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Prologue — From My Bank of the
River

I have built things all my life. Loudspeakers first, in a student room, because | wanted
to hear a singers breath and not a circuits opinion of it. Then fabrics, wines, houses
— always the same stubborn project in different materials: to remove everything that
stands between a person and what is true. | wrote two books about this way of living,
and | believed | had said what | had to say.

Then a letter arrived from the other side of the world. My friend Tien May had read
the books the way | have always tried to build: completely, honestly, without flattery.
She told me the philosophy was true — and that truth alone does not cross rivers. In
Ching, she wrote, people do not follow systems; they follow people. They do not adopt
frameworks; they adopt stories.

I am an engineer. When someone shows me a better construction, | do not defend
the old one; | reach for my tools. So this third book is built her way. The convictions are
the same ones | have held for fifty years — nothing soffened, nothing added. But here
they arrive as she said they must: as people. A grandmother with three dishes and a pot
of rice. A tea master with two cups. A cleaning lady with @ mandarin orange. A father
with one sentence, thirty years late.

The stories in this book stand in Tien May’s words, not mine. | gave her the bones;
she made them stand the way Chinese bones stand — those are her words, and they
are better than any | could find for what a true translation is. What remains in my voice
is only the frame: this prologue, a few words before each pillar, a short reflection after
each story, and a farewell at the end. The frame is the European bank of the river. The
stories are the Chinese bank. The book is the bridge.

Read it slowly. Everything | have ever made thatwas worth making was made slowly.

— The Professor
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A Note from the Other Bank

| am not a scholar, and | am not a writer. | am a businesswoman — and, because of
one deal, a friend of the Professor.

We met over a contract. He had what the Chinese outdoor world wanted — the
XBionic technology — and Sanfo wanted it. | helped carry that agreement across. |
thought that would be the end of it: a deal signed, a hand shaken, two people on oppo-
site banks who had, for one season, business with each other. [t was not the end. Some
bridges, once begun, do not stop in the middle.

The Professor is the most creative person | have ever worked with, and the hardest
working — a mind that looks ten years ahead, and a man who still answers his own
messages at midnight. The world uses the word genius too easily. In his case it is simply
true.

He had written two books about how to build things honestly, and he sent them to
me. | read them the way | read business: completely, and without flattery. | told him the
philosophy was true — and that in China it would not travel as philosophy. In my coun-
try, people do not follow systems; they follow people, and stories. He is an engineer.
When he saw a better construction, he reached for his tools, and asked me to build the
Chinese side of this third book.

It has been my great honor. | am not learned enough to argue with him, and | would
not try. What | could do was carry the stories he wrote across into a Chinese a grand-
mother would recognise — and turn his English frame into Chinese in his own voice. The

stories are his. The Chinese voice is mine. The bridge is ours.

My name and my words stand on the other bank, and that is enough. If you have
read this far, you have already met me — at the table.

Humbly, and with respect,

Tien May
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The First Pillar — Connection (%)

| learned connection at a table before | could name it. My mother’s kitchen was not
large and our means were not great, but the table was set every evening, and whoever
sat at it was, for that hour, family. Fifty years later | have eaten at tables on four conti-
nents, and | can tell you the finding of a lifetime of research: the quality of a life can be
read from the quality of its tables.

We are told the modern problem is loneliness, as if it were weather. It is not weather.
Connection is a craft, like any | have practised: it has materials — food, time, attention;
it has technique — the question asked and the answer heard to its end; and it has one
law that admits no compromise, the same law as in my workshops: presence cannot be
outsourced. No device attends on your behalf.

Tien May chose two stories for this pillar. One is about a grandmother who could
not read. One is about a man who carried a pot of soup ten metres. Between them they
contain everything | tried to say in two books, and they say it better.
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Story One — The Grandmother's Kitchen

My grandmother could not read. But she held a university in her kitchen. Every eve-
ning of my childhood, the family table filled — parents, uncles, a neighbours child, who-
ever the day had washed up — and she fed everyone from three dishes and a pot of
rice, and asked each person one question and listened to the whole answer. The neigh-
bour’s boy, whose own house was silent, ate with us for eleven years. Decades later, at
her funeral, he stood at the back — a grown man now, successful, a stranger to me —
and wept longer than anyone. | asked him afferwards why. He said: “Your grandmother
is the reason | know what a family sounds like.”

