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PROLOGUE


Throughout time there have been people walking the planet Earth who have achieved an extraordinary level of spiritual cultivation. Many of them have opened themselves to the society around them. They assist those they meet to realize the true meaning of their lives and accompany them as they move to higher spiritual realms.


There are others who have the same spiritual capacities but remain unnoticed. They have withdrawn from the world and never wander far from their dwellings hidden among the great mountains of the Earth.


This book is the unusual account of a man whose fate it was to meet one of these remarkable reclusive masters in the Himalayas. The initial meetings between these two men reveal just how forcefully the hardened, rigidly structured intellect is challenged when it encounters such a universal human being.


As the student was confronted with this liberated master, a master who never allowed himself to be labeled or categorized, he fell into a deep crisis, a destabilizing of everything the man had thought and felt before. It was as if this journey had led him inside the crater of an active volcano.


The love, wisdom, and immense energy of the master, which the reader can directly experience from this book, open a pathway. Ultimately, this pathway leads to an end that is the liberation from all paths, a flowing back into never-ending Non-Being.





COMING AND BEING: NOT BECOMING


I was freezing as I went through the low wooden door and into the open air. A snow-covered chain of mountains rose up majestically on the far side of the valley, towering high into the deep blue sky, an awesome spectacle. The 6,000-meter peaks were covered with a layer of soft white clouds, which had drawn themselves to the huge rocks like floating shields of cotton, huddling around them as if trying to protect a secret.


An icy wind blew through the valley and struck brusquely against my cheeks. Spring had finally come. Without its arrival I could never have reached the small village. At such a high elevation, everything sits covered in deep layers of snow for much of the year. During those months the villages are cut off from the rest of the world.


I traveled by bus for many long hours along bumpy mountain roads to get to the village. At times I held my breath as the driver sped through narrow passages, one hand on the steering wheel, the other working the horn. I made my way by foot after that, walking for two more days, since there were no roads leading to the higher villages. Luckily, I found a trustworthy guide who knew the area well, for I would never have been able to find the way on my own.


The villagers were friendly and obliging. Soon after arriving, I was invited to lodge with a family, which was a good and necessary thing, as there were no inns or hostels.


I stayed in the village for a week, preparing myself for the last stage of this journey upward. I would be joined by a merchant I had met in the village who wanted to trek in the same direction. I was informed that there was a very high pass to traverse, after which I would easily be able to reach my destination. That was what I wanted to believe because the strain from travel was wearing down my endurance. I noticed my fatigue increasing steadily each day, and my feet were covered with blisters, making walking almost unbearable.


I had come here as part of my work on a book that a publisher had contracted with me to write. I was to report on a spiritual master whose home was outside in nature, far away from civilization. For a long time I had been interested in Eastern philosophy, and I was always eager to track down accounts of unique people who stood apart, unconcerned and unaffected by their lack of things that most people considered necessities where I came from. My thoughts moved back and forth between fascination and suspicion. Were these people I read about living beings, or were they mere legends lacking authenticity? When the opportunity showed itself, I was determined to uncover the facts for myself.


I had investigated and researched for a long time before I came across something that seemed genuine. One day the office at the Ministry of Culture sent a memo I found intriguing. It reported the existence of someone who met the criteria that I was looking for. The description I received sent a bizarre sensation through me, as if I had touched something from a source previously unknown to me.


I prepared myself exhaustively and then started out on my adventure to the Himalayas. I filled notepads with observations as I went along and made lengthy daily journal entries. I had no idea or notion of what lay ahead for me. I had no name for the man, nor the name of a specific place where I could find him. And I had no idea what kind of instruction this "wise man" would share with me. The one thing that guided me was a sketch of the region where he could be found. He would be there; someone had assured me of that. But the wild terrain and weather of the mountain did not invite a long stay. I was hoping to finish my business there as quickly as possible.


