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      四 · 死
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      Not philosophy. Not teaching. Optics.

      Denys Rzhavskyi

    
  
    To my dearest friend.

To Dmitry Tropinov — the kami of this book.

There are people who come into our lives and stay for good. People who rejoice, truly, at our victories; who hold us up through the hard times; who go on believing in us even when we have lost all faith in ourselves.

For me, that person is Dima.

And so I am asking him to become the kami of this book.

May everyone who opens these pages feel his presence. May the kami of this book watch over the reader in the moments of doubt and of pain. May it remind them that even the deepest cracks can become part of the beauty.

And if a time should ever come when things grow heavy for you, I ask the kami of this book to be near.

So that it hurts a little less.

Thank you, Dima.

For the friendship. For the support. For the faith.

  
    Before We Begin
This book is not a philosophy, and it is not a teaching. I know how that sounds: any book that announces as much in its first paragraph is already lying to itself.

I will say it anyway.

I am not writing it to teach you anything. I have no summit to teach from. My craft is kintsugi; I put broken things back together. My own among them. I am still putting them back together now, as I write this.

SHI is a Japanese word. More exactly, a sound. Two meanings stand behind it, and they sound the same.

Four.

And death.

In Japan the number four is held to be unlucky. It is avoided, the way we avoid thirteen, because the end can be heard in the number itself. I did not invent the coincidence. It was already there in the language. I only ran the gold along the seam.

· · ·

Four pillars. Love. Death. Time. Presence. Four sides of one thing.

At the base of each lies the same thing: that all of it ends.

Without death there is no movement. Without death, time carries no weight. Without death there would be no reason to come into the moment at all, because ahead of you would stretch an infinity of unbearably identical minutes. Death is what makes everything real.

· · ·

First there were four conversations. Each one twenty minutes of a voice speaking into the dark. I recorded them not long ago, and I recorded them for myself. Not for an audience; there was none. I simply needed to say aloud four things I had held inside too long.

The pattern repeats. Back in 2016, on a journey around the world in search of the best place to live and to come into my own, I used to write notes of advice to myself in my phone. In those days I did it in verse. Those verses became the album Dataism, by the band Happy People. It came out about ten years ago. Its time has not yet arrived.

The four conversations were a different matter. Once they had been spoken, I noticed something strange. The pieces held one another up. Take one away, and the rest settled. It was not a series. It was a single thing, with four sides.

That is when the book appeared. Not because the conversations had been too short, but because in twenty minutes you cannot stop and stand where you need to stand. The voice runs on. A book lets you hold still.

This book does not stretch the four conversations out. It enters each of them and stays as long as it needs to. Where the conversation gave a single sentence, the book stays inside that sentence for an hour. Where the conversation passed something by, the book stops and looks.

But the voice is the same one. I do not teach. I speak from inside the same river I am standing in, up to the waist, beside you.

· · ·

This book cannot be read quickly. Not because I want it that way, but because it is built that way.

If you race through it in an evening, nothing will happen. A few phrases will stay with you. Two or three quotes, perhaps, that you carry off. And a sense that there was something important in there.

That is no bad thing. But it is not what the book has to give you.

It works if you read it one chapter at a time. Sometimes half a chapter. Sometimes you go back and read the same page a third time — not because it was unclear, but because that is when it begins to work.

At the end of each chapter there is a single line. Not an exercise. Not a question to reflect on. I do not believe in exercises. I believe in words that build reality. Take one line. Live with it for a week. Then come back.

· · ·

Kintsugi is a Japanese craft in which broken pottery is neither thrown away nor disguised. The pieces are joined with lacquer mixed with gold, and the line of the break is left in plain sight.

Bright. Golden. Unhidden.

A thing mended this way is held to be worth more than it was when whole. It has gained a biography — the trace of what it has lived through and withstood.

I do not work with pottery. I work with people. I put the broken back together. I mend hearts. Out of other people's breaks I grow something that was not there before — not a copy of the old thing, but a new form, with a gold line where the blow fell.

This is my craft.

