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  ‘I am fading away. Slowly but surely. Like the sailor who watches his home shore gradually disappear, I watch my past recede. My old life still burns within me, but more and more of it is reduced to the ashes of memory.’


  The Diving-Bell & the Butterfly, Jean-Dominique Bauby
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  Book One


  Chapter One


  I was born with the gift of rain, an ancient soothsayer in an even more ancient temple once told me.


  This was back in a time when I did not believe in fortune-tellers, when the world was not yet filled with wonder and mystery. I cannot recall her appearance now, the woman who read my face and touched the lines on my palms. She said what she was put into this world to say, to those for whom her prophecies were meant, and then, like every one of us, she left.


  I know her words had truth in them, for it always seemed to be raining in my youth. There were days of cloudless skies and unforgiving heat, but the one impression that remains now is of rain, falling from a bank of low floating clouds, smearing the landscape into a Chinese brush painting.


  Sometimes it rained so often I wondered why the colours around me never faded, were never washed away, leaving the world in mouldy hues.


  The day I met Michiko Murakami, too, a tender rain had dampened the world. It had been falling for the past week and I knew more would come with the monsoon. Already the usual roads in Penang had begun to flood, the sea turning to a sullen grey.


  On this one evening the rain had momentarily lessened to an almost undetectable mist, as though preparing for her arrival. The light was fading and the scent of wet grass wove through the air like threads entwining with the perfume of the flowers, creating an intricate tapestry of fragrance. I wasout on the terrace, alone as I had been for many years, on the edge of sleep, dreaming of another life. The door chimes echoed through the house, hesitant, unfamiliar in a place they seldom entered, like a cat placing a tentative paw on a path it does not habitually walk.


  I woke up; far away in time I seemed to hear another chiming, and I lay in my chair, confused. For a few moments a deep sense of loss immobilised me. Then I sat up and my glasses, which had been resting on my chest, fell to the tiles.


  I picked them up slowly, wiped them clean with my shirt and found the letter which I had been reading lying under the chair. It was an invitation from the Penang Historical Society to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War. I had never attended any of the society’s events but the invitations still came regularly. I folded it and got up to answer the door.


  She was a patient woman, or she was very certain that I would be at home. She rang only once. I made my way through the darkened hallways and opened the heavy oak doors. I guessed her to be in her seventies, not much older than I was. She was still beautiful, her clothes simple in the way only the very expensive can be, her hair fine and soft, pulled back into a knot. She had a single small valise and a long narrow wooden box leaned against her leg.


  ‘Yes?’ I asked.


  She told me her name, with an expectation that seemed to suggest that I had been waiting for her. Yet it still took me a few seconds to find a mention of her in the vastness of my memory.


  I had heard her spoken of only once before, by a wistful voice in a distant time. I tried to think of a reason to turn her away but could find none that was acceptable, for I felt that this woman had, ever since that moment, been set upon a path that would lead her to the door of my home. I took the gloved hand she offered. With its scarce flesh and thin prominent bones it felt like a bird, a sparrow with its wings wrapped around itself.


  I nodded in recognition at each name and for a while we talked of them. Some had died; some, like me, had retired. Yet others, though in their late eighties, continued to train faithfully as they had for almost all of their lives.



  She pointed to another photograph. ‘That must be your father,’ she said. ‘You have his face.’


  The monochrome photograph of my family had been taken by our driver just before the war. We were all standing in front of the portico and the light of the sun and the sea made my father’s blue eyes paler, his teeth brighter. His carefully combed white hair seemed like part of the glare of the cloudless sky.


  ‘He was very good-looking,’ she said.


  We were standing around him: Edward, William and Isabel from his first marriage, and I from his last, each of us carrying his face in one feature or another. There was a timeless quality to our smiles, as though we would always be together, laughing, loving life. I remember the day still, from across the distance of the fleeting years. It was one of the rare moments when I had felt I was part of my family.


  ‘Your sister?’ she asked, moving to another photograph. I nodded and looked at Isabel on the balcony outside her room, her rifle in her hand, cheeks sucked in with determination as the lights from below seemed to lift her up. I could almost feel the soft wind which ruffled her skirts.


  ‘Taken at the last party we ever had,’ I said. ‘Before the war wrecked everything.’


  The rain had stopped, and I suggested to Michiko that we have our meal out on the terrace. She insisted on helping me lay the table, and I rolled back the canopy to open the sky to us. We sat beneath a patch of stars, flickering seeds in a furrow in the clouds.


  She had a hearty appetite, despite the simplicity of the meal I had made. She was also entertaining; it was almost as though we had known each other all our lives. She took a sipof the tea I had served, looked surprised and lifted the cup to her nose. I watched her carefully, wondering if she would pass my test.


  ‘Fragrance of the Lonely Tree,’ she said, correctly identifying the brew which I had specially imported from Japan.


  ‘Harvested from tea plantations near my home. One could not obtain it after the war as the terraced fields had been destroyed.’


  At the end of the meal she held up her wineglass and made a graceful gesture to the island. ‘To Endo-san,’ she said softly.


  I nodded. ‘To Endo-san.’


  ‘Listen,’ she said. ‘Do you hear him?’


  I closed my eyes and, yes, I heard him. I heard him breathe. I smiled wanly. ‘He’s always here, Michiko. That’s why, wherever I go, I always yearn to return.’


  She took my hand in hers and again I felt its birdlike fragility. When she spoke her voice was full of sorrow. ‘My poor friend. How you have suffered.’


  I pulled my hand away carefully. ‘We have all suffered, Michiko. Endo-san most of all.’


  We sat without speaking. The sea sighed each time a wave collapsed on the shore like a long-distance runner at the finishing line. I have always felt a greater affinity with the sea at night. It is magnificent during the day, the waves strong and loud, slamming onto the beach, propelled by the force of the entire ocean behind it. But when night comes that force is spent, and the waves roll to the shore with the detachment of a monk unfurling a scroll.


  Then, softly, she began to tell me about her life. She spoke in a rapid, natural mixture of Japanese and English, the two interlacing like coloured threads, spinning her tale.


  ‘I am a widow new to my white robes. My husband, Murakami Ozawa, departed earlier this year.’


  ‘My condolences,’ I said, unsure where she was leading me.


  ‘I had been married to Ozawa for fifty-five years. He owned an electronics company, a well-known one. His death made my world, my whole life, suddenly senseless. I was set adrift, and I closed myself up in my home in Tokyo, shutting out the world. I spent my days in the spacious gardens, walking barefoot across the pebble fields, spoiling the neat circles created by Seki, our gardener. He never complained, but only created the patterns again, day after day,’ she said, a lost look in her eyes.



  She could find no strength to pull herself out of her grief, she told me. Outside, the company’s board was frantic, for she had been bequeathed the controlling shares by her husband. She shut them all out and took no calls. The servants stirred the silences of her home with fearful whispers.


  But the world intruded. ‘I received a letter from Endo-san,’she said, and her movement of looking away from me, as though she had been distracted by the glimmer of dew in the grass, was so unforced that anyone else would have thought it natural.


  I was grateful for her kindness, although I managed to absorb her news with greater equanimity than she had given me credit for. ‘When did he send it?’ I asked.


  ‘Over fifty years ago, in the spring of 1945,’ she said, giving me a smile. ‘It came out of the past like a ghost. Can you imagine its journey? He had written about his life here, and he had written about you.’


  I let her fill our glasses. I had visited Japan often enough to know she would feel insulted if I had poured.


  ‘I will tell you how we met,’ she said after a while, as though she had been mulling over the decision for some time.


  ‘Endo-san worked for his father, who owned a successful trading business. In fact, he was already running the business, travelling around China and to Hong Kong. He spent his evenings teaching in the aikijutsu school in our village. As the daughter of a samurai I was expected to be proficientwith the sword, and in unarmed combat – bujutsu – above all other arts. Unlike my sisters I enjoyed bujutsu more than my music and flower-arranging lessons.


  ‘At that time aikijutsu was just a fledgling art; it had not evolved into the aikido of today. My father was not impressed with it, but when I saw the class, and the movements, I knew I had found something precious. I think you know what I felt: it was as though my heart, long held in darkness, had turned to catch a glimpse of the warmth and light of the sun.’


  She laughed softly. ‘I soon began to treasure the time I spent with Endo-san. My school-friends teased me terribly about my feelings for him. But still I dreamed and dreamed, and wrapped myself in clouds of make-believe.


  ‘As the eldest son he was expected to take over the company from his father one day. He was very often away from the country. On his return he brought me gifts, from China, Siam, the islands of the Philippines, and once even a woven headscarf from the mountains of northern India.


  ‘We began to see each other regularly. We would walk along the beach, gazing out to the Miyajima Torii Shrine, and I often met him for tea in the pavilion in the park, feeding the ducks and the obedient lines of ducklings in the lake.


  I think those were the happiest days I can remember.


  ‘My initial infatuation matured into something deeper and more permanent. My father, who was a magistrate, did not approve of our friendship. Endo-san was of course very much older than me, and his family, although originally of the samurai class, had been relegated to the status of merchants, a very low position on our social order, as you may know. His father had decided to turn the family’s various farms and properties into commercial concerns.


  They were wealthy, but not acceptable to the aristocracy.’