The day before my departure from the village felt heavy. I was up before the sun. It would be an hour before its rays would warm up the valley. My attention was drawn to the loud sounds of the wild rushing stream that flowed by the house and down into the valley below. My eyes could follow the flowing silver line as it descended, until it disappeared between two small houses. Next a row of hens appeared, followed by a colorful rooster, who amused me with his proud strut. He expanded and filled his neck with a bellowing crow, utilizing all the power in his throaty call to express his notice of me. He glared over as if to challenge me. Perhaps he assumed I was intending to test him for his harem. In the adjacent stall the goats had begun to grumble impatiently, waiting for someone to open the gate and let them roam freely.


The villagers had done their best to make use of the poor soil at their disposal, and they had managed to remain self-sufficient. In the valley basin below were small fields where the first crops were just beginning to sprout.


Slowly people started to move about inside the house. I listened as the grandmother spoke softly to the children as they opened their eyes. Soon, all eleven members of the family were awake. I went back into the house to greet them. Chiseled by the stark climate and lit brightly with smiling eyes, their faces had become very dear to me.


I was treated as a family member, as if I had always been there. At the same time I was the grand attraction at the house. My hosts thought it an honor and a pleasure to offer provisions and shelter to a foreigner. Each evening, relatives and friends would stop and visit, hoping to get a look at me and perhaps even have a conversation. At those times I was required to talk about the country I came from. Although I did not hesitate to mention the drawbacks of life in my homeland, they were convinced that I came straight out of paradise, where one could buy every object imaginable, where everything was possible.


The most exciting exhibition I could offer was to open my travel bag and display the different gadgets I was carrying. Again and again, I had to pull out the electric razor I had brought along, which operated on batteries. Each time I had to demonstrate how it worked, and each time they were completely dumbfounded. They had never seen anything so wonderfully strange and absurd in all their lives, none of them.


Soon we were having breakfast in the middle of the room, gathered around the large fireplace. Overcoming my instinctive disgust, I took small sips of the salty butter tea they offered. My taste buds and stomach were in rebellion, but I had been assured that beyond all doubt this drink was particularly good for my health. The intensity of my repugnance had withered to the point where I could swallow the tea down like a champ. But as I drank I always had inquisitive eyes fixed upon me, searching for an unusual grimace on my face, which would then become the topic of animated conversation among the guests.


Everyone knew that my departure was coming soon. The merchant had told me the day before that things were prepared from his end. There was nothing to prevent me from moving on. No new snow would fall on the pass, he assured me. Conditions for the journey couldn't be better.


Our destination was a small village that lay two days travel away, in a remote valley quite high up in the mountains. The merchant had promised to provide a mule for me as well. I was told more than once that the journey would not be easy. He wanted me to be clear about this.


While living in the first village, I had often gone to visit its oldest resident. Some said he was ninety-six years old, but no one really knew if that was right. His withered body consisted now of only skin and bones. The experiences of a long lifetime were etched into the form of his being. He spoke slowly and was constantly coughing, but his eyes were lively and his mind was clear. In the village, no decision could be made without consulting him. I had already had some very interesting encounters with this elder. But on this day I was going to say good-bye.


Soon after I entered his hut, a mischievous grin appeared across his lips. He asked me if I could do him a small favor. "Of course," I answered right away. But I had not the slightest idea what he wanted.


He hesitated awhile before finally speaking his wish, "Would you leave me your electric razor?" Now I was dumbfounded, and I had trouble not laughing out loud. This request was one I really hadn't expected.


"Before I leave, I will bring the machine to you." I replied spontaneously. The eyes of the elder lit up in youthful delight. I too was pleased that I could provide some joy for this old fellow.


Very early the next morning, I was standing with my belongings below the house at the village square. Almost all the residents had gathered, wanting to bid me farewell. The merchant waved me over to him. He had provided a mule as promised and communicated that he wanted me to pay for it immediately. Thrown over the back of the animal was a grimy old blanket that was included in the price. Two other mules and several yaks with their backs loaded up with more supplies also waited patiently for our departure. These yaks, mighty archaic creatures with shaggy manes and huge horns, were very impressive. They exuded power and stamina, qualities essential for anything attempting to survive in this harsh climate.


