obviously a decent fellow, and utterly remorseful, but they did not trust my impulses any more than I did.

  The police constable had probably seen too many so-called accidents conjured by the hands of reckless youth. On a holiday weekend he would probably rather be at home with his family and a barbecue than be roasting himself by a motorway in a dark polyester uniform. For the shortened car, a misshapen barrier, and a good deal of rubber on the road, there were two possible culprits. I could not really blame him for his choice.

  There was a thirty-something, leaving a wife and two curious youngsters to watch from a sober-coloured saloon. He pushed a brush of sandy hair from behind his glasses, rolled back on his heels and stuffed his hands disarmingly into the pockets of his chinos. Above the tan collar of a polo shirt his face already wore the lines of parenthood: a knowing smile knitted with a frown of concern. Had the constable allowed him a few words, he would have found him assertive and well spoken.

  There was a twenty-something, with tightly folded arms – bare to the shoulders except for a swathe of wide bangles and ribbons. Two similarly ribboned plaits danced beside a milk-white face, inlaid with two furious green-blue eyes. Her shortened vehicle had been the only one affordable that morning at her local car rental. It was a model especially popular with teenage boys, in metallic sapphire with go-faster stripes. Had the constable allowed her a few words, he would have found her tempestuous and somewhat childlike.

  The constable preferred to hear from the witnesses first, recording much of the story – as told by the surfers – in a little book. I issued barely anything afterwards; uncertain the mere muscles of my mouth would contain my indignation. As the constable lectured me on hogging the middle lane and driving too close to other vehicles, the surfers took turns to interrupt, but he had already prepared his speech. When the chiding was over, all that was left was to see me to the nearest service station, where I could try to resume my journey. As to who would take me, the constable saw no choice: of course I would ride with him in the police car. I looked to the surfers, unable to face any other direction, and felt the first prickles of tears. One opened their passenger door, one picked up my salvaged bag, and we drove into the fading sun. As hopes of making last orders at their favourite Cornish pub were already disappearing with the daylight, they offered to make a detour into Bristol. We stopped at the services so I could call the person I was meeting.

  Are you crazy or just stupid?' yelped the other voice 'Even a five-year-old wouldn't take a ride from strangers!'

  Against all common sense I knew I was still in the Hand of God. I glanced through the phone box window as one of them folded a wheelchair into a car for an elderly lady, and the other passed a paper-wrapped ice cream through the door behind me. They wore board shorts and sandals, all brightly dancing eyes and sunny smiles, framed by golden curls. I had met kindness, as if for the first time.

  'It's okay,' I grinned into the receiver, then splitting into laughter at the lavish hints of goodness unfolding around me. 'I don't know why, but it's okay.'

  It was then, as my anger dissolved, that I noticed things had changed. Everything had changed, and so radically that it was obvious only I could have changed, while everything else stayed as it had always been. The sweetness of cold air from the dashboard vents, the sparkle of lemon on my tongue, the numbing joy that only ice cream knows, the open arms of the sun as it sang the day's final phrases, the lazy beat on the radio: all were lines of some unfinished symphony. I wondered if I had ever truly seen or felt anything before.

  By night I cried like a newborn, wrung out with shock and relief. Sleep was far away in some unreachable land, so I crept out onto the deck. That I could even walk brought more tears in torrents; every bone and sinew remained whole and moved in synchrony to bear me forward. I had gained a new and pristine life. Each step was hallowed, like venturing onto virgin snow.

  Electric light hung in globes along the wharf and in the patches of apartment windows. It peppered the distant streets, and capered along the river's surface. It mingled in the water with reflected stars: a man-made world under the eyes of the heavens. I had noticed many scenes like it before, but had never really looked. I had heard too the chink of rigging on the masts of tethered sailing boats, but that night it was an orchestra of chimes, enchanted by the breeze. That night, though just like others past, held the most beauty I had ever witnessed.

  A lone church bell told midnight. It was Sri Chinmoy's birthday, August twenty-seventh: soon to become my favourite day of every year. That auspicious fact, unknown to me then, was just one snippet in the paper trail of my fortune.


  2

  Leaves and Leaving

  Each child

  Is a new wonder.

  Each child

  Is a new discoverer.

  Each child

  Is an ever-new dawn-harbinger. 2

  — Sri Chinmoy

  It is said that a soul, with the guidance of God, chooses to enter a particular family for particular reasons: chasing strands of karma woven through prior lives, or matching traits of character and vocation, all in pursuit of its own development. If any of my close relations had believed in such things as God and souls, they might have put my arrival down to an administrative error. They accepted it in good spirit either way.