  I leaned forward, not wishing to miss anything. Endo-san had given me only a cursory description of his childhood and he had never fully revealed his background. During the yearswhen I lived in Japan I had tried to conduct my own enquiries, but without much success, as the documentary records had all been destroyed. But now, hearing it from her, from one who had been there, my curiosity was stirred once again.


  She saw my interest and continued.


  ‘The fact that Endo-san’s father was a disgraced court official was very much talked about in our village. But that did not bother me at all. In fact, my feelings for him were strengthened and I often said very rude things to his family’s detractors.


  ‘My father felt that I was spending too much time with Endo-san, and I was forbidden to see him.’ She shook her head. ‘What obedient children we were. There was no question of ignoring my father’s commands. I cried every night, for it was a terrible time for me.


  ‘It was also a terrible time for Japan. To survive, we had become a military nation; you are a scholar of Japan, so you know what it was like. Oh, the endless chanting and shouting of war-slogans, the violent clashes between the militarists and the pacifists in the streets, the frightening marches and demonstrations – I hated all of them. Even in my deepest dreams I heard them.


  ‘Endo-san’s father disagreed with the military and made his opinions widely known. This was seen as acting against the Emperor, a crime of treason. His father was sent to prison and the family was ostracised. Endo-san’s views reflected his father’s, although he was more subtle in expressing them. Still, there were attempts on Endo-san’s life, but he remained obdurate. This, I think, was due in part to his sensei.’


  I nodded. Endo-san had studied under O’ Sensei Ueshiba, a well-known pacifist who was, paradoxically, one of the greatest Japanese martial artists of all time. I recalled the first time I met O’ Sensei. The man was then in his late sixties, suffering from illness, just a few months from death; yet he had thrown me around the training mats until I could notbreathe, my head dizzy from the falls, my joints sore where he had locked me.


  I told Michiko this and she laughed. ‘I too was thrown around like a rag doll by him.’


  She stood up and walked out into the night, then turned back to me and said, ‘One day, a few months later and after Endo-san had been away for some weeks, I met him again. I was on my way home from the market, and he came up behind me and told me to meet him on the beach, where we had sat so often. I went home, pretended to my mother that I had left something at the market, and then ran all the way to the beach.


  ‘I saw him first. He was facing the sea. The sun looked as if it had leaked its colour into the sea, into his face and eyes.


  When I reached him, he told me he was leaving Japan for a few years.


  “Where will you go?” I asked him.


  “I do not know yet. I wish to see the world, and find my answers,” he replied.


  “Answers to what?” I asked.


  ‘He shook his head. Then he told me he had been having strange dreams, dreams of different lives, different countries.


  He refused to tell me more.


  ‘I told him I would wait for him, but he said no, that I should live the life that had already been written for me. To attempt to do otherwise would be foolish. We were not meant to be together. My future was not with him.


  ‘I was so angry with him, talking like that. I told him he was baka – an idiot. And you know, he only smiled and said that it was true.


  ‘That was the last time I saw him. Later I heard that he had been sent by the government to some place in Asia, some country I had never even heard of – Malaya. It was very puzzling, I thought then, that a man so opposed to Japan’s aggressive military policies should have accepted service with the government.


  ‘But as I have said, I never saw him again, even when he came back for a short visit. I could not, however much I longed to. My father had arranged a marriage for me, and I was being taught how to take care of my future husband and run his house. Ozawa, like Endo-san, was involved in his family’s company, which was then making electronic equipment for the war.’



  She paused, and in her face made translucent by memory I saw the girl she had once been and I felt a faint sadness for Endo-san, for what he had thrown aside.


  ‘I have never stopped thinking of him,’ she said.


  I pushed back my chair, feeling tired by the conversation, disturbed by the emotions her arrival had awoken within me.


  ‘May I stay here for the night?’ she asked.


  I was disinclined to allow another person to unsettle the structure of my life, which had been laid out carefully over the years. I had always appreciated my own company and the few people who had tried to breach my barrier had always been hurt in the process. I looked out to the sea; there was no guidance from Endo-san but that had never stopped me from asking him. It was late and the taxi services in Penang were notoriously bad. Finally I nodded.


  She was aware of my reluctance. ‘I apologise for causing you inconvenience,’ she said.


  I waved her apologies away and stood up, wincing at my stiff joints, hearing the expected pops and cracks in them –the symptoms of age and the lack of training. Old injuries sent their repetitive messages of wear and pain, urging me to surrender, which I always refused to do.


  I started to clear away the remains of our meal, stacking the plates into little piles.


  ‘You have no picture of him?’ she asked as she helped me carry the plates to the kitchen.


  I saw the faintest expression of hope in her eyes, like a weak flaring star, and I shook my head. ‘No. We never took any,’ I replied, watching the flare sink into the ocean.


  She nodded. ‘Neither did I. Our village did not have cameras at the time he left Japan. It is so ironic, really – my husband’s company now produces some of the most popular cameras in the world.’



  I led her up the stairs to one of the more serviceable guestrooms. It had been Isabel’s room. After the war I had had the bedrooms redecorated, in an attempt to start anew, and sometimes I wondered if I should have bothered. I only see the rooms as they were, hear them as they used to sound and smell them as if it were still fifty years ago. Someone once asked me if Istana was haunted and I had replied, why yes, of course, naturally so. It is no wonder that I seldom have visitors.


  On the landing halfway up the stairs, she stopped, her eyes drawn to the wall where a hole had been gouged out.


  ‘Isabel, my sister. She shot at someone here,’ I explained. I had never had the scar in the wall covered up.


  At the entrance to the room I gave a bow to Michiko and she returned a deeper one. I left her and walked slowly through the house, locking the doors, closing the windows, putting out the lights one by one. Then I made my way to the balcony outside my room. It was the same room I had always had from the moment I was born. I felt a sense of time stretching back, curving beyond sight like the shoreline of an immense bay. How many people in this world can say they have had the same room from birth and, in my case, probably until death?


  The high winds had swept the clouds from the sky. It was turning into a crisp, clean night, and the layers and layers of stars above me added an immeasurable depth to the darkness. I thought about the letter Michiko had received from Endo-san. Fifty years! It would have been written four years after the Japanese invaded Malaya, towards the end of the war. The chaotic conditions of countries at war, the para-noia, the seas constantly patrolled by battleships and aircraft, all could have accounted for the letter getting lost.


  Fifty unimaginable years stretched out like a vast piece of fraying, sun-bleached cloth fluttering in the wind. Had it been that long?



  Sometimes it had seemed longer.


  Under the ancient light of a thousand stars I made out Endo-san’s island, sleeping in the swaying embrace of the waves. I have resisted all offers to buy that fragment of land and have kept it clean and as it was, with his little wooden house beneath the trees, the clearing where we used to practise, the beach where my boat would always touch land.


  Memories – they are all the aged have. The young have hopes and dreams, while the old hold the remains of them in their hands and wonder what has happened to their lives. I looked back hard on my life that night, from the moments of my reckless youth, through the painful and tragic years of the war, to the solitary decades after. Yes, I could say that I had lived my life, if not to the full then at least almost to the brim. What more could one ask? Rare is the person whose life overflows. I have lived, I have travelled the world, and now, like a worn out clock, my life is winding down, the hands slowing, stepping out of the flow of time. If one steps out of time what does one have? Why, the past of course, gradually being worn away by the years as a pebble halted on a riverbed is eroded by the passage of water.


  A beam from the lighthouse further up Moonlight Bay lit up the night. Here it came again, and again, and again.


  When I was a boy, my father, in the rare moments when he had not been too busy with work, told Isabel and me its history. I could even remember the name of the man who guarded the lighthouse then – Mr Deepak, whose wife jumped off the lighthouse and hit the rocks below when she found out he had been unfaithful to her. Mr Deepak was long dead now, yet the lighthouse lived on, a lonely sentinel of the sea still carrying out its archaic duty even in this modern age.


  I left the balcony and went into my room and tried to getsome sleep. That night, as always, I asked to dream of Endo-san.


  The following morning, unlike all the mornings of the past five years, I decided to train again. I found my gi, neatly pressed by Maria, in a cupboard. It was my favourite piece, and a slight trace of perspiration, which could never be completely washed away, teased my nose as I unfolded it.


  I had converted two rooms on the ground floor of Istana into a dojo, a Place of the Way, when I started teaching. The floor was panelled with Japanese pine, polished to a perfect gloss then covered with thick training mats. Fresh lilies were placed daily in a small vase in the tokonama, the shrine in a little alcove that also held a portrait of O’ Sensei Ueshiba. A wall of mirrors faced a row of high glass doors that opened out to the lawns and beyond them to the sea.


  I had limited my class to ten students and had seen them obtain their higher grades, then open their own schools. We had often travelled to seminars and conventions around the world, giving exhibitions and classes, and learning from other masters. My former students used to call me occasionally, trying to tempt me back to that world. But I refused, and told them I had removed myself from the River and the Lake, adopting the Cantonese phrase ‘ toi chut kong woo’, used to describe warriors who had voluntarily left their violent world to seek peace.