The merchant was accompanied by two helpers, both of whom eyed me distrustfully, almost fearfully, from a distance. It hardly mattered to the merchant who I was or where I came from. The important thing for him was that he got the price he wanted.


Everyone in the village knew this dealer and wanted to know exactly how much I was paying him for his services. The unanimous consensus was that I had been given a fair offer.


Upon my departure, each person wanted to shake hands. As I festively handed over the electric razor to the elder, everyone clapped with joy and nodded their appreciation. The elder's oldest son offered a gift in return, a thick coat. He was sure it would be useful at some point. Finally, they wanted to know if I would be passing through the village on my return journey. At this time, I couldn't give them a good answer. I had no sense of my return at all.


The path leaving the village and heading down through the valley was full of stones, but we managed to make good progress, as the merchant continually reassured me. The cold felt harsh to my body in the early morning hours. I soon wrapped myself up in the coat I had been given.


In my imagination, I was picturing my first meeting with this master. I pondered how I would greet him and how I would form the first significant questions I wanted him to answer. I was certain that within three weeks I would have gathered the necessary information and could make plans to return home. Still, I was firmly resolved not to let myself be satisfied with philosophical theories. I wanted to get to the true substance of things, as I had always done in my investigations.


After the midday break, we started to follow a steep, narrow path. This was the beginning of our ascent to the pass. We hiked along for several hours, the snow-covered peaks on the horizon appearing more plentiful and imposing as we climbed. The air became thinner as well. At some point there was no longer a recognizable trail. As I struggled to breathe and sensed the vast silence, broken only by the shrill movements of the wind and the tapping hooves of the mules, a sense of loneliness engulfed me. I had never known this feeling before. I felt lost.


With the overwhelming landscape surrounding me and all of the things my senses were absorbing, something from very deep inside was being brought to the surface, something difficult to explain. Invisible shadows, frightening anomalous feelings, began to crawl up from the deepest trenches of my being. At some point I realized that these were suppressed fears and insecurities that had taken hold within me. I had never been fully aware that I was carrying these things around.


Immediately my way of observing shifted. I saw with abrupt clarity that everything I was taking in from the outside was not and could not be separate from the one seeing, the subjective observer, me. They couldn't be two different things. Yes, what I believed I was seeing outside was in truth something that was in me, something in my own inner being. The thing assumed to be outside was an image formed from my senses of something within, a reflection of my own mind.


But if everything I saw was nothing more than a manifestation in my own subjective consciousness, how could those things have any reality? Could anything I saw be real?


As these questions appeared, I had reached the limits of my mental power. An encounter with an expert in such matters was imminent, so I decided to let this so-called master elaborate on these things when I met him. Perhaps I could eventually obtain some deeper insight. At least I could hope so.


Without my really being aware of it, an increasing intensity of such hopes and expectations was mounting inside me, from one hour to the next. What would my meeting with this person be like? Somehow I had already formed an image of how the master would be. I saw him in front of me and had the intuitive sense that I already knew him quite well, though of course I had never actually seen him.


The merchant snapped me out of these contemplations. With a loud shout he drew our attention to a huge hanging cliff up ahead. A small stone hut was situated beneath it, protected by the extended outcropping. Dusk had gently draped itself over the mountains. We had hardly stepped inside the hut when darkness consumed the last fragments of daylight. The merchant had known exactly how long the trip from the village to this shelter would take. What would have happened if we had still been underway in this blackness of night in these high mountains? I chose not to think more about it.


That night a storm arrived, a storm that raged like nothing I had ever experienced before. The wind howled as if a gaping chasm had opened deep within the mountain, from which countless agonizing voices could be heard, shrieks that rose toward and beyond the surrounding peaks. Then the gates of heaven opened, and it began to pour rain. An enormous amassing of water was released, washing and purifying every nook and crevice in these mountains and valleys. There was something terrifying in these immense forces of nature, and something fascinating as well.


The merchant's helpers prepared a simple meal. Soothing heat spread from the fireplace and expanded throughout the room, pacifying my private tumult. For my fellow travelers, such rapid and intense weather changes were nothing unusual. In the middle of this violent storm, one of the helpers had left the hut to visit the stalls nearby and feed the animals.