  I was born in Sussex at the start of the seventies, to a family of mechanical engineers. My grandfather, father and mother, later my stepfather and only sibling, all founded their careers on engineering genes: genes that by some freak of science I did not inherit. I arrived equipped with other more nebulous qualities. An enigma, a source of amusement and curiosity, I became the secret object of their fondness. Like a mascot of a different species in an otherwise orderly regiment, I was the exception that proved the rule. My mother tried to take the blame for my peculiarity: she claimed it was due to her reading The Lord of the Rings while still carrying me. Had she known, she would have chosen a more pedestrian book, but after a few pages Tolkien is not so easy to put down. That and craving too many plums she was sure accounted for it all.

  Technically I was an accident. Probably many children are, but not all are blessed with candid parents. I had obviously been accepted anyway, and that was what mattered. From the day they saw me into the world, I was their 'little friend'; they spoke to me as an adult from the start, long before I could shape any words for myself. I listened intensely and only repeated anything when I knew I had it pat. My own name was the one notable compromise; its sequence of sounds evaded me. I was Sarah. When I was old enough to choose, I went by my middle name, Emily, as it seemed to fit more comfortably.

  Some would claim I was nameless anyway, not having been baptised. My parents chose not to thrust religion on me; spirituality was not even open for discussion. They did not subscribe to it anyway, and spiritual choices were considered too personal to be made by anyone except the self. God was a taboo subject – it was a matter of courtesy not to bring Him into anything, like the birds and the bees. It therefore took me a while to find Him.

  When I turned two, my mother told me she would soon have a new baby. I was inconsolable. Jealousy would have been natural if I thought a stranger would join our team and usurp my parents' attention, but that was not the problem: I assumed they were getting somebody to replace me, rather than to accompany me. I was horrified to think I had displeased them so badly as to warrant complete rejection, and terrified of where I would be sent, perhaps merely to be thrown out with the rubbish. Beneath my shuddering wails I finally understood I would have a 'little friend' to play with. I was grateful just to be kept – sharing parents was nothing against the idea of losing them altogether.

  When my brother arrived, I was given a small soft bear to offer him in welcome. He was rolled up in so many clothes I had trouble believing he was a proper person, let alone one who might know any games. I levered the bear respectfully through the railings of his cot, one leg at a time, but he did not say thank you, or even look at me. While I was disappointed by his manners, my parents seemed so pleased with him I decided not to mention it. I had yet to learn the happy fact that we are not born as finished products.

  Our ordinary English life met an abrupt end, as my father took a job in America. We followed him ten weeks after my brother was born. It was a staggered new beginning, spanning several months and various brief abodes.

  Our first real home abroad was nestled in the mountain foothills behind Los Angeles. The city teemed below in its dirt and danger, but even at night it was a benign fairy-world to me: ant-sized vehicles weaving a soft glitter of red and gold around the stubs of buildings. The air was hot and clean, and everything grew avidly on our garden terraces. Gangs of coyotes sang from the mountains after dark, and sometimes from the garden. It was not the spooky, desolate sound the movies make of it. Although I never saw them, to my mind they were just a family of musical, mischievous nomads. In summer nights the mountain grass, impassioned by the wind, would ignite itself and fly into a blaze. I heard the crackle of it and saw the wide smudge of flame behind the curtains, but my father said it could not come close. My father was invincible and omniscient, so his word was enough to let me roll back to sleep.

  Nobody could protect me in the more subtle realms of night though. From birth I was haunted by nightmares. Reincarnation is now my only explanation for thoughts and dreams so at odds with my protected life – a child would not imagine the things I saw inside, having never been exposed to the horrors of the world. My first dream in colour was of death, the red blood from a dying creature seeping fast into surrounding greys. I dreaded to be in a room alone, even in daylight; there seemed a sinister presence near me that I felt powerless to fight. I never told anyone. I thought they would laugh, and was too proud to admit my cowardice. The dreams could not be hidden though – I could not bear them myself, and often roused the family with imperative screams. In the half-waking haze that followed, I saw only a looming shape approaching. The parent running to my rescue was just a new shadow, and I shrieked my peril all the louder as it closed in on me.

  'Think beautiful thoughts, or have no thoughts at all. Think of the sky,' counselled my mother when I asked her how to sleep again.

