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Agatha's Christmas tree


The old woman, who everyone used to be a little afraid of at first, lived some distance from the edge of the town in a lonely house by the forest. Perhaps that was the reason people were afraid of her. On top of that, there was the fact that long after the end of November she still had carved hollowed-out pumpkins placed on her veranda.


In addition also Korax, an old, experienced raven, together with his splendid son, Krakan, and his strikingly good and beautiful daughter, Kiara, often would sit with her on the veranda. Kiara was particularly small but her eyes were much larger than those of other ravens. Krakan was, next to Kieran, the most splendid raven far and wide, and Korax was easily recognized by his once broken shiny, black wings. After all - a rather strange, lonely old woman surrounded by pumpkins and ravens that was enough to get people talking. Naturally they called her a witch, and not only privately, unfortunately. Of course they forbade everyone, and that included me, to ever approach her house.


Although I was almost 13 years old – and so almost grown-up – I obeyed that instruction to the letter. My fear was much stronger than my curiosity. At least up until the day when I first encountered Korax. In reality you couldn’t really call it an encounter.


The raven never approached nearer than five metres. Whenever I took a step towards him he retreated backwards. I don’t know why, but I kept trying again and again - and every time he moved back it looked like a strange, and yet not at all random dance, as if we had rehearsed it. Perhaps that is how it actually was – at least as far as he was concerned – because in this way, as if he had planned it as a sort of game, he lured me with this dance as far as the house of the old woman. As soon as I saw the pumpkins on the veranda and began to understand where I was, I wanted to turn round. But Korax and the two other ravens, who were also sitting on the veranda, began to scold me in chorus, as if they could tell what I intended. Startled, I stood quite still. And there she was, coming out of the house. She didn’t look at all like a witch.


Rather like a delicate, fragile doll with a skin which time had marked with thin, cute wrinkles all over her face. She gave me a friendly nod and sat down on her chair. Because she was small, her legs swung in the air. Nothing about her felt frightening. Quite the contrary. Just everything about her seemed to show a particular tenderness and kindness. I don’t know why, but I sat next to her on the veranda. Next to the pumpkins there was still room for me and I am happy that I didn’t run away that day. For how else would I have found out about the mystery of pumpkins and all the other things? The little old woman told me about it, and I had to promise her to pass it on to the world. She therefore told me about the mystery of the pumpkins and many other stories. Since she was very old, one day the chair in front of the house was empty.


Perhaps that has something to do with the fact that, to this day, I find it hard to look at empty chairs, because I still think back to that day with feelings of horror. Korax too died only a short time after her. Somebody had said that ravens could live to almost the age of sixty, if they only wanted to. I know that they can live to an old age but I have never believed the figure of sixty. But one thing was definitely exactly as I tell you. When Korax died, all the ravens from round about came to mourn his death. They sat in the trees around the house in which the old woman, by the name of Agatha had lived, and they croaked their sorrow loudly into the forest for all to hear.


Kieran, Kiara and I firmly promised each other to hold onto the memory of both of them and to share their stories with as many as possible. Each in his own way. It is not an everyday story and I feel that under no circumstances should it be forgotten and lost. Not this unique story and not this very special woman!


Even the time that I happened to steal her dented old blueberry-jug in the forest – she didn’t hold that against me. I wanted to keep the memory of the old woman inside me. Everything that she stood for. Of course it is a fact that deep down every person is something special. And so it follows that the story of every person should deserve to be recorded. But that falls outside the scope of what is possible for me. And so I am limiting myself to what I can actually do, namely to prevent this story from falling into oblivion.


Sometimes it is the only thing that someone can do. And if people sometimes feel that this isn’t really very much I just must contradict them. I feel that it is something. Perhaps not a lot, that is true. But it is SOMETHING. And this SOMETHING can sometimes actually be pretty important. There was nothing that you couldn’t talk to her about, and vice-versa there were also really no limits. Agatha talked about things that others would not have talked about so openly. In this way she talked about death. She said it was part of life and that there was no shame in mentioning it occasionally. But in this way she had not only made friends for herself. On the contrary. I personally liked Agatha so much, but many people thought that, especially in the presence of children, you shouldn’t talk about death. Just as if it was something deeply indecent. Perhaps because people thought that children should be spared such things. And in a way that is hard to explain Agatha was always able to find connections between many things.


Perhaps that is to do with the fact that she simply understood everything. You could tell her things that you would have kept quiet about with other people. Like the time when I tripped over a stone and felt a little out of sorts. Who else but Agatha could you have told about it? So it was! She could put back together what would have stayed separated and broken.