She never taught a lesson in her life. She set a table, every evening, without excep-
tion, and the table did the teaching. In China we do not greet each other with “how are
you." We say fRIZ T 15 — have you eaten? For five thousand years, that question has
meant: are you cared for, do you belong, is someone watching over you. My grand-
mother asked it every day of her life, and answered it herself, with three dishes and a
pot of rice.

After “The Grandmother's Kitchen” — a word from the other

bank

| never met this grandmother, and | recognise her completely. In my language we
would say she had Herzensbildung — an education of the heart, the only degree that
cannot be purchased. Notice what she never did: she never taught, never preached,
never once used the word family. She built an instrument — a table, set daily, without ex-
ception — and let the instrument do the work. That is exactly how a great loudspeaker
functions: it says nothing of its own; it makes it possible for what is true to be heard. The
boy who wept at her funeral had been listening to that instrument for eleven years. Build
the table. The table will do the rest.
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Story Two — The Fourteenth Floor

Old Chen had lived on the fourteenth floor of his Shanghai tower for nine years and
knew none of his neighbours. Six hundred families in the building; the elevator was a
box of lowered eyes. Then came the summer typhoon that cut the power for two days,
and the elevator died, and the fourteenth floor became a mountain. On the first eve-
ning, Old Chen — a widower who cooked too much from forty years of habit — car-
ried his extra pot of soup down the dark corridor and knocked, for the first time, on the
door opposite. A young mother opened it, a baby on her hip, ice melting in her dead
freezer. He held out the pot and said the oldest sentence in China: “Have you eaten?”

By the second evening, the corridor had become a village. Someone’s camping
stove, someones candles, someones guitar; the retired teacher from 1403 telling stories
to children whose names Old Chen learned that night after nine years. When the power
returned, the lights came on and everyone blinked at each other, slightly embarrassed,
like people waking from a good dream. But the following week, a note appeared in the
elevator, in the young mothers handwriting: “Corridor dinner, Saturday, bring one dish.”
Nine years of electricity had kept them strangers. Two days of darkness — and one pot
of soup, carried ten metres — made them neighbours. The thread of £ does not need
much. It needs one person willing to knock.

After “The Fourteenth Floor” — a word from the other bank

Nine years of electricity made six hundred families strangers; two days of darkness
made them neighbours. | have thought about this story for a long time, because | have
spent my life on the side of the engineers, and it is we who built the tower, the elevator,
the perfect systems that remove every occasion for knocking on a door. The lesson is
not that the systems are wrong. The lesson is that convenience is a solvent: it dissolves
friction, and most of what we call community was friction — the borrowed ladder, the
shared stove, the favour asked. Old Chen understood what must be done when the
systems work too well: create the occasion yourself. A pot of soup, carried ten metres, is
a technology five thousand years old, and it has never once failed.
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The Second Pillar — Growth ()

Everything | have ever made that was worth making grew slower than | wanted.
The first loudspeaker that told the truth took years of evenings. The vines | planted as
a younger man gave their finest harvest to a man with white hair. For a long time | be-
lieved patience was the price of quality. | was wrong. Patience is not the price. Patience
is the ingredient.

Our age has organised itself around the opposite belief. It measures growth quar-
terly, photographs it daily, and cannot understand why everything it raises so quickly
falls at the first wind. The answer stands in every bamboo grove and every wine cellar:
what rises without roots is not growth; it is only height.