  Shaping my own imagination into a tool, instead of letting it wield new terror against me, I took my first step into the sanctum of meditation. My efforts were strained as I unfurled the fears one by one, only to find them coiled back again: one benign creation after another, crushed by the same mind that made it. I knew there was some greater strength than this, only I could not recall it.

  'But what comes after the sky? And after Space? What happens to people when they die?'

  'I don't know. Probably nothing.'

  'Would Daddy know?'

  'No, nobody knows.'

  Nobody knows. Not even Daddy. I would not believe it. It was surely a ruse to deflect my attention from just another grownup secret, like watching Monty Python's Flying Circus, or drinking beer, or writing a cheque. The answer was resolute and unchangeable, open neither to negotiation nor interrogation. The dawning fact that nobody did actually know was disturbing in itself; more disturbing was the fact that nobody seemed concerned. 'Nothing' was not good enough and I knew there was more. Although only a minor sleuth, I would catch that Something or Someone unawares. The adults had more secrets than I had realised, so I would simply have my own.

  Telephone calls abroad came at royal prices, and sometimes had to be booked in advance. I only remember speaking to my grandparents in England once or twice; it was a muddle of delays and interruptions. The rest of the time we recorded a cassette and sent it by airmail. A new tape was posted back, with my grandmother's high warble and my grandfather's stiff growl.

  'Say hello to Nanny.'

  'Hello, Nannyyy,' I opened at the first attempt, edging right up to the chunky recorder and making it buzz. She did not respond, even after a suitable delay.

  'There's nobody there.'

  'Nanny can hear you; it's just that you can't hear her. Say thank you for the blouse she sent for your birthday.'

  'Thank you for the blouse you sent for my birthday.' I listened closely just in case, but received only the sound of turning spools. My mother adjusted me gently away from the microphone. She smiled and nodded, raising her eyebrows encouragingly. I believed her, but it was difficult to know what to say into a void.

  'Tell her the blouse is nice and cool.'

  'The blouse is nice. And cool.'

  'Tell her about the humming birds.' She knew that would animate me.

  'Nanny, the humming birds come and drink the drink! We fill their feeder up with red drink because they like red. Their beaks are long and go right inside, and they're very small and green and shiny and their wings go so fast you nearly can't see them. That's what makes them hum. Like bees.'

  Suddenly I understood. The cassette formed a sort of clue; a sign that people could potentially still be there, even if they were not seen or heard with the ordinary senses.

  * * *

  After another transitory apartment, our next proper home was in a corner of the Houston suburbs. The air was thick and greasy, peopled by mosquitoes and various more vulgar insects. Compared to California, nature looked moon-barren, even in domestic gardens. It seemed there would be only two seasons: sultry and gloomy or chilled and gloomy. Everything was big but empty, so I felt hollow too. Apparently we were 'rich', which seemed to mean outwardly comfortable, but uneasy on the inside.

  For the first time ever, one room was all mine. It was fit for a child princess, but it was much too alone for me. Since he was born, I had shared with my brother, so I was not ready for his absence, especially at night. His breathing and fidgeting had always diluted the darkness until then. I had all the latest toys, and a canopy bed. It was probably all I could have wished for, but to me it was just echoey and strange. What troubled me most was that my mother was not happy, and I could therefore not be happy either. I sensed a gathering darkness around her that I did not understand. Although she bore it and fought to conceal it, I silently added it to my own. We were as twin clouds merging in a storm.

  Our favourite room was all for music. Its windows were the only ones not shadowed by tall pines, so it caught whatever sun could muscle through the clouds, and it led from the lobby, so no comings or goings could be missed from inside it. The day a piano arrived for my mother was one of the happiest that house ever saw. She played easily because she could read. I watched her fingers spanning chords or rippling with the flurries marked out on a page, and yearned to learn that magic from her. Music formed an arcane world to which I knew I belonged. I wanted to make those sounds much sooner than immediately, so study seemed an unbearable fee; surely it was my right to make them, only my fingers had forgotten how. It was strange and galling, but my mother's iron patience bridged the gap in my own, leading me much further than I would have managed otherwise. When I was first able to read – even the simplest and clumsiest tunes – I met with delirious joy. Each primitive victory led me on to the next.

  In the creeping doom before autumn term, my mother and I squeezed out the last drops of summer at a craft fair. I lost my dread of school entirely in the trestles of knittables and nicknacks, beads, basketry and raw clay. The smells of paints and new brushes, fat yarns and waiting canvas were to me the fragrances of hope and possibility. It was a finished wooden horse who won my special favour, and I was allowed to take him home. He was my new measure of perfection, painted in white and primaries, a braid for a bridle and a bunched red mane of wool. Entranced by his beauty I trotted to the car beside my mother, turning his glossy body in my hands, and wondering what to use as a stable.