The merchant and I talked well into the night, accompanied for a long while by the snores of our assistants. He could hardly believe that I had chosen to undertake such a journey. To think that I would have come to these high mountains to look for a yogi, whose name I didn't even know! Perhaps the guy I had heard about was simply a screwball who didn't want to get married. The merchant suggested this possibility with a comical grin on his face.


I had to admit that after a while I, too, had come to regard my plan as absurd. But I was there, and I was intent on finding this man as soon as I could.


As we left the hut the next morning, the sky was shining brightly, everything around us pure and crystal clear. A very special light reigned at this altitude, offering a mild and friendly luster in steep contrast to the snow-covered giants, which emanated a sense of something unapproachable, untouchable.


We climbed higher and higher, the animals trudging through snow that came to their knees. The air became increasingly thinner. Each movement forward became a strenuous effort. By late afternoon we had finally reached the top of the pass and could begin a slow decent, much to my relief. I was having difficulty with my heartbeat and blood circulation at these elevations.


Hardly a word was spoken along the way. A few commands were uttered to the animals, as they skillfully carted us on their backs through the coarse terrain.


We arrived at a stone hut where we would spend the night, reaching our destination as planned, just as darkness was overtaking the vast sky above. The merchant explained to me that his ancestors had built this hut many years before. All the men in his family had been merchants for generations. As soon as his three sons were old enough, he wanted to bring them on his business travels, just as his father and his father's father had done. He proclaimed that his sons would have to become so familiar with the paths that they could find their way in their sleep. That was the family tradition. A measure of pride could be discerned from the merchant as he spoke. He casually added that he was the only one of the villagers who made it over the pass several times a year, carrying vital provisions and mail back to the locals.





WARM SOURCE


Inexplicably, anxiety appeared, holding me in its clutches. Was it because of the upcoming encounter with this master? Did he perhaps already know I was coming? A confusing multitude of uncontrollable thoughts flashed through my mind with lightning speed. The helpers had gone off to sleep near the animals. Except for the uneven breathing of the merchant, no sound could be heard.


At the break of dawn our helpers appeared again with the animals. The guide secured the hut with a huge padlock. I was uncertain whether I had slept at all. A cold gust of wind tore me out of this strange mind state. It had snowed during the night. The entire landscape looked as though it was covered with cake frosting, glittering in the pure clear air. The view was immaculate.


The merchant seemed to be in a hurry. He constantly pressed the yaks to keep pace. We hadn't traveled very far when we suddenly came upon a deep gorge. Stretched over the chasm was a primitive, very unstable hanging bridge. The thought of having to make this crossing sent a rush of blood to my head. But I had no time to skulk in my uncertainties. The merchant gave us firm instructions about what needed to be done. We were to take the animals by their halters and lead them carefully over the planks. I knew for sure that this would be a delicate operation. If one of the animals became frightened and jerked back, we were lost. To my bewilderment, the merchant went to each of the large creatures, stroked the animal on the head, and whispered a few incomprehensible words into its ears. We then approached the bridge, and the animals calmly and cautiously proceeded along the weather-beaten boards.


I made efforts to breathe slowly and deeply and keep my eyes focused on the animal making progress in front of me. I didn't dare to look down and navigated my thoughts with feverish desperation toward completely irrelevant mental pictures that I could cling to...it seemed the task of moving over this bridge would never end.


Finally we arrived at the other side. In this moment I knew much more profoundly what it meant to be on solid ground. The merchant offered me a warm glance, and I appreciated the amiable look of understanding in his eyes. My debilitating fears had not gone unnoticed. As I caught his gaze, he gave a slight nod. He then turned and summoned the animals to continue onward. Not another word was spoken about it.


We continued on for a while before coming to another halt. The merchant dismounted again and waved me to come closer. I looked over at him, unsure of what he wanted. As I came near and finally stood next to him, he pointed to the area below us.


