Starting to break free

During the heat-wave many retreated into the shade. Chi Ling passed her
lone days strolling through Battersea Park. She was waiting to graduate in
design and had time on her hands. The only entry in her diary was the
immanent degree ceremony. The thought of it excited her, but she was
edgy. She ambled beneath the giant trees avoiding the glare of the sun
while attempting to expose a niggling emotion that was obstinately
elusive. In those benevolent shadows she was nursing the vague sensation
that something profound in her needed to be brought into the light.

Chi Ling was intelligent, but she had not managed to make a
connection between reasoned judgements and basic instincts. Her mind
made no reference to her body and her dreams had no place in her waking
life. She’d no idea that these detached states needed interaction or that she
was leaving the possibility of their mutual enrichment to chance. She
argued that her feelings of vulnerability were the result of studying abroad
and clearly it was tricky, this valiant bid to span different cultures. She
could never have guessed how much would be demanded of her or how
intricate communication would be. Even little things could be
bewilderingly complex. The Chinese equivalent for the word order, for
example, is a four-word sequence; select; organise; explore; connect. How
could she have expected to engage with elaborate theories when a single
word defied clear definition?

Chi Ling’s liberation started on the day her parents arrived from China;
with startling ease her disconnected feelings conjoined and her confident
voice began to break free. She woke from a dream she couldn’t remember,
declaring it to be both remarkable and peculiar. Without resolving to
understand its meaning, she gently coaxed this dream out of its
comfortable unconscious state and caused it to resurface.
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A grey haze welcomes the day when a clear blue sky was promised. |
am lying on my bed hoping for a morning breeze to animate the cotton
drapes. | am back in China. A strange stillness is upon me. For reasons |
cannot fathom, | feel grateful that I am not in trouble. I lie motionless,
conscious of breathing evenly, trying not to think about the coming days.

Suddenly, a dominating authority takes possession of the room. It lifts
me off the bed and takes me to see paintings hanging on the wall. An
educated voice describes the remarkable light and dramatic tonal qualities
of the paintings. Transfixed, immobile, enchanted, | wonder how | can
possibly smile when another’s will is dominating my own. I explain to the
presence how the architecture functioned in the paintings, how it achieves
a delicate sense of balance. I am no longer the woman who can’t voice her
observations.

Chi Ling rubbed her eyes to feel the physical presence of her body and
returned to her conscious world. Gradually, and a little reluctantly, she
cajoled her consciousness out of its liberating submission. She felt re-
energized, confident in her thoughts and delighted in her newfound ability
to express ideas that had for so long been locked deep inside her.

After a meditative breakfast, Chi Ling phoned her mother. Mrs Lao,
weary from the long flight to London, revived when she heard her
daughter’s voice. A gentle, softly-spoken woman, she rarely became
animated, either in speech or action. She felt assured when Chi Ling spoke
of her happiness, but she did not articulate this. She invited her daughter to
visit their hotel at two o’clock, after she and her husband had taken a rest.

Her parents thought of their daughter as a beautiful flower, a sweet
dreamer who was impossible to predict. They hoped she had grown
stronger since living and studying in London.
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Chi Ling returned to her bed, thinking she would reconsider her dream,
reinforce her belief in herself and remember how proficiently she had
spoken her mind; instead, she read a few pages of verse that her tutor had
distributed at the beginning of the year. The title for these pages was, “Sell
your cleverness and buy bewilderment.” They were from the pen of a
thirteenth century Persian poet called Jalal Uddin Rumi.

That Journeys Are Good

If a pine tree had a foot or two like a turtle, or a wing, do you think it
would just wait for the saw to enter?

You know the sun journeys all night toward the east, if it didn’t, how could
it throw up its flood of light at dawn?

And the salt water climbs with such marvellous swiftness to the sky, if it
didn’t, how could the vegetables be fed with the rain?

And the grain of sand separated from its father, the boulder, and only then
was it introduced to the oyster and became a pearl.

Do you remember Joseph?

Didn’t he leave his father in tears and then later learned how to understand
dreams and give away grain?

And that man with the long nose, wasn’t he forced to leave his country?
Only then could he travel through the three worlds.

As for you, | suggest you leave your country, go into yourself, become a
ruby mine, open to the gifts of the sun.

This journey could be from your manhood to your inner man, from your
womanhood to your inner woman. By a journey of this sort, earth became
a place where you find gold.

Leave behind your many complaints, your self-pity and this yearning for
death.

Don’t you realise how many fruits have already escaped out of bitterness
into sweetness?
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