  The horse's sovereignty was short-lived. Beyond him someone had dashed a fresh leaf with red paint and left it on the ground. Such adornment of nature baffled me and I crouched to collect it. Close up, the colours were outrageous – ludicrous even – not stopping at ochre or bronze or anything nearly so bland, but only crimson and scarlet and ruby, carousing on a ground of impossibly vigorous green.

  'Mummy, why did someone paint it?'

  'Nobody did, it fell like that.'

  I pointed to an obvious blot from a brush. 'No it's red paint, look.'

  Holding it out as proof, cool and damp on the flat of my hand, the truth seeped into me. Its tiny red corpuscles glowed against the green, flowing on into wide arteries and rounded reservoirs. In places the 'paint' had dribbled and spattered, but reversing it or holding it to the sky showed the colour as intrinsic. The realisation was dizzying: I had received another sly wink from the divine.

  'Shall we take it home?' I asked reverently, the stunned witness of a miracle.

  'Let's choose a few, they'll all be different.'

  I raised my eyes to another miniature canvas on the path ahead, a cluster more, and then a broad carpet of them, all scattered in fun by the Creator. On the maple above, thousands were pinned out to dry.

  There You are! I smiled in silence. Though I did not see the Painter, I knew He must be in there.

  * * *

  I was not a healthy child. It was a time of impromptu nosebleeds and baleful ear infections, leading to public embarrassment and cancelled social engagements. Once so nervous of making the right impression at dinner with my father's friends, I only vomited an impressive amount of green bile across the table in the process. My one attempt at summer camp saw me locked in the nurse's hut on arrival, delirious with fever. While others rode horses and learned archery and swam in the lake, I was retracted by my father and whisked to hospital in my pyjamas. Almost anything except my own society proved disastrous and humiliating, yet I dreaded being alone. I longed to be invisible, but always somehow stood out like a traffic-cone while the world hurtled by me.

  My aloneness was most acute at school: a place where other people understood one another, where they knew the same games and played together easily. What I lacked in social development I invested in my study. Outgrowing some of the lessons for my age, I was promoted to the year above. Although it should have been an honour, I was frightened silly of the sassy and unpredictable older ones. I was the small and pale one, the one with the strange accent and the solemn frown, saddled and steered by my own shyness.

  My closeness to my mother contrasted ever more plainly with a growing distance from my father. Instead of running to greet him after his extended trips, I only stubbornly avoided him. The faraway stories, the mysterious scents of spice and cigar smoke from his discarded jacket, were not sufficient to rouse me from the grief that had grown out of his absence. Although they were undoubtedly essential journeys that he himself would rather not have made, at that age I was the centre of my universe, and thus could only take his absence personally. From the low vantage of my childly mind, it seemed my protector had only abandoned his post again, and his return was a pale apology. I could not excuse his solo adventures as an economic necessity, and my forgiveness could not be bought for the price of an airport gift.

  Families are broken by many means. Ours was more a widening fracture. My parents had initially planned a short stay abroad, then to return to England with enough finance for a family bookshop. The means instead became the end. Perhaps they married before they had properly grown into themselves and found out what it was they wanted. I would not understand that until I reached their age. As it was, a passion for wealth and society gradually engulfed my father's world, until it seemed we were no longer coupled to it.

  My mother went ahead with the two of us to England, leaving my father behind, hoping thus to remind him of their lost dreams. I did not say goodbye, somehow believing I would see him in a matter of days. We would all retire then to our homeland for a shiny new beginning. The days instead clustered into months, and the phone calls spread thinner. Ultimately it was clear to me: we had become a three-man team. My father was gone from our daily lives forever, and I felt my own life was all but over. I was seven years old.

  * * *

  English culture posed many mysteries, and required more equipment than I was used to. Everything was a complex undertaking, but the ceremony and structure brought a kind of sombre consolation. The table wore a crisp white cloth; the chairs wore lace antimacassars; Granddad wore a tie, although he was retired. The sugar bowl – sporting a picture of the Queen – had tongs instead of a spoon. The jam was made at home with sieves and saucepans and a long thermometer. There were special sorts of forks and knives for cakes or fish that lived in their own satin-lined cases under the sideboard. Other sets of things lived there – mostly silver and crystal – that were not meant for using at all.