Tien May chose one story for this pillar — a young man who came to @ mountain for
a shortcut and stayed eleven years. | have employed many hundreds of people in my
life. | would hire that man without an inferview.
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Story Three — The Apprentice Who Wanted to Skip

A young man came to a tea master in Wuyi to learn the craft, because he had seen
on his phone that master-grade rock tea sells for the price of a car. For the first month,
the master let him do one thing: carry water and watch the fire. The second month:
smell the leaves at every stage, and say nothing. By the third month the young man
rebelled. “Master, there are courses online. Three weeks, certificate included. Why do
you waste my time2” The master nodded, as if this were a fair question, and handed
him two cups of tea. “Tell me the difference.” The young man tasted both. “They are the
same.” The master drank, and said: “One was fired by my teacher, forty years ago, and
rested since. One | fired last spring, and | am still ashamed of it. The day you can taste
the difference is the day your training has begun — and no cerfificate can be printed
for a tongue.”

The young man stayed. Itis now eleven years. Last autumn, for the first time, the mas-
ter let one batch go to market under both their names. Asked by a journalist whether
eleven years was not too high a price, the young man said something the journalist did
not print, because it made a bad headline: “I did not spend eleven years learning tea. |
spent eleven years becoming someone who can taste. The tea was just the teacher who
never lost patience with me.”

After “The Apprentice” — a word from the other bank

"A tongue cannot be printed a certificate.” | would carve that sentence over the door
of every school | know. We have built a civilisation of credentials — three weeks, cer-
ftificate included — and wonder why mastery is disappearing. The tea masters method
is the method of every workshop | have ever respected: first the hands, then the senses,
then the judgement, and only at the very end, the name. Eleven years to become some-
one who can faste. That is not slow. Consider what was actually built: not a skill but a
person — an instrument of perception that will now improve for fifty more years. The
certificate depreciates from the day of printing. The tongue compounds.
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The Third Pillar — Recognition (515

The most expensive thing | ever learned cost me nothing to buy and decades to
understand: people do not leave companies, marriages, or families because they are
underpaid. They leave because they are unseen. | have watched brilliant engineers
stay through hard years for the sake of one director who knew exactly what their work
contained — and | have watched them walk away from fortunes offered by men who
could not name what they did.

The Chinese language holds the highest word | know for this: HI& — the one who
knows my sound. It comes from a musician and a woodcutter, and Tien May has set
their melody, “Flowing Water,” as this books inferlude, where it belongs: at the end,
before the farewell.

She chose two stories for this pillar. In one, recognition costs a mandarin orange. In
the other, it is delivered thirty years too late, in a single sentence, and still rearranges a
life. Read them and then answer honestly the question they ask: who in your life is doing
true work in the dark — and have you said so, out loud, by name?
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Story Four — The Name of the Cleaning Lady

In a glass tower in Shenzhen, on the thirty-first floor, a young product manager
named Deng worked most nights past ten. So did someone else: the cleaning lady who
moved through the empty office with her cart, as visible to the staff as the carpet. For
a year they shared the floor without a word. Then one night Dengs project failed —
publicly, brutally, in an email to two hundred people — and he sat at his desk unable
to stand up and go home. The cleaning lady stopped her cart beside him, set down a
mandarin orange from her own bag, and said: “You stay later than all of them. And you
are the only one whose desk is never left in disorder for me. Whatever they wrote in that
email, they did not write about the person. | see the person.”

Deng ate the mandarin, and did not cry, quite, and went home able to sleep. The
next evening he asked her name — Auntie Rong — and from then on greeted her with
it, and learned that her son was studying engineering in Wuhan, and began leaving
the good tea bags where she would find them. Nothing in the company changed; his
review that year still carried the failure. But Deng says now that his real education in
management began that night, with a mandarin orange: the discovery that being seen
— accurately, kindly, by name — can hold a person up when nothing else does, and
costs the seer nothing at all. He runs a team of forty today. He knows all forty names,
and the names of the cleaners.