Was I dreaming? Could this be real? A small valley lay in front of us, so green, so lush, so magnificent that I rubbed my eyes again to be sure I wasn't hallucinating. I could never have imagined that this kind of abundant vegetation could flourish at this altitude. The merchant, who noticed my amazement, spoke in his laconic style.


"Special place."


As they caught sight of all the green foliage, the yaks snorted loudly and clicked their tongues with anticipation. They would soon enjoy an extended rest amid this thriving plant world as reward for their arduous efforts. For the moment, however, the merchant would have to use all his wisdom and cunning to keep the animals from indulging on the wheat and soft grass along the trail before reaching our destination. To keep the hungry beasts from coming to a complete halt, the merchant spoke to them, whispering soft words, which they seemed to understand. The knowledge that they must continue now, with the reward of a meal soon to be provided, seemed to have been communicated successfully. They obediently resumed their pace, moving toward our destination.


The landscape here was marvelously fertile. There were orange groves and trees with other small citrus fruits surrounded by red flowers, which I later learned were poinsettias. It was a tiny fleck of paradise, hidden in the vastness of this mountain world.


As we entered the village, my astonishment was even greater. The people I encountered had red hair, glittering yellowish eyes, and unusually fair skin. I had seen no one with any features like this since entering these mountains.


There were stark differences in their manner as well. Until now I had met extroverted types who were curious and not hesitant to approach me. The people here were just the opposite. They seemed extremely introverted and shy. And there was something very calm about them. They emanated a serenity that seemed to extend through the entire valley.


I was observed from a distance. I caught their restrained glances, which fell upon me as if I had arrived from another star. The questioning expressions on their faces spoke volumes. Obviously, no one here could imagine what a foreigner was looking for in this region so far removed from the rest of the world.


Near the main square of the village, we turned down a small side street, the merchant guiding his mule nimbly down the road. He spoke to me in an easy tone, "Come on, we are here. I will introduce you to my brother and his wife."


He opened a door, and we entered a small shop where one could find all the necessary provisions for living in this region: groceries, clothes, and simple tools for farming. The woman behind the counter was in the process of selling a sack of grain to an old man when she noticed us. Calmly, but obviously filled with delight, she greeted us and called to her husband, who quickly appeared, scurrying from the back room of the store to meet us. I noticed immediately that the merchant's brother had only one eye. Where the other belonged, there was only a small oddly shaped opening.


The merchant soon explained to his brother the purpose of my journey, which caused him to shake his head back and forth. But he assured me right away that I could stay with them as long as I wanted.


The large living room next to the shop was also the storage room. The merchant's helpers began carefully hauling and stacking the goods we had brought on our journey. The wife closed the shop and sat down with us. She was then informed of the reasons for my arrival. Rather than shake her head, her reaction was a friendly nod in my direction. I took this as a good sign and felt more at ease. Perhaps she could even help me find the person I was searching for. But I had just arrived and held back my inquiry for the time being.


Soon the two men were deeply immersed in discussion of business affairs. The wife went off into a corner of the large room and disappeared. A moment later she returned with a small child asleep in her arms. She handed to me a little girl who I immediately noticed was ill. She was tiny, pale, and withered to the point of being little more than skin and bones. The mother hoped I might have some medicine with me that could help her.


Luckily, I had brought along a small cache of medical supplies. After hesitating for a time, I decided on one that I hoped might do something to help. The mother was overjoyed. She was absolutely certain that this strange foreign medicine would manifest a complete recovery for her daughter. I, too, hoped with all my heart that this would be the case but tried to explain that we couldn't expect miracles. My warnings fell on deaf ears. The parents were steadfast in their conviction that now nothing could hinder the process of healing they so sincerely wanted for their suffering child.


The next day, to my utter surprise, the child was feeling better. The parents were, of course, overjoyed.


As the opportunity presented itself, I finally mentioned my pressing inquiry, my search for the master, and asked if they could help me find him. Instantly, lines appeared on their smooth foreheads. "There is someone like that around here. He lives in a cave not far away, but I have never seen him. Most of the people in the village say that he is a madman. Everyone is frightened of him and tries to avoid him. As to where he lives, I only know that his cave should be over there, on that southern slope." She pointed to the large mountain across the valley, which was visible between the citrus trees in her garden. "It would certainly take four hours of hard walking to get there. I know someone who can guide you." As she spoke, I could see she was pleased to be able to return a favor.