  Sitting in the seiza position, buttocks resting on my heels, I began to meditate. It came back to me slowly as I sat there feeling the morning sun warm my face. After twenty minutes I picked up my bokken, raised it horizontally in both hands and bowed to O’ Sensei. Then I bowed to the wooden sword and practised my cuts. The bokken is used in training, when a real katana sword is impractical and dangerous. That does not mean it is not an effective weapon. Some swordsmen I have met actually prefer it to the metal blade, and Miyamoto Musashi, the Sword Saint of Japan, was well known forgoing to duels armed only with two wooden swords against a live katana.


  My bokken was about three and a half feet long, made by a craftsman in Shikoku famous for his skills with cedar. I used to practise five thousand cuts daily, through the top and sides of the opponent’s head, cutting through his upper body, splitting him in half, from left shoulder to right hip, the arms moving without thought, cutting so precisely that there was not even a whisper as the wood sliced through the air. This particular morning I lost count when I reached two thousand, but my body knew, and I gave myself to it, seeing nothing, but aware of everything. Light filled my vision; lightness filled my being, embodying the principle that had been absorbed into me:


  Stillness in Movement,


  Movement in Stillness.


  When I had finished I found Michiko facing me in her training uniform. I brought my sword out before me and bowed to it before placing it back on its wooden stand. Wordlessly we practised with each other, using just our bare hands. Due to my seniority in rank I insisted on being the nage, the person defending and throwing. As the attacking uke, she had to trust me not to injure her or use excessive force. Endo-san used to tell me that trust between a pair of training partners was the foundation of aikido training, for without it the uke would be fearful of creating the attack necessary for perfecting the techniques.


  She was extremely proficient, her ukemi falls soft and graceful, her hands never seeming to hit the mats in absorbing the force of my throws, but to stroke them gently, like a leaf settling down to ground before being lifted lightly again by the merest flick of a breeze. She was nowhere near my level, but then very few people are. I was taught by a master and have had the experience of actually using my skills. Inturn I became a Shihan, a teacher of teachers. Is that not the way of the world?


  She expected me to switch roles and allow her to be the nage, as was the custom, but I shook my head and she did not protest. By the time we finished we were both soaked in perspiration, our breathing rapid, hearts hammering wildly as we sought to exert control over them.


  ‘You are as good as people have said,’ she remarked, wiping her face with a towel.


  I shook my head. ‘I used to be better.’ Long inactivity had eroded my sharpness. But what did I need those skills for now? At seventy-two, who was going to fight me?


  She read my thoughts. ‘Your mind is still very strong,’ she said. ‘That is what training is for.’


  I noticed in the morning light how thin she was but refrained from asking about her health. Aikido trains a person to look and sense beyond the surface and, through the physical contact of training with her, I had felt that she was not well.


  We had a light breakfast of porridge and dumplings on the terrace, beneath a bower of bean-vines. Maria came out with a tray of Boh tea. ‘Maria, this is Madam Michiko. She’ll be staying with us for a while.’


  Michiko raised an eyebrow at me.


  ‘Surely you don’t need to stay in a hotel?’ I asked, as Maria began complaining about the mess in the kitchen and I waved her away. ‘Stay here. Go to your hotel and pick up the rest of your things,’ I went on, enjoying the look of surprise on her face, knowing I had unbalanced her by anticipating her intentions.


  I wanted to find out more about her childhood, about the life she had led with Endo-san. She was also good company.


  It had been a while since I had talked so candidly with another person. ‘You’re most welcome to stay for a few days,’ I said. ‘I must ask you this, however: what is it you really want from me?’


  ‘Will you take me to his home? To the little island he wrote about?’ she asked.



  It was a request I had expected and feared. I leaned back in my rattan chair. It was getting quite warm. Unlike the day before, there was not even a wisp of cloud above us.


  ‘No,’ I said, finally. ‘I can’t do that.’ I was not willing to allow anyone else into that part of my life I had shared with Endo-san.


  ‘Then I would like to know what happened to Endo-san,’she said, absorbing my refusal with a greater grace than I had delivered it, echoing the quality of her ukemi.


  ‘He is dead. Why do you wish to bring it up? What’s the point?’


  ‘He is not dead, here,’ she tapped her temple softly. She remained silent, and then she continued, ‘Something else came with the letter he sent.’


  She went inside the house and returned with a narrow box. Its presence had disturbed me from the moment I first saw it the evening before. I should have recognised the shape and length of it immediately but the wrapping had deceived me. Now I knew instantly what it held and I struggled to keep my composure.


  She tore away the cardboard covering, and placed the box on the table. ‘You may open it.’


  ‘I know what it is,’ I said, my eyes hardening. But I reached out and opened the box and lifted Endo-san’s Nagamitsu sword from the bed of cloth on which it had been resting. I had seen him using it so often, but it was the first time in my life that I had ever touched it. It was a simple yet elegant weapon, and the black lacquered scabbard protecting it, so cool and smooth in my hand, was plain, without any form of decoration. It was almost identical to mine, one of a pair forged by the famed swordsmith Nagamitsu in the late sixteenth century.


  ‘It was terribly neglected and rusted when I finally received it. I had a retired swordsmith restore it.’ She shookher head. ‘Not many people know how to do it now. It is such a rare work, perhaps Nagamitsu’s greatest creation. The swordsmith was quite honoured to work on it. He spent seven months polishing, oiling, cleaning. He refused to accept any payment at the end.’


  She took it from my hands. ‘Can you recall the last time you saw Endo-san using it?’ she asked.


  I looked away. ‘Too well,’ I whispered, trying to block the sudden rush of memories, as though the sword itself had cut a gash in the dyke I had built. ‘Only too well.’


  She looked up at me and a hand covered her mouth. ‘I did not mean to cause you pain. I am truly sorry.’


  ‘I’m late for a meeting,’ I said, getting up from the table. I was stunned to realise that, despite my years of training, I was disoriented. Her visit, our conversation, the appearance of Endo-san’s sword – I felt their combined assault upon me. What made it more difficult was that these were not tangible opponents I could throw off. I stood still for a moment, trying to find my balance again.


  She faced me. ‘I am not here to cause you harm. I truly wish to know.’


  ‘I’ll take you to your hotel,’ I said, and walked into the house, leaving her holding the sword.


  



  


  Chapter Two


  I drove the black Daimler into Georgetown and dropped her at the Eastern & Oriental Hotel on Northam Road. Traffic was already heavy on the roads and along the streets office workers hurried to work from the food-stalls, carrying their breakfasts, packets of nasi lemak – coconut rice and sweet curried anchovy paste – wrapped in banana leaves and newspaper. Motorcyclists, the bane of Penang traffic, sped by recklessly as I turned into Beach Street. I let the Sikh door-man park my car and walked up to my office.


  Hutton & Sons had occupied the same building for over a century. The company was founded by my great-grandfather, Graham Hutton, still a legend in the East. It was a shadow of its former glory, but still remained a respectable and profitable concern. During the war, a corner of the grey stone building had been torn away by a bomb and the shade of the restored stone could not be matched to the original. It still appeared like a patch of new skin over a wound. As I sat down at my desk, I was aware once again that this company was as much Endo-san’s as it was my family’s. Had it not been for his influence the business would have been swallowed up by the Japanese. How many times did he shield it from them? He never told me.


  I read the various reports, facsimiles and e-mails that had come in during the weekend. The company still traded in the goods it had been founded upon – rubber, tin, agri-cultural goods grown in Malaysia. We owned a few reputable hotels, prime real estate and three shopping malls in Kuala Lumpur as well. We operated mines in Australiaand South Africa and held extensive interests in shipyards in Japan. Due to my knowledge of the Japanese language and my acceptance of its culture, I was one of the rare few that had foreseen and taken advantage of the spectacular rise of the post-war Japanese economy. Hutton & Sons was still a privately owned company, a fact that I was proud of. There was no one to tell me what to do and no one to answer to.


  Even so, my life was regimented: breakfast at home, a pleasurable drive along the coastal road to work, lunch wherever it took my fancy, then back to work in the office until five in the evening. I would go for a swim at the Penang Swimming Club, have a few drinks, and then drive home.


  I felt old, and it was not a very pleasant feeling. The world goes by, the young and the hopeful, all head for their future.


  Where does that leave us? There is the misconception that we have reached our destinations the moment we grow old, but it is not a well-accepted fact that we are still travelling towards those destinations, still beyond our reach even on the day we close our eyes for the final time.


  I had ended my classes five years earlier, and had sent my last student to another teacher. My engagements abroad had been pruned considerably and the annual pilgrimages to Japan had ceased. I had also made tentative enquiries as to the sale of the company, and the response had been favourable. I was preparing for my final journey, cutting away all obligations, all moorings, as ready to sail out as a seafarer just waiting for the right wind.


  I was surprised at my maudlin feelings, which I thought I had put away years ago. Perhaps it was meeting Michiko, meeting another person who had known Hayato Endo-san.


  The feelings evoked by the unexpected appearance of Endo-san’s katana refused to settle, and it was with an effort that I pushed them away and went to work.


  When lunchtime came around my mind was already straying and I felt ready to leave my office for the day. I informedMrs Loh, my secretary of many years, and she looked at me as though I had been stricken with a sudden illness.


  ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.


  ‘I’m fine, Adele.’


  ‘You don’t look fine to me.’