After “The Name of the Cleaning Lady” — a word from the
other bank

Auntie Rong saw two things nobody else on the thirty-first floor could see: that the
man stayed latest, and that his desk was never left in disorder for her. Note what this
means — she was reading his character from evidence invisible to his own colleagues,
because attention was her instrument and she kept it in tune. And note the asymmetry,
because it is the whole economics of recognition: her mandarin orange cost nothing.
His whole company, with its salaries and its bonuses, could not produce that night what
she produced with it. | have signed many compensation plans in my life. | never signed
one that could hold a person up at the moment they could not stand. Only a witness can
do that. Be the witness.
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Story Five — The Father Who Spoke Once

Her whole childhood, Xiaoyans father praised nothing. Report cards were received
with a nod; the provincial piano prize with the senfence “the second movement was
rushed.” He was not cruel — he worked double shifts for her lessons and drove her
through winter dark to every examination — but the words never came, and a child
cannot eat sacrifices; a child needs words. Xiaoyan grew up successful and hungry,
collecting achievements the way the starving hoard bread, and every trophy was a
letter to her father that he never seemed to open.

Atherwedding, custom obliged him to speak. He stood, a man visibly in pain before
a microphone, unfolded a paper, folded it again, and abandoned it. Then he said: ‘I
am a person who cannot say things. My daughter knows this and has paid for it. So |
will say only one.” He looked at her. “Every day of your life, | saw you. When you were
rushed in the second movement, | saw how hard the first had been. | did not know that
seeing must be spoken aloud. I know it now, thirty years too late, and | am telling this
young man” — he turned to the groom — “do not make my mistake. Tell her what you
see. Every day. It is the whole work of loving someone.”

Xiaoyan says the sentence rearranged her life — backwards, like a light switched on
atthe end of a long corridor she had walked in the dark. But she made one decision at
that table, and has kept it: in her own family, recognition would never be an inheritance,
saved and delivered once. It would be small coins, spent daily. Her father gave her
that, too. Some men teach the pillar by holding it up. Some teach it by showing, once,
honestly, what it cost o let it fall.
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After “The Father Who Spoke Once” — a word from the of-
her bank

This story is the hardest one in the book for me, because | have known this father. In
my generation, in my country too, men believed that providing was speaking — that the
double shifts and the winter drives said what needed saying. They did not. A child can-
not eat sacrifices; the sentence is exact. What moves me is the honesty of the ending:
he does not pretend the thirty years can be repaid. He does the only thing that remains
— he turns the debt into an inheritance, hands the lesson to the young man, and lets his
failure become the next generations instruction. There is a form of greatness in that. But
do not aspire to it. Aspire to the daily coins. Say what you see, today, out loud. It is, as
he discovered, the whole work of loving someone.

The Fourth Pillar — Loyalty (15)

Every fortune | have seen built honestly was built on the same invisible foundation:
promises keptwhen no one was checking. Contracts bind us where we can be audited.
Loyalty is what governs the other territory — the larger one — and everything of value
lives there: the supplier who does not raise the price in your desperate year, the partner
who tells you the truth when a lie would be cheaper, the friend who returns after the
quarrel.

The modern economy calls loyalty inefficient. | have run companies for fifty years,
and | can report the actual arithmetic: loyalty is the most profitable strategy ever de-
vised. It merely refuses to pay within the quarter. It pays in the tenth year — and the tenth
year always comes.

Tien May chose one story for this pillar, about ugly chillies bought at a fair price. It
should be taught in every business school on earth. It will not be, which is why it must be
told at every table instead.
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Story Six — The Harvest That Failed

Boss Zhou ran a mid-sized food company in Chengdu, and for nine years he had
bought his chillies from the same farming cooperative in the hills — the Luo family and
their neighbours, whose harvest he had built his best-selling sauce on. In the tenth year,
unseasonal rain destroyed the crop. The chillies that survived were fewer, uglier, and
— his procurement manager laid the spreadsheet before him — forty percent more
expensive than perfect ones available, immediately, from a broker two provinces away.
“One year,” said the manager. “We switch for one year. They will understand. It is only
business.”