The merchant and his brother came out to meet us in the garden. We sat down in the shadow of the fragrant fruit trees. The merchant spoke thoughtfully. "You are worried that you have made such a long journey, and that it may all be for nothing." He was right. I had doubts. Had I actually undertaken this long, strenuous journey only to arrive at my destination and be confronted with a crazy old man? I would have to find out, and the only way was to meet the person myself.


The wife continued to appraise me with her huge, inquisitive eyes. I asked her about the guide she had mentioned and gathered that he, too, was a member of the family. I wanted to know for certain that he was willing to accompany me in the morning up the mountain so that I could discover just who and what I had come all this way to find.





MAGICAL AWARENESS


We spent the day visiting family members and wandering with them through their lush green fields. Each time we approached someone, we immediately received a warmhearted invitation to tea and sweets. My digestive organs worked hard to process the assortment of offerings I was putting into my mouth.


Outside the village were several hot-water springs. In places the water spouted up and out, generously covering the surrounding earth with moisture. The villagers had left a few buckets there, collecting water to be used for bathing and washing clothes.


The sun had barely withdrawn its last glimmering rays when the air became abruptly cold. Before I lay down on the simple bed I was provided, the merchant shared with me his plans for traveling back over the pass. He said that if I wasn't ready to leave by the time he departed, I could wait at his brother's place until his return.


The next morning, I awoke with mixed feelings; my heart was filled with anxiety and darkened with a menacing sense of foreboding. My guide was already standing at the door. He was accompanied by a small girl who relentlessly tugged on the maroon skirt he was wearing. The two sat down to eat with us.


As we ate the brother of the merchant took time to explain why the young girl accompanied my guide and to tell me her remarkable story. She was truly unusual, an enigma to everyone in the village, but she was adored and venerated by all of them. As a child, she had hardly learned to speak when she began to pray at sunrise and sunset. At these times she spoke repeatedly of a great invisible teacher. Because the villagers were convinced that the girl's presence provided protection and brought good fortune, she was always taken along on lengthy journeys.


Fixing my glance on this unassuming, mysterious child across from me, I resolved at that moment to mention her story in my book. I had concluded for myself that this phenomenon must be connected to experiences of a previous life. When I shared my thoughts with the others, they confirmed my hypothesis.


But my mind took a quick turn to skepticism. I became aware of a stream of destructive thoughts. I felt agitated and wanted to question everything I had heard. But I managed to catch myself before I offended anyone and resolved to let go of those initial critical judgments and remain open-minded.


Once again I was aware of the preconditioned narrow views I clung to. I seemed to be held in an invisible straitjacket, as my mind flaunted its attitude of superiority and rational omnipotence with an unbearable conceit.


We had hardly left the village behind when the young girl took my hand. She danced and sang continually as we walked. She was amazing. She shared only exuberance, never showing the slightest hint of displeasure with the world.


We entered a densely wooded area. This forest was like a jungle. Looking out from the village, I had already noticed that the tree line here was very high. The temperature was comfortable, and the damp earth emitted a delicate fragrance. Something of the open and unassuming character of the people I had met had rubbed off on me as well. I felt as if my soul had been given a warm embrace.


The higher we ascended, the more impenetrable the forest appeared. At a certain point the guide stood before a small stream that flowed tranquilly back down to the valley. "From here, you have to go alone. Follow the stream farther up the mountain. The stream runs by the cave where the master lives. You can't miss it." As he was giving me these directions, I could sense uneasiness in his voice.


I was confused. I had assumed without question that he would accompany me until I reached my final destination. I had to express my disappointment. I asked him, "Why don't you go on with me and lead me there yourself?" He only rolled his shoulders, said his farewell. He and the young girl were off before I could do anything to stop them.