  ‘How do I look then?’


  ‘Something is worrying you. You’re thinking of the war again,’ she said.


  After close on five decades with me she knew me well.


  ‘You guessed correctly, Adele,’ I sighed. ‘I was thinking of the war. Only the old people remember now. And thank God their memories are so unreliable.’


  ‘You did a lot of good. And that, people will always remember. The older folk will tell their children and grandchildren. I would have starved to death if it hadn’t been for you.’


  ‘You also know a lot of people died because of me.’


  She could not find a ready reply and I walked out, leaving her to her memories.


  I headed out into the sunshine. On the steps of the entrance I paused, watching the funnels of ships sticking out over the rooftops of the buildings. Weld Quay was within walking distance. The godowns would be busy at this time: stevedores unloading cargo – gunnysacks of grains and spices and boxes of fruit – carrying them on their naked shiny backs, as coolies had done two hundred years ago; workers repairing ships, their welding tools flashing sparks of white light, bright as exploding stars.


  Every now and then a ship sounded its whistle, a sound so comforting to me whenever I was in my office, for it had never changed in the past fifty years. The briny scent of the sea at low tide, mixed with the smell of the mudflats steaming in the sun, wafted through the air. Crows and gulls hung in the sky like a child’s mobile toy over a crib. Sunlight bounced off the buildings – the Standard Chartered Bank, the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank, India House. A constantflow of vehicles went around the clock tower donated by a local millionaire to commemorate Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, adding to the noise. I have never seen the light of Penang replicated anywhere else in the world –bright, bringing everything into razor-sharp focus, yet at the same time warm and forgiving, making you want to melt into the walls it shines on, into the leaves it gives life to. It is the kind of light that illuminates not only what the eyes see, but also what the heart feels.


  This is my home. Even though half of me is English I have never hungered for England. England is a foreign land, cold and gloomy. And the weather is worse. I have lived on this island all my life, and I know I want to die here too.


  I started walking, moving through the lunch-time crowds: young clerks laughing with their lovers; office workers talking loudly with one another; students carrying large bags, pushing each other in mock-fights; street-peddlers ringing bells and shouting their wares. A number of people recognised me and gave me a slight, if uncertain smile, which I returned. I was almost an institution myself.


  I decided not to go home yet. I crossed Farquhar Street and entered the cool shaded grounds of St George’s Church. The wind rustled the old angsana trees and made the shadows on the grass waver. I sat on the moss-covered steps of the little domed pavilion in the church grounds as the sounds of the traffic faded away. Birds called, and a jealous crow swooped in and broke up their singing. For a while I was at peace. If I closed my eyes I could have been anywhere on earth, at any time too. Perhaps Avalon, before Arthur was born. That had been one of my favourite stories when I was a child, one of the few English myths I liked, which had seemed almost Oriental in its magic and tragedy.


  I opened my eyes reluctantly. Forgetfulness was one luxury I could not buy. I pushed myself up and went out of the churchyard. I started to walk faster, to prepare myself fortonight. I knew what was coming. It would be hard, but finally, after all these years I welcomed it. The opportunity would never come again, I realised. There was no time left.


  Not in this particular life anyway.


  She was already at Istana when I got back from the Club, lying on a deck chair by the pool, her head covered by a large Panama hat. She was staring at Endo-san’s island, and there was an undisturbed stillness in the air, as though she had not moved for a long time. A book lay on the table next to her, open flat on the glass surface, waiting to be closed by her again. I watched her from inside the house. She opened her bag, took out a bottle of pills, and swallowed a handful of them.


  I could feel the effects of the drinks I had consumed. The Club had been full of the usual crowd – noisy drunken Indian litigators retrying lost cases, and fat Chinese tycoons shouting into their phones to their stockbrokers. There were also the usual ancient British expatriates, leftovers from the war who had stayed on in the country they had come to love.


  At least they did not try to fight the war with me again today, or castigate me for the role I had played in it.


  I asked Maria to leave dinner ready for us, and went for a shower. By the time I came downstairs the servants had gone home and we were all alone. A freshly grilled fillet of stingray marinated with chilli, lime and spices on a large piece of fresh banana leaf lay on a plate on the table, and Michiko’s eyes were drawn to it. Maria always made the best ikan bakar – it was the Portuguese blood in her, she always told me. I started to pour a bottle of wine but Michiko stayed my hand. From a rustling package she produced a stout-looking bottle.


  ‘Sake,’ she said.


  ‘Ah. Much better,’ I replied, handing her two thimble-sized porcelain cups. She warmed the sake in the kitchen and poured deftly and we each drank it down in one swallow. Thetaste . . . I had forgotten the taste. I shook my head. Too many drinks in one day.


  This time we were much more at ease with each other, as though we had known one another all our past lives. I liked her laughter: it was light, airy and yet not frivolous. Unlike many Japanese women I had met, she did not cover her mouth when she laughed, and I knew she truly found what I said amusing. A woman who was not afraid to show her teeth, whether in joy or in fury.


  The sake went well with the meal, taking the edge off the spicy sauce. The fillet was tender, and our chopsticks separated the flesh easily from the bone. The banana leaf imparted a hint of green, raw flavour, soaking up and lightening the heavy marinade. We finished off with cold sago pudding in coconut milk, sweetened with melted dark palm sugar, which she seemed to enjoy.


  ‘I brought Endo-san’s letter,’ she said, at the end of our meal.


  I halted the hand bringing the cup to my mouth.


  ‘You may read it if you wish,’ she continued, pretending to be oblivious to my reluctance.


  I sipped and considered. ‘Perhaps later.’


  She agreed, and poured me more sake.


  We sat out on the terrace again. It was a balmy night, the sea giving off a metallic sheen, the sky starless, an unending sheet of black velvet. I felt a warm glow all over me, and was surprised to discover that the feeling was one of contentment. A fine dinner, excellent sake, an attentive listener, the whisper of the sea, a slight breeze blowing, the music of the cicadas – I should feel content. After all, what more could I ask for? I went to the living room, put on a recording and let Joan Sutherland sing into the darkness.


  Michiko sighed, a smile around her lips. She stretched out her legs, one after the other, with the daintiness of a stork stepping through a lily pond.


  ‘I was tactless this morning,’ she began. ‘I thought youwould have been pleased to see his sword again, and to find out that it had not been lost.’


  I stopped her. ‘There are so many things you don’t know.


  I cannot blame you.’


  ‘What happened to your family, your brothers, your sister?’ she asked, filling my cup again. I was only mildly surprised. Obviously she had thoroughly investigated the circumstances before approaching me. Perhaps Endo-san’s letter had told her of my family.


  ‘All dead,’ I told her, seeing their faces float before my eyes like wavering images on the surface of a pool.


  Under the faint light of the moon the statues in the garden regained some of their original glory, giving off an unearthly luminescence. ‘There is a house, further up the road, which has been deserted for years,’ I said. ‘Local legend has it that on a night when the moon is at its fullest the marble statues left in the gardens come alive, and for a few hours roam about the grounds. Tonight, I can almost believe that the story is true.’


  ‘How sad,’ she said. ‘If I were a statue, and came back to life, I would always be looking for what I had lost, for the last thing I had done as a living being. Imagine having to go through your entire existence alternating between stone and flesh, death and life, always attempting to find the memories of your previous lives. I would eventually forget what I was searching for. I would forget what I was trying to remember.’


  ‘Or one could just enjoy the moment when one is alive.’


  As soon as I spoke I knew how hypocritical I sounded, how ironic those words were.


  Sutherland sang on, flinging her heart out into the night.


  Verdi’s Caro nome had been my father’s favourite aria, I told Michiko.


  ‘And now it is your favourite,’ she said.


  I nodded. Then I said, ‘Ask me again, what you wanted to know, this morning.’


  She sipped her sake, leaned back in the wicker chair andsaid, ‘Tell me about your life. Tell me about the life you and Endo-san led. The joys you experienced and the sorrow that you encountered. I would like to know everything.’


  The moment I had been waiting for. Fifty years I had waited to tell my tale, as long as the time Endo-san’s letter took to reach Michiko. Still I hesitated – like a penitent sin-ner facing my confessor, unsure if I wanted another person to know my many shames, my failures, my unforgivable sins.


  As though to fortify me she took the letter out and placed it on the table between us. Its s were folded, yellowed like old skin, the faint tattoo of aged ink that had seeped onto the blank side visible to me. Just like me, I thought, looking at the letter. The life I had lived was folded, only a blank exposed to the world, emptiness wrapped around the days of my life; faint traces of it could be discerned, but only if one looked closely, very closely.


  And so, for the first and last time, I gently unfolded my life, exposing what was written, letting the ancient ink be read once again.


  



  


  Chapter Three


  On the day I was born, my father planted a casuarina tree.


  It was a tradition begun by his grandfather. The lanky sapling was planted in the garden facing the sea and it would grow into a beautiful tree, hard and tall, its cloak of leaves exuding a light fragrance that mingled soothingly with the scent of the sea. It would be the last tree that my father planted in his life.