  Granddad was stern to a fault; he considered it his role. Nanny, as if to redress, only ever indulged us. Perhaps it was that combination which prevented fear from entering their house. Not even nightmares followed me there, and darkness itself was not entirely hostile. At night I could barely move my legs under the tightness of the sheets and the weight of the eiderdown. In the next bed, my brother was close enough to reach with one hand, and to be heard in whispers. We were read a chapter from The Waterbabies, or something else with elderly words and morals, illustrated with etchings. Nanny then stroked my head to bring the sleep into it, but I stayed awake in secret to be near her, until she mistook my peaceful smile for slumber. She left us a sliver of light in the doorway, then to potter with her chores in other rooms, humming songs from wartime. In the mornings a soft monotony of pigeons would wake me, and the smell of baking bread.

  My mother was suddenly both parents in one. She easily found a job as an engineer with a firm in Brighton. In those days women did not generally work for firms of engineers, unless they were taking notes or making the tea. God alone knows what brunt of prejudice she fended daily, but she was herself again, so enthusiasm carried her, as did her motto: Well you just get on with it, don't you.

  We bought an Austin 1100 for four hundred pounds. It felt like a toy compared to our American cars, but it gave the final touch to our independence. It was older than me, and painted in the particular pale blue used mostly for invalid carriages. Its furnishings were crackled like a crusty loaf, and its face was friendly. We welcomed it into the family, and respected it as an elder. Once a wheel fell off while my mother was commuting, but as the car's maximum speed was only about sixty miles per hour, nobody was hurt. She had a man mend the axel and put the wheel back on, then the car 'just got on with it' too.

  As we had an income, we resolved to move from my grandparents' bungalow. Perfect for two seniors, it strained to contain a growing family of five. The brace of my grandfather's flinty routines and fossilised morals, lined with the softness of my grandmother's affection, had made us a cradle in which to find our breath. Although it was a wrench to leave their haven, having spent most of my life half a world away from them, the two-mile gap seemed bridgeable.

  That was when the world began to crumble, and the truth seeped in. Finding a car without my father was one thing, but finding a home seemed unnervingly permanent. My mother was driving when she first mentioned the word 'divorce'. I never imagined something so terminal invading my own life. It sounded dirty and pitiful, like a disease discussed by adults in lowered voices. I buried it somewhere. There was nothing more I could do.

  My brother and I started school in Burgess Hill, a commuting town on the route to London. It was our first encounter with uniforms. I mostly wrestled with the new layers by myself: the itchy tights, the thermal vest, the stiff-collared shirt, pleated skirt and cardigan. A uniform was exciting and grown up. It was also a sign of belonging. The tie was a step too far though, especially for my brother who was still in Infants. A little afraid of what Granddad would say if I could not do it nicely, I practised tying mine over my nightie before bed. I was in Juniors, so I did not have my brother's excuse.

  I discovered there had been friends in America after all: they were neighbours, sisters of my brother's friends, daughters of my father's colleagues; each of whom I thought did not count. Having to start again I realised how much even that narrow and unearned society had meant to me. American children were sunny and exuberant; their confidence included others implicitly. Disguised in my school uniform, I should at least be able to dissolve in a crowd. That was some comfort. Since first leaving for America I had deliberately clung to my Sussex accent, and for once it fitted my environment. Maybe they would not notice I was new.

  Assembly was the first part of the day. I found that it mostly involved sitting cross-legged on the floor for listening and singing, both of which I was quite good at. I did not know what a hymn was, but it seemed to be about God. I did not know God either, but apparently everyone else did, and they sang to Him from orange books with plastic jackets. Just the open pages brought me a new surge of nausea; I was more alone in that sea of voices than anywhere I had ever been. My tears clapped down on the front cover, gathering into fluid orange globes.

  That was how I first learned the name of the Someone I had been tracking: I listened and did not sing. It was not a happy find, but only the start of a new confusion. Why did people just sing to Him and not talk about Him? It was not even proper singing anyway – I fancied I could give a more convincing verse of Yellow Submarine. Onward Christian soldiers, marching as to war sounded like an amble to the corner shop for milk. Fight the good fight with all thy might was as limp as a nursery rhyme. I would not ask my mother about it; probably 'nobody' knew. I had a sneaking fear that maybe God was like Father Christmas: a myth people were expected to grow out of. I had never subscribed to Father Christmas, and I was fairly sure God was bigger, but there was nobody to ask. The mystery had taken a worrying turn, and I was very good at worrying.
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