· · ·

If you are holding this book, then perhaps something in you has just cracked. Or it cracked long ago, and still aches. Or you are standing over something and cannot decide whether to throw it out or try to put it back together.

I do not say this as advice. I say it as a fact.

What is broken can be put back together. Not as it was. Not in order to return to the old shape. As something new — with gold lines where the breaks ran. And this new thing will be worth more than what was once whole.

· · ·

The first conversation is about love.

I will meet you on the next page.

Four strikes. Silence.

  
    
PART I

愛

LOVE

ai · love

It is good that you exist.



Let love go, so that it becomes an action.

Let love go, holding death close.


  
    
Chapter 1

The Grip

For most of my life, I did not love.

I wanted to possess.

· · ·

From the inside, the two look identical. The same warmth. The same attention. The same gestures. The same words before sleep.

But they are different acts. And you will not see the difference until something you considered yours is taken from you. Until that minute, the two are braided together the way a face and its reflection are braided in a mirror — there is no telling which is the real one, until the mirror breaks.

· · ·

Language always knows the things we will not admit.

Possess keeps company you can hear if you listen. Possession. The possessive. The possessed. Property. One family, standing close together, and not a gentle one.

Love keeps no such company. The word leans the other way — toward pouring. To pour out light. To pour out warmth. To pour from yourself into another. A verb of movement outward.

Possess is a verb of seizure. A closed movement. The drawing of something into the circle of your own.

We say love where we are doing the second. We say whatever it suits us to say.

· · ·

There are nights that happen to almost everyone.

Not for everyone in the bathroom. For some it is the kitchen, by a window that is already going light. For some it is a car parked on the shoulder, when there is no longer any sense in driving on. For some it is an ordinary room in which, for some reason, it becomes impossible to sit on a chair, and the person sinks to the floor.

The body knows what to do. It curls up. It looks for a cold surface, because in that cold there is some kind of truth the person has not heard in a long time. The tiled floor. The doorframe. The windowsill.

These are the hours in which a person is honest with himself for the first time in a long while. The hours of his first real presence. That is exactly why they are unbearable.

I know what such a night looks like. I know it from the inside and from the outside. It has happened to me too. And the ones I mended afterward — each of them had his own floor, his own doorframe.

In these hours a person is certain he is weeping for love. That this is grief, that this is loss, that this is the heart.

It usually takes a few years afterward to understand.

It was not about love.

It was that something he considered his had been taken from him.

· · ·

These are two different pains.

One is the loss of a person.

The other is the loss of control.

The second is the stronger. But no one teaches us the second. It is not even given a name. If a man said to a friend at the funeral of a love, it hurts because I can no longer control her, no one would hand him a glass of water. The words you offer a friend are other words. But the truth is often exactly that one.

This truth is uncomfortable to carry. It pinches. So we hide it under the word love. Love can be made to mean anything at all. It is the widest blanket the language owns. A screen to stand behind.

· · ·

There is a sentence I use as a test. I say it to myself whenever I notice that I have closed my hand around someone again. Or around something.

People often call love what is in fact the wish to possess.

If a parting hurt more than it should have — somewhere you were holding on.

If a loss left you not with sorrow but with rage — you were holding on.

If, remembering someone, you feel not gratitude that they were here but a grievance that they are gone — you were holding on.

Pain does not lie. What lies is the way we explain it.

· · ·

Let me stop here, because I can see the objection rising in your head right now.

This is hypocrisy. Attachment is normal. When you love someone, of course it hurts when they go. What is wrong with wanting a person near you?

Nothing is wrong with it.

I am not saying the wish to possess is evil. It is a deeply human movement. We are mammals. We are built to hold on to what is warm.

I am saying it is a different act. With a different life story inside it. Different machinery. A different ending.

Love and possession use the very same gestures. The same embraces. The same good morning. The same Sunday tea in the kitchen. From the outside they cannot be told apart — not even by the two people in it.

But inside, they work differently, like two tools of a similar shape. A hammer and a chisel cut from the same bar of iron, but one strikes, and the other reveals.

Love is a movement toward the other. The chisel.