  I was the youngest child of one of the oldest families in Penang. My great-grandfather, Graham Hutton, had been a clerk in the East India Company before sailing out to the East Indies to make his fortune in 1780. He had sailed around the Spice Islands trading in pepper and spices, and came to befriend Captain Francis Light who was searching for a suitable port. He found it on an island in the Straits of Malacca, on the north-western side of the Malay Peninsula and within comfortable reach of India. The island was sparsely inhabited, thick with trees, humped with rolling hills and surrounded by long white stretches of beach. The local Malays named it after the tall areca palm trees – pinang– which grew abundantly on it.


  Realising its strategic potential immediately, Captain Light obtained the island from the Sultan of Kedah in return for six thousand Spanish dollars and British protection against usurpers of his throne. The island was named Prince of Wales Island, but eventually came to be known as Penang.


  The Malay Peninsula had been partially colonised since the sixteenth century, by first the Portuguese, then the Dutch, and finally the British. The British made the most headway,spreading their influence into almost all the Malay States.


  The discovery of tin and the suitability of the soil and weather for the planting of rubber trees – both materials of vital importance due to the Industrial Revolution – saw them fomenting internecine wars in their bid to control the States.


  Sultans were deposed, outcast heirs were put on thrones, money was paid in return for concessions and, when even these failed, the British were not loath to back their preferred factions with arms and might.


  Graham Hutton was there when Captain Light loaded his cannon with silver pieces and fired them into the forests: his way of spurring the coolies into clearing the land, my father had told us. The nature of man being such, the ploy had worked. The island grew into a vibrant port, located between the changing of the monsoon winds. It became a place for sailors and traders on the way to China to recuperate, to treasure a few balmy weeks while waiting for the winds to shift.


  Graham Hutton prospered, and it was not long after that Hutton and Sons was founded. He was not married at the time, and his optimism in the naming of his company was much commented upon. However, he knew what he wished to accomplish and he let nothing impede him.


  Through various underhanded dealings, and his eventual marriage to the daughter of another trading family, my great-grandfather began his legend in the East. The company became known as one of the most profitable trading houses.


  But the roots of Graham Hutton’s dynastic impulses dug in harder; he wanted a symbol to represent his dreams, something to last beyond his own life.


  The Hutton mansion was built to perch above a slight cliff and overlooked the meadows of the sea that merged into the plains of the Indian Ocean. Designed by the team of Starke and McNeil and inspired by the works of Andrea Palladio, like many of the houses built at that time, the white stone building was surrounded by a row of Doric columns anddominated by a large curving colonnade crowned with a pediment. Its doors and window frames were made from Burmese teak and my great-grandfather imported stone-masons from Kent, Glaswegian ironmongers, marble from Italy, and coolie labour from India for its construction. There were twenty-five rooms in the house and, true to his ambitions, my great-grandfather, who had made many visits to the courts of the Malay Sultans, named his home Istana, the Malay word for palace.


  Surrounding the main building were expansive lawns; carefully planted trees and flowerbeds lined a straight drive of almost white gravel. The drive rose pleasingly towards the house and, if one stood at the entrance and looked up, the prominent pediment seemed to direct a traveller on a road to the sky. When my father, Noel Hutton, inherited the house a swimming pool and two tennis courts were constructed.


  Adjacent to the main house and shielded by a head-high hedge were the garage and the servants’ living quarters, both converted from stables when Graham Hutton’s passion for racehorses waned. When we were children my brothers and sister and I often dug around the grounds looking for horse-shoes, shouting with triumph whenever one of us found one, even though it was crumbling with rust and left that iron-blood smell on our hands which still lingered after persistent scrubbing.


  In the normal course of events I would never have inherited all these things. My father had four children and I was the last. I never thought much about the question of Istana’s future ownership. But I did love the house. Its graceful lines and history touched me strongly and I loved exploring every part of it, sometimes even, despite my fear of heights, climbing up to the roof through a door in the attic.


  I would sit and look out over the landscape of the roof, like a tickbird on the back of a water buffalo, and feel the house beneath me. I often asked my father to tell me the stories behind the portraits that lined the walls, and the dustytrophies won by people related to me, the inscriptions on them linking me to these long-gone pieces of my flesh and bone.


  Much as I loved the house, I had a greater love for the sea– for its ever-changing moods, for the way the sun glittered on its surface, and how it mirrored every temperament of the sky. Even as a child the sea whispered to me, whispered and spoke to me in a language I assumed only I understood. It embraced me in its warm currents; it dissolved my rage when I was angry at the world; it chased me as I ran along the shore, curled itself around my shins, tempting me to walk farther and farther out until I became a part of its unending vastness.


  I want to remember it all, I told Endo-san once. I want to remember everything that I have touched and seen and felt, so that it will never be lost and brushed away. He had laughed, but he had understood.


  My mother, Khoo Yu Lian, was my father’s second wife.


  She was Chinese and her father had joined the mass exodus to Malaya from the Hokkien province in China in search of wealth and a chance to survive. Thousands of Chinese came to work in the tin mines, escaping famine, drought and political upheaval. Her father had managed to become wealthy from his mines in Ipoh, a town two hundred miles away to the south. He had sent his youngest daughter to the Convent School in Light Street in Penang, far away from the coarse coolies he employed.


  My father had been a widower when he met my mother.


  His wife Emma had died giving birth to Isabel, his third child, and I suppose he was also looking for a surrogate mother for his three young children. Yu Lian met my father at a party held by the son of the Chinese Consul-General, Cheong Fatt Tze, a Mandarin sent from Peking. She was seventeen, and he was thirty-two.


  My father scandalised Penang society when he married my mother, but his wealth and influence partly eased the way.


  She died when I was seven and, except for a few photographs in the house, I have only faint memories of her. I have tried to hold on to those fading recollections, those softening voices and disappearing scents, augmenting them with what I heard from my two brothers and sister and the servants who had known her.



  The four of us Hutton children grew up virtually as orphans: after my mother’s death my father retreated into his work. He went on frequent trips to the other states to visit his tin mines, his plantations and his friends. He took the train down the coast to Kuala Lumpur regularly, spending days there while he oversaw the office just behind the court buildings. His only consolation in life, it seemed, was the company but my brother Edward once told us that he kept a mistress there. At that young age I had no idea what he was talking about, though William and Isabel had giggled. For days afterwards I pestered them about it and eventually our amah heard me mentioning the word, and warned me,


  ‘ Aiyah! Stop saying that terrible word or I’ll beat your backside!’


  Our father had instructed that we were to be addressed in the dialect of Hokkien by the Chinese servants, and Malay by the Malay gardener. Like many of the Europeans who considered Malaya their home, he had also insisted that all his children receive their education locally as much as possible. We grew up speaking the local languages, as he had himself. It would bind us to Penang forever.


  I was not close to my siblings before I met Endo-san, being very much the solitary type. I was not interested in the things which fascinated my schoolmates: sports and spider hunting and fighting crickets for money. And because of my mixed parentage I was never completely accepted by either the Chinese or the English of Penang, each race believing itself to be superior. It had always been so. When I was younger I had tried to explain this to my father, when the boys at schoolhad taunted me. But he had dismissed my words, and said I was being silly and too sensitive. I knew then that I had no choice but to harden myself against the insults and whispered comments, and to find my own place in the scheme of life.


  After school I would throw my bag in my room and head for the beach below Istana, climbing down the wooden steps built into the cliff. I spent my afternoons swimming in the sea and reading under the shade of the bowed, rustling coconut trees. I read everything that my father had in his library, even when I did not understand it. When my attention left the pages I would put the book down and catch crabs and dig for clams and crayfish hidden in the sea. The water was warm and clear and the tidal pools were filled with fish and strange marine life. I had a little boat of my own and I was a good sailor.


  My brothers and sister were so much older than me that I spent very little time with them. Isabel, who was five when I was born, was closest to me in age while my brothers William and Edward were older than me by seven and ten years respectively. William sometimes tried to include me in whatever he was doing but I always thought he did it as a polite afterthought and, as I grew older, I would make excuses not to join him.


  Yet, despite my preference for being on my own, there were occasions when I enjoyed my siblings’ company.


  William, who was always trying to impress some girl or other, would organise tennis parties and weekend retreats up into the cooler climate of Penang Hill where, in the olden days before I was born, before the existence of the funicular tram, travellers were borne up in sedan chairs on the shoulders of sweating Chinese coolies. We had a house up on the Hill, which clung on the edge of a sharp drop. It was cold at night up there, a welcome change from the heat of the lowlands, and the lights of Georgetown lay spread out beneath, dimming the stars. Once, Isabel and I became lostin the jungle that covered the Hill after running off the track in search of orchids. She never cried at all and even gave me courage, though I knew she was just as scared as I was. We walked for hours in that green and lush world, until she got us back onto the track again. There were also rounds of parties at Istana where my father entertained, and we were often invited to other parties and receptions, dragon-boat races at the Esplanade, cricket matches, horse races, and any occasion that could justify, even slightly, a reason to dance and drink and laugh. Although I was by necessity included in these invitations, I often felt they were due to the influence my father held more than anything else.


  There was a small island owned by my family about a mile out, thick with trees. It was accessible only from the beach that faced out to the open sea. I spent a lot of my afternoons there imagining I was a castaway, alone in the world. I even used to spend nights on it during those periods when my father was away in Kuala Lumpur.