Within moments I was completely alone, standing in the middle of an impenetrable and unfamiliar forest. An occasional birdcall and the soft splashes of water against the stones in the streambed were the only sounds that interrupted an almost eerie wall of silence. I had hardly become accustomed to my situation when a creeping sense of helplessness began to gnaw at me. To combat it I began to hum a tune and quickened my pace along the trail.


The cave couldn't be far. I intently followed the path up the steep incline. As I walked, new worries began to turn in my mind like an endless merry-go-round, as I searched frantically for the ideal way to greet the master and articulate the reason for my visit.


Gradually the forest thinned. Like a shadow, I escaped out of the woods and came into a huge clearing. Here, I saw the cave carved into the side of the cliff. In front of the entrance was a fireplace. Next to it sat a figure who seemed to be cooking something. The man had not seen me yet. I thought I would stay at a distance and observe him awhile.


My feet sank into the ground. In a matter of moments, all my senses were drowned in the deepest pool of disappointment. The person I saw hunching over the fire was a small, stocky man with thinning gray hair. He was wearing a faded old shirt and baggy pants. Completing this wretched vision were the filthiest feet I have ever seen. Was this the master I had come to see, whom I had traveled for so many weeks to meet?


I was seized with rage. How could I have been so naive? How could I have believed those people who sent me here? The man I was looking at was certainly nothing more than a mountain farmer, who had for some absurd reason retired to this place.


For the sake of protocol, I took the final steps of my journey, intending to introduce myself formally. I approached him. But ... was he deaf? I was standing right next to him, but he hadn't noticed my coming at all.


As I finally began to open my mouth and speak, he quickly glanced up. "Hey! Go get some water from the stream." This was all he said, and before I could get over my disbelief he had already pressed a pitcher into my hand.


Though annoyed that he would presume such authority, I ran to the stream, filled the pitcher with water, and returned to the cave. He held the jug to his mouth, and in two swallows it was empty. "More," he said, again using a commanding tone. Once again I was on my way to the stream, irritated and confused, holding an empty water jug in my hand.


I was soon seething with anger. I wouldn't allow this guy to boss me around, not again. As I ran back to the cave with the full jug, I began to think up plans for my return journey. I wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible. The villagers had been right. This person was a madman after all.


Once again I was standing in front of him. "Sit down. We want to eat," he said. He disappeared into his cave and returned with a second set of eating utensils, which he set down near my feet. The meal was simple and tasted good. As I chewed my food, my anger gradually began to subside. Meanwhile, the less than friendly cook smacked his lips over and over again, obviously engrossed and contented with his meal. It seemed he no longer was aware of my presence.


I had forgotten all the things I had planned to say, all the questions I had painstakingly prepared. It was as if an invisible windstorm had passed through my mind and taken everything with it. I said nothing. Since this old man wouldn't talk either, I supposed he wanted to remain silent during the meal, believing perhaps that the preparation and eating were a ritual act of some kind.


After the meal, he spoke again. He asked me in detail where I had come from and why I had wanted to visit. I decided not to ask him any of my more serious questions until he directed the conversation a little deeper. Perhaps there were customs in the mountains that I didn't know about. I didn't want to offend him.


We washed our hands and cleaned our plates and utensils with the water I had brought back in the pitcher. As we were finishing up, I thought to myself in anticipation, "Now is the time he will really want to talk." But he only let out a loud belch and grabbed hold of his stomach with both hands, perhaps to signify the successful gratification of his appetite. Then he lay down on the floor, stretched out flat on his back, and shut his eyes. In a moment he was sound asleep.


I was in utter disbelief. I had never met anyone like this in my entire life. I couldn't understand him, nor could I classify him according to any category of human being I had ever heard of or read about. Once again a huge cloud of anger arose within me, my mind boiling over with the most terrible expletives my memory managed to retrieve. Though I said nothing, I cursed him vehemently. Only after all the nasty rubbish stored in this venomous old closet of indignant words had emptied was I able to be calm again.


But this was not all I was experiencing. I had to admit to myself that his totally unconventional behavior was rather intriguing. I had never witnessed anything like it. I was also baffled by my own situation. How long had I sat there already, waiting for this strange guy to open his eyes!