Possession is a movement toward yourself by way of the other. The hammer.

Love says: it is good that you exist.

Possession says: it is good that I have you.

Do you hear the difference? Two words. I have. Between those two words and love lies everything.

· · ·

There is a simple way to check which of the two movements is working in you at any given moment.

When the person you believe you love does something you do not like — what stirs in you first?

The first movement is the one that matters. It passes a second before the mind has dressed it in decent words. It is hard to catch. But it can be done.

If the first movement is how could he do this to me — that is possession.

If the first movement is what must this be like for him right now — that is love.

In real life they are mixed. In everyone. In me too. I am not writing this in order to shame anyone. I am writing it in order to learn to see. Shaming is pointless. Shame is just one more way of not looking.

· · ·

The grip is the central word of this book.

Remember it. We will come back to it four times, once in each of the four parts. Because it is not only people you can grip.

You can grip things. That looks like greed.

You can grip a memory. That looks like a grievance ten years old, still brought out at dinner like the family silver.

You can grip a version of yourself. That looks like an identity that has become a cage — the person already wants something else, and cannot have it, because too much has been invested in the role of being "the way he is."

You can grip a moment. That looks like trying to make it "the way it was." The dinner at the restaurant where you first understood each other. The return to the city where you were once happy. The embrace that is supposed to repeat the earlier one. These attempts always end the same way: the same place, the same words, and an emptiness that was not there before, because before, it was alive. And the alive was alive precisely because it leaves.

The grip is always the same thing: you are holding what does not hold. What flows. What is meant to go its own way.

Living water in a closed fist. The harder you press, the less of it remains.

· · ·

Once you start watching for it, you will see this movement everywhere.

At the airport. A woman at the departure gate checks her phone every thirty seconds. Not because she is expecting a message, because she cannot bear that there is none. A small grip, repeated a hundred times an hour. By the time the flight begins boarding she will already be worn out. Not by the journey; the journey has not started. By standing sentry over an empty field.

In a café. A mother across the table from her sixteen-year-old daughter. She speaks softly, in the voice people use with wild animals. Each time the daughter glances at her phone, something tightens in the mother's throat, and she covers it with a warm little joke. The daughter feels the tension without knowing its name, and closes a little further. The mother sees the daughter closing and tries to reach toward her more gently. The daughter feels herself being reached for, and closes further still. A whole lunch can pass like this, and both will leave with the feeling that, once again, nothing came of it. Neither of them gripped loudly. Both of them gripped. Very quietly.

In a supermarket. A man at the till turning his wallet over in his hands. He is not counting money. He is counting something that cannot be counted in coins — his place in the world, his right to be here, his own peace. He does not know that this is what he is counting. He only knows he needs to count it through one more time.

It is all one movement. It has a million stage sets.

· · ·

There is an experiment you can do right now. It needs only your hand.

Make a fist. Hard. The way you clench when you are afraid of losing something important. Until the knuckles whiten.

Hold it for ten seconds.

Notice what happened. The shoulder came forward a little. The jaw set — you did not order it to; it did that on its own. The breath went shallow. The body does not distinguish between holding a person you love and holding the thought of one. It does what the fingers do around a dying lighter in a hard frost.

Now open the hand. Not deliberately, not for show. Just let it go.

Look at what is in it.

Nothing. Only the marks of your own nails. Small crescent moons, slowly coming up red.

· · ·

That is the man who is trying to hold on to a beloved, a child, money, his youth, control. A handful of his own fingernail marks.

What he wanted to hold was never inside the hand. It was passing between the fingers the whole time. The harder he pressed, the faster it left. And the more it hurt.

This is how every living thing is made. It cannot be held. It can only be accompanied.

· · ·

The Japanese have a word that translates badly. Mono no aware. Something like "the pathos of things" — the sharp, warm feeling that everything is passing. A flower opens and the one watching it weeps, not at the beauty, but because this beauty is, right now, for the last time, exactly this. Tomorrow it will already be a different flower. In a week it will not be there at all.