  Early in 1939, when I was sixteen, my father leased out the little island and warned us not to set foot on it as it was now occupied. It frustrated me that my personal retreat had been taken from me and for the next few weeks I spied out the activities that went on there. Judging from the supplies being ferried across by workmen in little boats, a small structure was being built. I contemplated sneaking onto the island but my father’s caution deterred me. So I gave up on it, and tried not to think anymore about it.


  And halfway across the world, countries that seemed to have little to do with us were preparing to go to war.


  ‘May I speak to the master of the house?’


  I gave a small start. It was an early dusk in the second week of April and a slight rain was falling, soft as the seeds blown off wild grass by the wind, a deceptively gentle warning of the monsoon season soon to come. The lawns glistened and the casuarina’s scent added richness to thesmell of the rain. I sat on the terrace beneath an umbrella where I had been reading and staring at the sky, lost in my dreams, looking at the heavy clouds resting on the unbend-able horizon. The words, although spoken softly, had jolted me from my thoughts.


  I turned and faced him. He was in his late forties, medium built and stocky. His hair was almost silver, cut very short and shining like the wet grass. The face was square and lined, his eyes round and glinting strangely in the twilight.


  His features were too sharp for a Chinese, and his accent was unknown to me.


  ‘I’m the master’s son. What is it about?’ I asked, suddenly aware that I was quite alone. The servants were in their quarters behind the house, preparing their evening meals. I made a note to speak to them about allowing a stranger to enter the house without any form of announcement.


  ‘I would like to borrow a boat from you,’ he answered.


  ‘Who are you?’ I asked. Being a Hutton, I often got away with rudeness.


  ‘Hayato Endo. I live there.’ He pointed to the island, my island.


  So that was how he had managed to enter the house. He had come up from the beach.


  ‘My father’s not here,’ I said. The rest of the family was away in London, where they were to join my brother William, who had completed his university studies the year before but had decided to stay on in London with his friends instead of coming home to work. Every five years my father would reluctantly place his manager in charge of the firm and take his children to their homeland for a long visit, a practice many of the English in the colonies viewed as being almost as sacred as a religious pilgrimage. I had elected not to go this time. My father had been annoyed, for he had planned the journey to coincide with the start of my school holidays, and had in fact spoken to the headmaster of my school to allow me to miss the first month of the new term.


  But I suspected my siblings were relieved: I often felt that explaining a half-Chinese relation to their English friends and distant relations was not attractive to them at all.



  ‘Nevertheless, I require a boat from you,’ the strange man insisted. ‘Mine, I am afraid, has been washed away by the tide.’ He smiled. ‘It is probably halfway to India by now.’


  I got up from the wicker chair and asked him to accompany me to our boathouse. But he stood, unmoving, staring out to the sea and the overcast sky. ‘The sea can break one’s heart, neh?’


  This was the first time I heard someone describe what I felt. I stopped, uncertain what to say. Just a few simple words had encapsulated my feelings for the sea. It was heartbreakingly beautiful. We stood silently for a few minutes, joined by a common love. There was no movement except for the rain and the waves. Veins of lightning flared and throbbed behind the wall of clouds, turning the bruised sky pink, and I felt I was being granted glimpses of blood pulsing silently through the ventricles of an immense human heart.


  ‘The sea is the only thing that joins me to my home now,’


  he said, and then looked surprised at having uttered those words.


  We walked out into the rain, the grass spongy beneath my bare feet. The boathouse was on the beach, and we climbed down the long flight of wet steps. Once I slipped, and the man’s hand shot out and gripped me tightly. I felt the strength of his arm and stopped struggling for balance. I looked at him and said, ‘I walk these steps every day. I wasn’t going to fall.’


  He appeared amused at my annoyance. I felt the burn where his fingers had clamped onto me and I resisted the urge to rub it. I wondered why he had leased the island.


  And then we were on the sand. There was only the roar of the sea and the wind. No other sound existed. Even the birds were gone from the sky. The wind was now stirring up the sea, streaking it white and whipping the unending rain intoour faces and hair. At this moment, it was good to be alive.


  We hauled out my boat and dragged it down the bay to a spot where it would be easier for him to row across the choppy water. We set it down at the waterline, where the backwash of the waves tugged at it insistently. From this part of the beach I could see only the edge of Istana, like the prow of a great ship rounding a point.


  ‘Thank you for lending me the boat,’ he said, giving me a slight bow, which I immediately returned without thinking.


  He looked back to the island and then turned to me. ‘Come with me. Let me repay your kindness by offering you a meal.’


  He intrigued me, so I stepped into the boat.


  He rowed smoothly, the prow slicing through the rough waves. He headed for the beach facing out to the sea, skilfully avoiding the rocks. Once we neared the island he stopped rowing and let the waves lift us and rush us in. We hit the shore with a shudder.


  I stepped out into the water and helped him pull the boat onto the beach. The place did not seem to have changed. I looked around and found the tree where I had so often fallen asleep in the hot afternoons and the rock where I dried my clothes. I touched it as I went by.


  We left the beach and walked through a clump of trees until we came to a small clearing. I stopped, taking in the one-storey wooden house with a shaded verandah running around it. ‘You built this?’


  He nodded. ‘I designed it in the traditional Japanese style.


  Your father provided me with the workmen.’


  The lines of the house were clean and simple, blending in beautifully with the surrounding trees. I felt sadness and resentment that the island was now changed by its presence.


  It was almost as if a large part of my childhood had disappeared without my knowledge, without giving me the time to bid farewell to it.


  ‘Is something wrong?’ he asked.


  ‘No,’ I answered and, after a moment, added, ‘Your home is beautiful.’ As I said those words I felt my earlier sadness lifting. If things have to change, if time has to pass, then I was glad he had built this house here.



  He went in and lit the lamps, and the sliding doors with their rice paper screens gave off a welcoming glow.


  I followed him inside, leaving my shoes outside as he had done. He gave me a towel to dry myself. There was no furniture, only rectangular padded mats around a hearth set into the floor. He lit a brazier, placed a pot over it and threw in vegetables and prawns. Outside the rain was getting heavier, but I felt warm and protected within the house.


  The stew began to boil and steam rose up into the small chimney over the hearth. The smell of it sharpened my hunger. He stirred the pot and, with a wooden ladle, filled two ceramic bowls, handing one to me.


  He watched me as I ate. ‘How old are you?’ he asked. I told him.


  ‘And you have not let me know your name,’ he said.


  ‘Philip,’ I said.


  His eyes looked inward, then stared back into mine. ‘You are the one who was here before me.’


  I asked him how he knew.


  ‘You carved your name into one of the rocks here.’


  ‘I used to come here every day after school.’


  He studied me carefully, and from the note in his voice I knew he somehow understood my sense of loss. ‘You are still welcome to do that.’


  I was gratified by the invitation. I looked around as we ate. The room was not as bare as I had first thought. A few photographs hung on one wall. There were also two white scrolls that stretched from the ceiling almost to the floor. I could not decipher the writing on them, although I felt strangely soothed by its fluid curves. It was like looking at a flowing river as it twisted and turned on its way to the sea.


  On the floor between the scrolls a sword rested on alacquered stand, and there was not a doubt in my mind that he knew how to use it.


  A branch hit the side of the house, scraping the roof with its leaves. The rain fell with greater intensity, and from past experience I knew the sea would be choppy and treacherous for my little boat.


  ‘Your family will be worried,’ he remarked as we went out and sat on the verandah. He unrolled the bamboo blinds to leave the wind and the rain outside like disfavoured courtiers. I sipped the hot green tea he had prepared. I took another swallow, liking the taste of it. I had followed his way of sitting, knees folded, feet tucked under the buttocks. My ankles began to burn with pain but I refused to stretch my legs. Even then, at that stage, I wanted to show him I could endure.


  I distanced myself from the pain by listening to the layers of sound: through the clatter of rain hitting the roof I could hear the sea, water dripping off leaves, the chink of china as we lifted our cups and placed them down again.


  ‘There’s no one to worry,’ I answered. ‘My family is in London.’


  ‘And yet you are here.’


  I smiled, without much humour. ‘I’m the outcast. The half-Chinese child of my father. No, that’s unfair.’ I said, trying to clarify my reasons for not following my family without sounding resentful. How to explain to this stranger the sense of not being connected to anything? It struck me at that moment that, while other children became orphans when their parents died, my future as an orphan had been cast the night my parents met and fell in love. Finally I said, ‘I just don’t like London, that’s all. I was there five years ago. It was too cold for me. Have you been there?’


  He shook his head. ‘A dangerous time to be in London.’


  ‘People say all those warnings of war are just talk.’


  ‘I do not agree. War will break out.’


  The certainty in his words and a verdict so different fromthat I had been hearing raised my interest. He was obviously not from these parts. I wondered again who he was and what he was doing in Penang.


  I could see one of the calligraphy scrolls through the door.


  ‘Where is your home?’ I asked.


  ‘A village in Japan,’ he said, and I heard the longing in his voice. I thought back to his words earlier in the evening when he said the sea was the only thing that linked him to his home and, although I had only just met him, I felt an inexplicable sadness for him, as though in some mysterious way the sadness was mine too.


  A streak of lightning slashed across the sky, followed by a crack of thunder. I flinched.