Gradually the children in the neighbourhood came to love her. Although she was shunned by many other people, grown-ups in particular.


As happens everywhere in the world, the ban on visiting Agatha simply led to even more children approaching her house all the more curiously. But the parents knew nothing of this.


Generally grown-ups do not appreciate people who differ too greatly from themselves.


Nevertheless. Exactly how she managed that I can’t say to this day.


But the success she had in bringing the most diverse people together, this gift was still in evidence many years after her death.


Agatha, this was the name of the woman, listened to me mostly sitting contentedly on her rocking-chair wrapped in blankets, with her thin little legs dangling below her, as if she were a tiny old doll.


Her eyes were particularly clear and bright, and when you looked at her you knew that she was listening carefully to every word you trusted her with, and that she was one of the people who did not assume too quickly that they could understand you.


She took her time.


I could clearly tell that she was really taking the trouble to understand me.


And for this she took many long minutes and sometimes hours.


For that reason I also took trouble over her.


Not once did I try to seriously fob her off by saying something that was merely appropriate. Not a single time.


Often hours passed in which we sat there together without either of us speaking.


You didn't have to pretend to be in a good mood or even amusing.
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With her you could simply sit there. I liked that. Only the cawing of the ravens, who were often close to the house, sometimes broke the silence. This quietness and the peace there kept on attracting me to her and to her house. On some days that was particularly true.


One day during our weekly religion class such a strong feeling of anger had welled up inside me that I felt the need to call in on Agatha on my way home. Exceptionally she wasn’t sitting in her favourite rocking-chair but was loudly banging nails in to the dark beams in front of her dangerously rotting veranda.


She was vainly trying to repair something. But when she saw me coming she stopped this, sat down next to me on one of the wooden steps and listened to me.
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The religion class, in which the infinite power of God had been discussed, was weighing heavily on my heart. The words of the teacher seemed to me to be utter nonsense and I felt lied to by her. By her and by the whole world. Just not by Agatha. “What a tiny light God is, “I ranted. “Great power, she must be kidding! ““He can’t do anything! And when he can he doesn’t want to. “I had to think all of a sudden of all the misery, all the misery in the world and my own misery.


“Well yes,” said Agatha seriously


“What most people don’t know - and they don’t like me for saying it – he is actually only a little light. “


I looked at her in genuine amazement.


With adults this was not the sort of answer you would expect to receive. But Agatha would not let herself be fooled. On the contrary. As if to gather strength she continued banging nails into the veranda. “He is a really small light in a whirlpool of darkness and suffering. But he is the only light that was there from the beginning. The only one - even if it is a small light.” She looked at me attentively. “Hey, can you pass me over the box with the nails. I need a few more. “Finally, as she skilfully knocked the remaining nails into the rotten wood, she summarized her wisdom for me.


“So,” she began, “there is something else that people should know. That has to do with the light and with the person themselves.”


A few nails had to bear the brunt of this until she spoke again.


To be honest, I admired the strength and the determination with which such a small, fragile person could get this done. Even I at the age of thirteen was noticeably bigger than she was.


“The nearer you get to the light, the brighter it becomes, and in the same way the power that lived in this light can grow as well – together with you!“


She looked at me calmly then continued:


“God’s power depends with certainty on our own. Our light strengthens him (or her) - sometimes in a roundabout way. “She took another short pause and then continued:


“There just are no easy explanations for this.


Our understanding is limited and rotten, just like this wood here. And no more nails left anywhere …” Sighing loudly and shaking her head, she contemplated the floorboards.


I looked at her clearly questioningly, perhaps rather obtusely, and so Agatha summarized everything for me again. She could do that well, for one of her greatest strengths was her patience, apart from the skill with which she could stabilize old floorboards with a few precisely placed nails, not to mention her ability to listen so carefully or her great talent in dealing with crows.


“I only know that our light strengthens him, and that in the same way the absence of our light weakens him. So his power depends on us and also on the way that we deal with suffering and death, or with other people, with animals, with the world in fact. “I nodded.


Somehow that made sense. It didn’t sound as theoretical not as so totally incredible as what our religion teacher had tried to make us believe. Agatha looked at me, thinking, as she often did, before she continued to speak:


“But what he is, just this small light is again more powerful than is mostly accepted. “ So I tried to visualize this. “He is there, he is a light, and we will always be there – all the brighter the closer you are to him. He is perhaps also an it or a she – I don’t think that is what is important. “
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