Japanese culture spent centuries learning to see this. A tea bowl gone warm in the hand over a decade of use. A wooden floor yellowed in one place, where someone sat every evening. Old cloth gone soft not from washing but from bodies. All of it is called the traces of presence — what a thing takes from time in order to become itself.

The gripped thing leaves no such traces. It stays new, untouched, polished by fear. And it dies young, having never had an age.

· · ·

Let me talk about money, because money is convenient material for watching the grip. It has no face. By the way it moves, you can study the way you move.

I knew a man who, by forty, had earned more than he could spend in two lifetimes. And he still shook when the numbers fell. He looked at the screen every half hour. He did not sleep on the nights when something came apart on the far side of the planet, where the markets never close.

At four in the morning he would get up, go to the kitchen, open his laptop, sit down on the same high stool, and look at the red figures. His face in that light was not the face of a wealthy man. It was the face of a man holding the rail in a very fast train, and the rail has started to move.

There was a great deal of money. There was no peace.

I asked him once: what are you afraid of? He did not answer at once. First he tried out a few ready-made answers — losing it, not making it in time, leaving the children with nothing, and set them aside. Then, more quietly, he said: that it will all go back to the beginning.

That is an interesting answer. Not that I will go broke. Not that my children will be poor. But that it will all go back.

He was not holding money. He was holding the condition of being no longer where I started from. The money was a marker. A marker that he was no longer that boy in the dormitory who ate instant dumplings out of the packet and dried his winter boots on Wednesdays, because on Wednesdays the worn-through sole let the most water in.

And money is a fluid substance. Especially now, when a fortune can double overnight and halve again overnight. It has no loyalty. It does not remember who earned it.

So every swing of the numbers landed not on the portfolio but on that boy. On that marker. On the no longer there.

He was not gripping money. He was gripping his way out of poverty. And no sum could hold it in place, because a thing like that is not held in place by a sum. It is held by the way you treat yourself.

· · ·

This is how every grip works.

On the outside, you are holding something specific. A person. Money. A position. Your health. Your youth. A city. A faith. The morning cup of coffee in this very kitchen.

On the inside, you are holding something about yourself.

A sense of mattering. A sense of being loved. A sense of control. A sense that you will not go under.

And the trap is this: the thing on the outside always leaves. That is its nature. The thing on the inside can stay, but only if you stop holding it by way of the external.

It is a cruel paradox, like all the paradoxes that finally come clear: you discover that for years you were holding the wrong thing. And that the thing you were holding it for, you could have left unheld the whole time.

· · ·

In each person there is one of four main grips. Sometimes two. Very rarely, all four at once.

Control. The grip of control belongs to the one who cannot endure unpredictability. He grips events, so that they go as planned. He grips people, so that they behave as they promised. He grips himself, so as not to let himself do anything that cannot be tidied up neatly afterward. He is easy to spot: everything around him is in order, and he never rests.

Significance. The grip of significance belongs to the one who is always proving that he exists. He grips other people's glances, so that they will linger on him. He grips the conversation, pulling it back toward himself. He grips any table he sits down at, by his sheer presence. He is easy to spot: loud or quiet, but either way you remember that he was there. That is the whole aim. If you do not remember him, he does not exist.

Being loved. The grip of being loved belongs to the one who cannot bear not to be loved. He grips everyone who comes near him, turning an acquaintance into an obligation. He cannot walk past a waitress without earning a smile. He is easy to spot: he is very charming, it is always easy to be around him, and after time with him you feel faintly used, without being able to say how.

Safety. The grip of safety belongs to the one who is forever preparing for catastrophe. He grips supplies, routes, options, documents. He grips tomorrow itself. He is easy to spot: he has a plan B, a plan C, and a plan D, and he distrusts plan A, just in case. He does not believe in A.

You have one of them right now.

It is not a verdict. It is only a map.

· · ·

This is the first movement of the book. And the hardest.

To understand what you are holding. Not to let go — not yet. First, to see what is in the hand.

Most people live an entire life without knowing what they grip. They are in pain because the flowing thing keeps leaving, and not once have they unclenched their fingers to look.