  ‘You should stay here tonight,’ he said, rising in one fluid motion. I followed him inside, glad to be away from the spectacle of the storm. He went into his room and came out with a rolled-up mattress, placing it near the hearth.


  He bowed to me and I was compelled to return it.


  ‘ Oyasumi nasai,’ he said.


  I presumed it meant ‘good night’, for the next moment he had blown out the candles and left me in the darkened room that was lit intermittently by the play of lightning. I unrolled my mattress by the hearth and eventually went to sleep.


  I was awakened by a series of short, abrupt screams. For a few seconds I had no idea where I was. I rose from the mattress and slid open the latticed door. The sun was just hauling itself up from the other side of the world. The sky was still covered with clouds pared thin by the winds and there was a palpable sense of freshness in the air; even the waves hitting the shore sounded crisp and clean.


  He was in a clearing beneath the trees, his hands gripping the sword I had noticed the night before. It rose up in an arc described by his hands and descended swiftly, soundlessly, followed by his sharp cry. He was clothed in white robes anda pair of black trousers that looked more like a skirt. He looked very alien and very impressive.


  He took no notice of me although I knew he was aware of my scrutiny. The air seemed to vibrate as he slashed, stabbed, sliced and whirled around the clearing. He had placed a circle of thick bamboo trunks around him and now, in one single motion, the sword cut and the sticks of bamboo fell one after the other. The blade was so sharp there was not even the sound of a crack as it sliced them.


  The sky was bright when he finished. His clothes were wet and perspiration made his silver hair shine. He beckoned to me to approach.


  ‘Hit me.’


  I hesitated, looking at him uncertainly, wondering if I had heard correctly.


  ‘Go on. Hit me,’ he said again in a tone that gave me no choice but to obey.


  I launched my fist into his face, using the punch that had stood me in good stead at school whenever I had been called a mongrel half-breed and which had provoked quite a few parental complaints.


  I found myself lying on the dew-soaked grass a moment later, my breath knocked out of me. My back felt sore, even though the ground was soft. He pulled me to my feet, his hand firm and strong. There was a look of amusement on his face as he saw my anger. He held up a placatory hand and said, ‘Come. Let me show you how to do that.’


  He asked me to hit him again – slowly. As my fist was about to connect with his face he deftly stepped aside and came closer to me. His arm rose up and met mine; with a spiralling motion he guided my hand away, gripped my throat from behind, spun my unbalanced body around and brought me to the ground. Then he let me do it to him, and after several attempts I managed to throw him off his feet. I was enthralled.


  ‘What did you feel?’ he asked.


  ‘As though everything came together when I threw you,’ I answered him as best I could. If I had wanted to sound pretentious I could have told him it felt as if the earth and I were spinning in harmony. But he seemed happy and satisfied with my reply.



  He continued teaching me until it was almost noon. By then I was feeling quite hungry.


  ‘Do you want to continue learning?’ he asked.


  I nodded. He told me to come again the following day. As we rowed back to the shore he said, ‘You must be made aware that the teacher, in accepting a pupil, takes on a heavy responsibility. The pupil, in return, must be prepared to commit himself fully. There can be no uncertainty, no second thoughts. Are you able to give me this?’


  I stopped rowing as we approached the beach and considered his warning. The sun was hot, breaking onto the surface of the sea, casting shadows and bracelets of white light onto the seabed, making the tidal patterns of sand undulate like heat mirage. I felt that he was telling me more than what was being said, even though I could not catch a firm grasp of the complete picture. I was certain of one thing though. I wanted what he could offer me, and so I nodded.


  I spent the rest of the day thinking about this strange person who had entered my life. The school term had finished for the summer holidays and I was liberated from the monotony of regurgitating Latin verbs and comprehending mathematical formulae. I was in an enviable position: money was hardly a problem as accounts of my purchases were settled monthly by the family firm. The house servants went about their duties and left me alone. We had arrived at an unspoken pact: no negative reports from any one of us to my father. It was an agreement that suited us all.


  I would have to be discreet, however, if I wanted to be taught by Endo-san. Most of the servants were Chinese and my friendship with a Japanese could break our pact – theChinese held no affection for their distant cousins across the seas. My being half Chinese made them assume I was sympathetic to the plight of their families left behind in China –even I knew, from their constant reports, of the atrocities being committed by the Japanese there – but they never knew that I felt no connection with China, or with England. I was a child born between two worlds, belonging to neither. From the very beginning I treated Endo-san not as a Japanese, not as a member of a hated race, but as a man, and that was why we forged an instant bond.


  I began my lessons in aikijutsu the following morning, entering into a ritual of learning that would continue largely unbroken for nearly three years. I would row across to the island while it was still dark and traces of stars could still be seen hiding behind the veil of the sky. Inevitably Endo-san would be already waiting for me, impatient, his face stern.


  We bowed to each other and stretched our limbs. He began with the easiest moves, teaching me to get out of the line of attack smoothly, with the minimum number of movements.


  ‘In a fight, the fewer steps you take, the more effective you will be,’ he said on my first lesson. He seldom spoke while he taught, his words as economical as the short, sharp movements he advocated.


  He also taught me the finer elements of punching and kicking, the vital points to aim for. ‘To have a strong defence you must know the types of strikes and attacks which exist,’he said, as his hands came to my face, my chest and my groin in a set of three fast, unseen punches. They stopped at my nose; I could see the lines on his knuckles and the faint strands of hair, and smell the light scent of his skin.


  ‘Look down,’ he said.


  His foot had ended at my knee. If he had completed his kick he would have broken it. ‘Never look at your attacker’s fists. Look at his entire body. Then you will know what is coming.’


  I was taught the fundamental movements during the first four weeks of my training with him. The daily classes would last for three hours. On Sundays Endo-san would demand two sessions from me, one in the morning and another in the evening. He taught me ukemi – to fall safely, roll on the ground and emerge into a firm stance when thrown by him.



  His throws were powerful, and initially I balked, fearing injury. I would stiffen my body whenever he attempted to project me into the air.


  ‘You have to loosen up,’ he said. ‘You will cause more harm to yourself if you resist the technique. Follow the flow of the energy, do not fight it.’


  I found it difficult to believe him as his instructions seemed contradictory. He sensed my reluctance and agitation and attempted to reassure me by leading me to a monochrome photograph on his wall in his house. It showed a pair of hands being gripped at the wrists by another set of hands.


  The palms of the hands which were being held – the passive hands, I thought – were open, seeming to rest on the wrists of the dominant hands. At first I thought the impression created by the two pairs of hands was one of aggression, but to my surprise I found myself soothed by the scene as I studied it.


  ‘I have always felt that this photograph has managed to distil the soul of aikijutsu,’ Endo-san remarked. ‘There is a physical and spiritual connection with your partner. There is no resistance, but there is trust.’


  He gripped my hands in the same manner and asked me to extend my arms and lay my palms on his wrists. I felt immediately what he was trying to impart to me. This connective touch, on one level, was the most basic of human interaction, but it seemed also to reach into a higher plane of union that leaped across the physical and I felt I had lost something invaluable when he released my hands.


  ‘In a class, trust is paramount,’ Endo-san said. ‘I trust you not to attack me in a manner we have not agreed upon, andyou must trust me not to harm you when I neutralise your attack. Without trust we cannot move and nothing can be achieved.’


  ‘But I feel I have to surrender completely when you perform a throwing technique on me.’


  ‘Precisely. Complete surrender, but not total abandonment of awareness. You must always feel. Feel my technique, feel the direction of the force, how you move through the air and how you are going to meet the ground. Feel, open up, be aware of everything. If anything goes wrong, if my technique is faulty or if I fail you, then at the very least you are in a position to protect yourself and fall safely.’


  He threw me a few more times and it began to seem easier.


  I was not so tense and the movements seemed to flow more naturally.


  ‘In return for surrendering to the throw, you are given the gift of flight,’ he said.


  It was true. I quickly came to enjoy the exhilarating sensation of being launched into the air, to float unanchored for a few short seconds before curling my body into a sphere and coming to earth again. And I discovered that the harder I attacked him, the more strongly I directed my force against him, the further he could throw me, and so the longer I could remain in blissful flight. I gave up my fear and at the end of each class requested that he throw me continuously until I was exhausted and could do no more.


  There was a canvas bag filled with sand that I had to hit and kick, every day, hundreds of times. He demanded strength and speed, and I worked exhaustively to reach the standards he expected. He was strict and unyielding, but he was passionate about what he was teaching, as though he had once taught before and now missed it greatly. I thoroughly enjoyed the lessons. Our spirits would stretch out the way the light of the sun spreads through the sky. Our breaths came out, through our lungs, throats, soles, skin; we exhaled from our tingling fingertips. We breathed; we lived.


  ‘This is where all power originates – the breath, kokyu.’



  He pointed to a spot below his navel. ‘The tanden is the centre of your being, the centre of the universe. At all times connect it to your opponent’s centre with your breath and your energy, your ki. ’


  His eyes glittered, throbbed with a cosmic energy that seemed to reach into mine. They held me immobile, a hare caught by the stare of the tiger. His hands reached out and smacked my shoulder. ‘And never, ever look directly into an opponent’s eyes. Always remember this.’