I knew I had to get out of this place as quickly as possible. But evening was falling. I reckoned it was too late to try to get back to the village. I would stay the night there.


Darkness approached swiftly. Overhead, infinite variations of color and shadow were manifesting. The early evening light cast a gentle spell on me. The sky seemed to represent a massive work of art, endowed with inexpressible beauty.


I continued to wait for the fellow to wake up. My intention was to ask his permission to spend the night with him in the cave. As these thoughts went through my mind, it seemed as if I had shot a message directly into his sleeping brain. Just as this request appeared in my mind, his eyes opened. In an instant he was on his feet. His smooth movements displayed a grace and nimbleness I would never have expected from him. He then spoke to me. "Come, I will show you where you can sleep tonight. It's good that you have a thick coat. It will be quite cold during the night."


The space inside the cave was much larger than I had thought. According to my scan around the small cavern, dishes and cooking gear, some sleeping mats, and a primitive travel bag were all the worldly possessions he had. He rolled out one of the mats in the farthest corner of the room and signaled that this was the warmest spot inside the cave.


I was exhausted and lay down immediately. But within a few breaths, a distinctive smell quickly disrupted the relaxation I had anticipated. I followed the odor back to my host. No way was I going to be able to sleep with this stink in the air. "He reeks like an old mountain goat. Surely he hasn't bathed in weeks," I thought to myself as I lay there, fully awake, with my eyes shut. As my thoughts whirled, one point of reflection offset the offensive stench of my host; I didn't smell like a field of fresh flowers either.


I must have soon fallen into a deep state of unconsciousness, because when I awoke, it was full daylight outside, and the strange fellow I had met the day before was nowhere to be seen.


I waited again. Hours went by. I would have preferred to leave that morning, but I chose to stay near the cave out of politeness. Finally, he returned with a huge pile of dry wood tied neatly under his arms. He nodded to me in a friendly way, walked up next to me, and began to sniff me over like an animal. He spoke brusquely, "You reek like an old mountain goat! Come, let us have a bath." My brain began to erupt. Huge doubts filled my frontal lobe. After only two short sentences, I had become absolutely miserable.


A few moments later he was taking me by the hand. We flew at a breathless tempo up the rugged mountainside until we reached the snow line. I hoped, at this point, that we had arrived at our goal. I had already reached the limit of my endurance. He wasn't unaware of my fatigue, and we stopped to rest for a short time, this weird man next to me content to stand barefoot in the snow. He gazed at me in my decrepit condition, now showing kindness in his eyes. I would never have guessed that he was in such good shape. Looking at the figure he presented, I had assumed the opposite.


I had hardly managed to recover my wind when he silently started off again. I followed along, and soon we were stomping through an immense snowfield toward the top of the mountain. We then crossed an extended rocky plateau, where we had a breathtaking view of the mountains ahead, each taller than the one before. Suddenly we came to a small lake of ice-cold water formed from the surrounding snow.


With two swift hand movements, he was naked. Before I could believe my eyes, he had jumped into the icy water and was splashing around. "Come in. You really must have a bath. You smell awfully bad."


I felt numb inside and out. "He wants to see me fall apart," I thought to myself. I wasn't about to give him the pleasure. He obviously didn't know with whom he was dealing.


"I don't have a towel, and the water is far too cold. Down below in the valley there's a warm spring. I'll have a bath there. It will be much nicer." I spoke in a detached voice, or I tried to.


"You don't need a towel! And it doesn't matter if the water is warm or cold! You have to be clean for your return journey. Come in! Take a bath!" His tone was strong and uncompromising.


"OK, so that's it," I thought to myself. "He actually wants to get rid of me as quickly as possible. Well, it won't be so easy." With that thought I flung off my clothes and jumped into the water.


Oh!!! I felt as if I had been instantly transformed into a block of ice. I couldn't feel any part of my body and could hardly draw air. I lost the feeling of having a body at all. All of my senses, inner and outer, were instantaneously directed to one point, to one thought, "Get out of the water, or you will die."
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