Zhou looked at the spreadsheet for a long time. Then he said: “For nine years, when
the harvest was fat, did the Luos ever sell our contracted share to a higher bidder? They
had offers. | know they had offers.” The manager admitted they never had. “Then they
were loyal in their strong year,” said Zhou, “and you are asking me to be disloyal in
their weak one. Buy the ugly chillies. All of them. And send the agronomist to help them
replant.” The sauce was thinner that year; a food blogger noticed; it cost them. Three
years later, when a giant competitor came to the hills waving contracts at triple volume,
the entire cooperative refused without a meeting. Old Luos answer travelled the whole
province: “Boss Zhou bought ourworst harvest at a fair price. You are offering to buy our
best. Come back when you have bought a worst one.” Zhou has never lacked chillies
since — nor, he says, slept badly. The spreadsheet, he tells his young managers, can
caleulate everything except the tenth year.
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ﬁ\ftelz “The Harvest That Failed” — a word from the other
an

Boss Zhous question to his manager is the finest piece of due diligence | have ever
heard: were they loyal in their strong year? He understood that the nine fat years were
not merely business; they were data — a decade-long test of character that the coop-
erative had passed silently, offer after refused offer. The spreadsheet could not see this
asset, because trust appears on no balance sheet; it only appears in the tenth year, as
the difference between a supplier and an ally. When the giant came with triple volume,
it discovered what | have watched competitors discover all my life: you cannot outbid a
debt of honour. You can only try to buy what someone else was given — and it is never
for sale.

The Fifth Pillar — Clarity (E8)

| have printed the full measurements of my products since the beginning, including
the ones no customer asks about. Colleagues called it commercial naivety. It was the
opposite: it was the cheapest quality-control system ever devised, because a company
that publishes everything must build everything so that it survives publication. Clarity is
not a communications policy. Clarity is a construction method — for products, and for
lives.

The character for this pillar is BB: sun and moon side by side, all the light there is,
nothing left in shadow. The German word | lived by is simpler: Klarheit. Both mean
the same discipline — say what is true, show what is real, and remove everything you
would be afraid to be asked about.

Tien May chose two stories. In one, the truth cannot be corrected once written; in the
other, it is printed on a menu. Both end in the same place: the discovery that honesty,
which looks like a risk, is the only ground that holds.



Mz F12fE — REBEFNIE

BAEREIZER LR, ERAIRGFHRRFE: F
W2 X REETFENFFRARZEIENR, BAN
Wi, G —REL SN, BIER. B=ARERAIZIC
REE EERSEETHEEN, Ko BRHNE5HER
R AARZESTITR L), RARZAP BXHLENXR,
BHTEWEARA] LA S M K515, BERE—MMEN.

ERREF — FEA(BA)

MEENLZ 4, RMTB AT~ RS, SERSM
EAEROHKE FAERZBF L EAIRE FL161518
R XBHSRENEEEREFR RIEEAF2HER,
PR IEFEATEN BRARRAXRIER, BAZ—H
BEAN AT m AT AL,

FETIXFNEBAHY, —I8F, FERE . Z—E
55151 Klarheit, & XAEiL HEE, RILESK, BRAE
fREEH5I AIBRIBYER D

RIGEIR N E  H—F2ERL, ARG H-BTER

B2 F.AMNEERRAR— ML BRENER, S —
TRERILERE



Story Seven — The Stroke That Cannot Be Corrected

A student came to an old calligraphy master, and his characters were skilful and
strangely dead. The master watched him work and saw the trouble at once: at the end
of difficult strokes, the student would hesitate, and then — a movement he was not even
aware of — touch the brush back to the paper and mend the line. Tiny repairs, nearly
invisible. The master said nothing for @ month. Then one morning he took away the stu-
dent’s ink and gave him a bowl of plain water and a grey slate. “Write on this.”