I am not asking you to unclench. I am asking you to look at what is inside.

That is the one thing a person can do straight away. Everything else comes later. The recognizing comes first.

· · ·

Do it right now.

Think of something that is gripped in you at this moment. Not a large thing. A small one. Something from today.

Maybe you are irritated with someone close to you, because they did not answer the way you expected. Maybe you are anxious about a result that is due on Friday. Maybe there is a conversation from three days ago going round in your head, and you are replaying how you might have answered, so that you would finally have been understood.

Whatever it is, ask one question. What am I holding?

Not what am I thinking about. What am I holding.

Wait. Do not answer at once. The mind will answer fast; it is quick, and it will give you something plausible. I'm holding on to fairness. I'm holding my ground. I'm holding an important project.

Those answers are wrappers.

Wait a little longer. Under the first answer there is a second. Under the second, a third. And somewhere around the third or fourth you will see not what you are holding on the outside, but what you are holding on the inside.

Control. Significance. Being loved. Safety.

One of them.

Once you have seen it, that is enough. Do not let go. Not yet. Just know that you are holding it. That is already the work.

Most people never make this pause, not once in a lifetime. Their grip has no name. And so the grip lives them, rather than the other way around. Name it, and it stops being you and becomes something you use.

· · ·

There is one more thing, and it took me years to notice it.

The gripped thing grows heavier.

The longer you hold it, the heavier the thing in your hand becomes. Not because the object changes. The hand changes. It grows used to the weight, and the weight becomes its normal. Keep it under that load for a few years and it forgets how a palm opens. The hand deforms. A "holder's hand" appears.

I have seen these hands on people. They do not look like fists. They look like tired palms that no longer quite straighten out. It is not age. It is history.

A man who held a whole family up on one salary for fifteen years. A woman who held a sick parent for twenty. A brother who held the younger ones after the parents died. Their hands no longer open all the way. Not because they are still holding something. Because they have forgotten there is an alternative.

The cruelest thing about the grip is not that it takes from you the thing you hold. It is that it changes the one who is holding. And he is the last to find out.

· · ·

I am a master of kintsugi. And I do not believe the broken can be put back together on the first try.

The same bowl is assembled several times. First roughly, just so the pieces do not slide apart. Then more exactly, fitting the chips to one another. Then the gold along the seams, and that is barely work anymore, it is almost a blessing; you simply draw a line where the pain was, and it becomes an ornament. And even after all that, the bowl may crack again. Along the old seam, or in a new place.

This is not a failure of the craft. It is the nature of it.

A bowl that stood for years with its golden seams in someone's house, and one day fell from the shelf, does not come back to me as a tragedy. It comes back as a possibility. Each new break is a map showing that this thing is being lived with. A gripped bowl, hidden away, untouched, never breaks. It just stands there. A bowl that is used will sooner or later crack. And the task is not to avoid the blow. The task is to be ready for the seam.

This is about the bowl, and it is not about the bowl.

· · ·

If you have just recognized what you grip, then you have already laid the first seam.

Tomorrow you will most likely forget it. The day after, you will see it again. By the third week it will seem that nothing is changing. By the fourth, you will think the whole exercise is self-deception.

It does not change fast. This is not a book for fast change. This book is not about change at all. It is about optics — about a way of seeing what is already there.

But in a year — if you come back to this each time you notice it — something will shift, very quietly. You will not be able to name the moment. You will simply realize, one day, that you did not grip where once you would have. Maybe you heard someone close to you all the way to the end, without interrupting, for the first time. Maybe you lost an argument and felt no humiliation. Maybe you watched something dear to you leave, and did not run after it.

That is the work. Not the refusal of the grip. The noticing of the grip.

You grip. You notice. You let go. And again.

· · ·

The open hand is not empty. This may be the most unfamiliar idea here.

When you open your hand, you are not giving up what was in it. You are changing the way you hold it.

A palm supports what lies on it with its whole
















  EPUB/cover.jpg
Eg—.

Denys Rzhavskyi

Not philosophy. Not teaching, Optics.