  It is amazing what one can achieve when one has an excellent teacher. Endo-sensei, that was how I called him during our lessons – teacher. I knew he was pleased with me when he realised I was not treating his classes lightly. He never told me, but I soon learned that he showed it in other ways.


  One morning, as I was about to return home after a hard and painful lesson, he stopped me and said, ‘We have not finished.’ He asked me to follow him into his house. Inside, we knelt on the floor before a low wooden table. He opened a box and removed a brush from inside. He spread out a sheet of rice paper and ground an ink-stick in a square stone mortar that had a slight dip in the centre, until a small pool of ink covered the indentation. The grinding released a light trace of incense, unformed words escaping into the air. The ink thickened and, when he was satisfied as to its consistency, he stopped and placed the ink-stick on a marble rest.


  ‘The ink, the grinding stone, the writing brush and paper, these were described by the ancient Chinese as the Four Treasures of the Study,’ he said. He looked closely at the blank sheet of rice paper, as if seeing words that had already been written upon it. He pulled back his sleeve and dipped the brush into the ink, shaped it to a point against the stone and wrote.


  It was a series of slashes and curves, his hand pressing thebrush into the paper where he required a thick stroke, and lifting it almost off the paper where he wished to leave a light trace. The tip of the brush never once lost a strand of contact with the surface of the paper until it reached the border of the sheet and then the brush was lifted away like a hunting tiger leaping off a rock.


  ‘My name,’ he said, handing me the brush. His fingers curved around mine as he showed me the way to hold it. ‘It is like holding a sword, not too tightly, but not too loosely either. By the manner in which a man holds his brush, you will be able to tell how he carries and uses his sword and, ultimately, how he lives his life.’


  I copied the strokes on the rice paper. ‘There is an order as to which stroke is placed first, much like the patterns of the ken – the sword,’ he said. ‘And, as in aikijutsu where you must never lose the connection with your attacker, so too you must never lose the connection between your brush, your paper and the centre of your being.’


  I tried a few more times, the brush moving awkwardly, like a wounded bird crawling across a road. He sighed and I could see he was growing impatient.


  ‘Do not write with your mind. Write with your soul. Don’t think; the movements must come free from the weight of your thoughts.’ He folded my effort into a neat square and said, ‘That is enough. I shall get you your own writing set so you can practise on your own.’


  He wanted me to learn to speak Japanese, and to read and write the three forms of Japanese writing: hiragana, katakana, kanji.


  ‘Why must I learn the language?’


  ‘Because I bothered to learn yours.’ He looked at me. ‘And because it will save your life one day.’


  It was hard work, yet I enjoyed it. Perhaps after years of tedium in a constrictive school I had at last been set free to truly learn.


  I spent a lot of time on his island, even when he was at his office at the Japanese consulate. As Deputy-Consul of the northern region of Malaya, he looked into the affairs of the small Japanese community. As such he was quite free with his time, although on occasions there were receptions and dinners he had to attend. He had declined the accommodations provided by the consulate on their premises, preferring to stay on his own.


  The Japanese were not very popular in Asia at that moment, due to their presence in China, I told him.


  ‘Let us not talk of war and events far removed from us,’he said stiffly.


  I was by now used to his manner of speaking, but I found his reply puzzling. He saw the injured expression on my face and softened his tone. ‘Your government has been pressuring us to cease our incursions into China, even though England and Japan are not at war, and the whole affair is none of the business of the English. I had to listen to the Resident Councillor berate me today. As though I had a say in the decisions made in Tokyo. This from a representative of a government which saw fit to turn a nation of healthy Chinese into opium addicts just so it could force the Chinese government to trade with it.’


  I waved away his apology, for he was correct. The British merchants, backed by their government’s gunboats, had twice gone to war to introduce opium into China, shifting the balance of trade and the flow of foreign exchange in their favour. Why talk of events which did not concern us?


  I looked at the wall of photographs in his home while he was cooking. He was an avid photographer. There were pictures of Japan, mostly of villages, mountains and botanical gardens, but not a single one of his family. In fact almost none of the photographs were of people. There was a certain blandness about them, an emptiness which I disliked. They appeared to have been hurriedly taken, as if to serve only as a reminder, and not a memory. There was one taken of high, snow-covered mountains which caught my attention.


  ‘Where’s that?’ I asked him.



  ‘That is the world’s highest mountain, in India.’


  ‘And that?’ I pointed to what appeared to be the only photograph that he had posed for, and even then he appeared tiny and almost indistinguishable beneath a massive sand-stone statue of the Buddha carved into a hillside.


  ‘Bamiyan, in Afghanistan. That is one of three statues of the Buddha. That one I am standing in front of is a hundred and seventy feet tall, carved in the third century. A group of Indian boys took the photograph for me.’


  ‘You’ve travelled much,’ I said. Photographs of dense forests and deserted beaches, as well as formidable mountains, were pinned to another wall. I recognised the tin mines of Ipoh and the rows of rubber trees that covered much of the west coast of Malaya. Hutton and Sons owned a large number of rubber plantations, and the photographs brought back to me the quiet of the mornings when the estate workers walked back and forth along the lines of rubber trees and made cuttings in the bark of the trees, coaxing trickles of milky sap to fill the cups hanging below the cut sections.


  A painting in a little alcove caught my attention. It was a drawing, done in shades of black ink diluted in water, the brush strokes simple and almost casual. It showed a bald man with a heavy beard and an unbroken stroke of paint that implied his robes. His eyes were open wide and I thought they looked lidless. The rest of the painting was empty space. I walked nearer to study it, disturbed by the wide staring eyes and the black eyeballs.


  Endo-san, seeing I was transfixed, explained. ‘That is my copy of a painting by Miyamoto Musashi. The man in the painting is Daruma, a Zen Buddhist monk. Do not touch it,’he said sharply, as I raised my fingers to stroke the eyes, as though I could close them for the monk and give him rest.


  I knew what a Buddhist was, due to the influence of my mother’s sister: Aunt Yu Mei was a firm follower of the Buddha. But what was a Zen Buddhist, I asked Endo-san.


  ‘A branch of Buddhism very much influenced by Daruma.



  It teaches its adherents to find Enlightenment by way of meditation and rigorous physical discipline. And before you ask what is Enlightenment, it is a moment of complete clarity, of pure bliss. At that instant everything will be revealed to you. Some take years to achieve this, some months, days perhaps, some never at all. In Japan we call such Enlightenment satori. The annals of Zen Buddhism have recorded it happening to young novices, untrained monks and temple sweepers, as well as to learned sages and temple Patriarchs.’ Now his eyes became fleetingly humorous. ‘It is indiscriminate. When it comes, it comes.’


  ‘Are you Enlightened?’


  He stopped what he was doing, gave a sad smile and said.


  ‘No, I am not. I have never been.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘That is a question I can never answer. I doubt if even my sensei can.’


  ‘Will I become Enlightened?’ I asked, although at this point I could only understand traces of his words. Still, the asking of the question made me sound serious and intelligent. It seemed to have been an expected query.


  ‘I can only teach you the way, that is all. What you do with it and what it does to you, those are beyond my influence.’


  Each lesson with him would be concluded by a half-hour session of meditation – zazen, sitting Zen. It was to free my mind, to achieve what he termed the ‘Void’. What exasperated him, though, was my inability to master this. It was hard to think of nothing and yet not think at all. Try as I might, I found it elusive. It frustrated me, as I wanted to show him that I could accomplish what appeared to me to be the easiest thing of all. Surely I had done enough of that in school to make me an expert?


  ‘Picture your breath as a long slender string,’ he said.


  ‘Now draw it in when you breathe, draw it deep. Beyond your lungs, right into the spot just below your navel, yourtanden. Pause, let it swirl around and then imagine it being pulled out again as you exhale. That is all you think about in zazen – later, as you progress, you will not even think about that at all. You will not even notice your breath. Later on.’


  It drove me mad, just sitting there in the Japanese way, my legs tucked under my buttocks. Inevitably my attention would drift away, a deluge of thoughts and images would crash into my mind and I would lose the thread.


  But those were magical days, just before the threads that bound the world became unravelled. Europe was going to war, and Japan was setting up its puppet regime in Manchuria as a launching pad into a defenceless China.


  Dark days were coming. But for the moment the sun still shone on Malaya, on the endless rows of rubber trees, and on the tin mines with their melancholic lunar landscape, where the coarse and tough immigrant Hakka coolies crouched in muddy pools and sieved through tons of earth and water to find some tiny granules of tin ore. There were still parties to attend, weekend trips to Penang Hill, picnics by the beach . . .


  Endo-san hit my back with his palm and I hurriedly tried to retrieve my own tangled thread.


  I sat facing the sea, the waves rolling to the shore like the ticking of a natural clock. ‘Look out there,’ he said, pointing to the horizon. ‘Do you see the spot where the ocean meets the sky? Sitting here, you think that spot is fixed. Yet as soon as you move, even an inch, that spot moves. That is where you must put your mind, that place where air and water meet.’


  And then I understood what he wanted and, for the first time, I managed to achieve a state of total awareness, even if for just a few seconds. For that short period of time I was there at the spot, yet I was everywhere too. Spirit expanded, mind unfurling open, heart in flight.
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