The studentwrote. On the slate, the water strokes shone for a few seconds and evap-
orated — no record, no audience, no consequence. And with nothing to lose, his hes-
itation vanished; the strokes came out whole, decisive, alive. The master let him fill the
slate for an hour, then quietly returned the ink and paper. “Now write exactly as you just
wrote.” The student did — and for the first time, his characters breathed. “Understand
what happened,” said the master. “Your skill was never the problem. Your relationship
to being seen was the problem. On paper, you wrote to hide; on water, you wrote to
write. Ink on rice paper permits no correction — every hesitation shows, every bor-
rowed movement shows; the stroke is a confession. That is not the cruelty of the art. That
is the entire gift of the art: it is one place in life where you cannot prefend, and so it is
one place in life where you finally stop.” The student became a master himself, and to
the end of his days he began every morning with a bowl of water and a slate — not to
practise the strokes, he said, but to practise the honesty.
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After “The Stroke” — a word from the other bank

“On paper, you wrote to hide; on water, you wrote to write.” | have watched this
exact phenomenon in engineers, in winemakers, in singers in the recording studio: the
work goes dead the moment its maker begins performing for the judgement instead
of serving the thing itself. Every craft has its rice paper — the medium that permits no
refouching, where the hand confesses. My whole career | have sought those media out
deliberately, because they are the only honest teachers. The masters gift was not the
slate; it was the diagnosis: your skill was never the problem; your relationship to being
seen was the problem. Cure that, and the strokes breathe. This is true of calligraphy. It is
true of everything.
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Story Eight — The Menu That Told the Truth

Sister Fangs small restaurant in Kunming had eleven tables and a menu like every-
ones menu: “wild mushrooms” that were farmed, “oday’s fish” that was yesterdays,
‘grandmother’s recipe” invented in 2019. Everyone did it; the custfomers assumed it; the
fog was the industry standard. Then came the bad spring when a supplier’s mislabelled
oil made the news, nobody trusted any menu in the city, and Sister Fang, sitting in her
empty restaurant, made a decision her brother called commercial suicide. She rewrote
the menu to say only what was true. “Farmed shiitake, from the Li farm in Chenggong,
delivered Tuesdays.” “Fish: whatever was alive in the tank this morning — ask, and I will
show you the tank.”“The braised pork is my own recipe. My grandmother, honestly, was
a terrible cook.”

For two weeks, nothing. Then a food blogger, weary of being lied to elegantly all
over the city, ate there and posted one line: ‘I have found a menu that would survive
a police interrogation.” The eleven tables have been full ever since, with a queue on
weekends, and Sister Fang has never once been asked for a discount — because, as
she puts it, people bargain when they suspect the price is a story, and her prices had
stopped being stories. Her brother asked her what the secret was, so he could copy it
in his own shop. She said: “There is no secret. That is the secret. A house that fears the
question has already answered it. | removed everything | was afraid to be asked.”
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After “The Menu” — a word from the other bank

Sister Fang discovered in one bad spring what | spent decades proving in labora-
fories: transparency is not a virtue you add to a business; it is a filter you pass the busi-
ness through. Look at what her rewritten menu actually forced: real farms, named and
scheduled; a fish tank that could be inspected; a claim about grandmother that was
simply, disarmingly, true. She did not merely change the words. The words changed the
restaurant — because everything that could not survive being written honestly had to
go. That is why no one bargains with her: a price stops being negotiable the moment it
stops being a story. “l removed everything | was afraid to be asked.” Fifty years of my
own quality philosophy, in eleven words, from a small kitchen in Kunming.
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Interlude — Flowing Water

In 1977, when humanity launched the two Voyager spacecraft toward the edge of
the solar system, it fastened to each of them a golden record: sounds of Earth, chosen
fo represent us to anyone, or anything, that might one day find it. Among the greetings
and the birdsong and Bach, the committee placed one Chinese piece, and their choice
was more perfect than perhaps they knew: “Flowing Water,” played on the gugin —
the very melody by which, twenty-five centuries earlier, the woodcutter Zhong Zigi had
recognised the soul of Bo Ya. The tune of the first X1F, the first person who ever truly
heard another.

Think of what that means. Bo Ya broke his qgin because his one listener died, be-
lieving that a sound without its knower is not worth making. And humanity, launching
its message into the dark, reached for that exact melody — as if to say to the universe
what Bo Ya said to the riverbank: here is our sound; is anyone out there who knows it2
The record is beyond Pluto now, travelling forty thousand years to the nearest star, the
most patient piece of listening equipment ever built. It may never be heard. It was sent
anyway. And that is the final teaching of the pillar of silence, the one this whole book
has been circling: to make something true and send it toward a listener you cannot see
— abottle laid down for a decade, a bell followed to its end, a song played whole for
a father — is not a gamble. It is the oldest act of faith there is. Somewhere, someone is
listening. Play as if they are.
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On the Interlude — a word from the other bank

Tien May has set one story apart from the pillars, and she is right to. “Flowing Water”
is not an example of the philosophy; it is the philosophy, complete, in a single image: a
piece of music, chosen by humanity as its message to the universe — the very melody
by which one man first truly heard another.

I spent my youth soldering circuits so that a listener might receive a musicians breath
intact. | did not know then that | was practising for this sentence: to make something true
and send it foward a listener you cannot see is not a gamble; it is the oldest act of faith
there is. Every builder of anything real — a wine laid down for a decade, a company
built for the grandchildren, a book written for a reader not yet born — lives by that faith.
The golden record is beyond Pluto now, carrying a woodcutters ears and a musician’s
heart toward the stars, forty thousand years patient.

Somewhere, someone is listening. Build as if they are.
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Epilogue — The Handshake on the
Bridge

A bridge, when it is finished, belongs to no one. The builders on each bank worked
from their own side — different tools, different songs, the same drawings — and one
day, in the middle, over the deepest water, their hands met. That is what has happened
in this book. | brought the convictions of a European workshop: measure everything,
hide nothing, let nature set the standard, build for the grandchildren. Tien May brought
what | could not bring: the stories, the tables, the grandmothers — the ten thousand qui-
et Chinese mornings in which these same convictions have been lived for five thousand
years without ever needing a book.

Ifyou have read this far, you have walked the whole span, and you know now what
we know: there was never a philosophy to export. There was only a family resemblance
to recognise — #I&[EY3, different roads, the same destination. The proof was never
in my arguments. It was in her stories, and in the small shock you felt when one of them
turned out to be about you.

So we end, as both our traditions end every good gathering, not with a conclu-
sion but with a meal. Tonight, or as soon as life allows: set the table. Cook something a
grandmother would recognise. Pour tea with its full patience, or open an honest bottle,
or both. Put on music worth being silent for. Serve the others first. Ask someone — and
mean it — have you eaten?

And when the faces around the table begin to open, as they will, look across atwho-
ever helped you build your life, and know what Tien May and | know as we set down
our pens on our two banks of the river: the bridge was never the book.

The bridge is the table. It was always the table.

Welcome home. IM[E]ZR.

— The Professor
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Acknowledgments — The Colour of
the Living

One small story from the making of this book belongs in it, because it proves the
book. When we planned the two portraits that face each other across the fold — mine
on one bank, Tien May's on the other — | proposed, with a European designer's instinct,
that both photographs be black and white. It seemed elegant: two pictures, taken by
different cameras in different countries, made consistent by the discipline of grey.

Tien May wrote back one gentle sentence. In Ching, she explained, a black-and-
white portrait belongs to the dead. It is the 1E & — the memorial picture that stands at
a funeral, before the incense. Print the two of us in black and white, facing each other,
and a Chinese reader would open this book of living philosophy to find two authors
already mourned.

| had spent a year writing that truth alone does not cross rivers — and there, in my
own portrait plan, stood the proof. Everything | intended was correct on my bank and
wrong on hers, and | could not have known it, because this is precisely the kind of
knowledge that does not live in books or measurements. Itlives in people. It is the reason
a bridge cannot be built from one side.

So the portraits in this book are in colour — the colour of the living — and | record
my mistake here with gratitude rather than embarrassment. If you ever doubt that you
need someone from the other bank, remember the grey photographs that were almost
printed. Then find your Tien May, and listen to her.

— The Professor
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