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    preface


    THE SULTRY AIR HUNG above us like a sponge about to be squeezed. The animals and the rest of us waited, as if we all shared the same thought: when might a deafening thunderclap bring it to an end? My breath was short and fast; a cold sweat ran down my spine.


    The old monk sat facing me in his armchair, his gaze fixed on the infinite. Barely perceptibly, his lips began to move.


    “You have come to learn from me. That is good. But you are expecting explanations. That is not good. How does it help to smother everything in words? Of course, people feel at home when you do so: it is the disease of our times.


    “What you and others are looking for cannot be reached by words alone. It is alien and new, as unique as every individual is in this world.


    “To reach a true understanding with the tools we are given is almost impossible. We have to venture into the unknown and this requires courage, strength, and an open, watchful spirit. Fear of the boundaries of this new land is the chief enemy. The truth you seek recognizes no frontiers. You must be willing to go in any direction.”


    The old man’s breathing was as regular and calm as his speech. His gaze appeared to be concentrated on something invisible to my eyes. After a long pause he continued.


    “And how do you recognize the truth? Truth is life itself. That is why it is powerful and dangerous: where the day is, there can be no night. Truth leads you back to yourself and to all that is natural. It cures your dependency and drives away the dark fruit of your fears.


    “How do you set out on this quest for the truth? You must first abandon the little room that gives you your feeling of security but imprisons you. You will begin to understand the truth when you seek it with all your senses, with your entire being…”


    He turned his level gaze on me as he went on, “My words alone can never explain it all to you. They can only scratch the surface of all the wisdom spoken by the sages of old. Their true worth stays hidden.”


    “And where is it hidden? Where can I find it?” I asked impatiently.


    “Where can you find it?” he murmured as his gaze once again focused on something infinitely distant. Then, almost in a whisper, he continued, “Everything, however far apart, is connected.”


    “And how does this answer what I am looking for?”


    “You asked me where you would find the truth. You are finding it this very instant. You will find it in what people flippantly call ‘nothingness.’”


    After a while I rose to my feet and left. The monk sat silent and motionless.


    PART I


    The Silent Ones’ Message


    one


    IT IS EARLY EVENING and thoughts are forming in my mind without leading in any particular direction. It is not so that in this world all our thoughts are somehow part of a planned design and lead to an expected conclusion. No, they often come on silent footsteps, leading us in directions we had not planned or foreseen. They come as quietly as my horse’s gentle breathing and sometimes last no longer than a single breath.


    My horse is white, with a black mane. He is still a young stallion, but I see time creeping up on him as his mane pales a little more each year. As I feel him beneath me and think about him, life and death no longer hold any terrors. I am part of this horse and we experience life together: not life as perhaps I should see it but, dare I say it, life as it really is.


    I live in this magic environment: the fire-red stones, the precipitous cliffs, the desiccated vegetation, the tortuous channels gouged out by winter streams that for a short time spring into life; the golden sands that light up and glitter with the low autumnal sun lying on the horizon; the iron-rich rocks that seem to have split or exploded and demonstrate a degree of hidden strength that one cannot ignore—indeed, a force that I take in with every breath.


    This is where I live, in the valley of the ravens. On the horizon, gigantic rock formations reach into the sky as if being drawn upward to share in the might of the heavens. The landscape is peppered with ancient ruins, half-collapsed walls of old forts and dwellings, all woven together by the magicians of past centuries—fragmentary quotations that describe the passing of time but still radiate strength, life, and beauty.


    I feel blessed to live here in this land called Catalonia, which reaches from the Spanish foothills of the Pyrenees, up over the precipitous mountains and down into the French plains.


    On evenings like this I while away the hours in my horse’s company on the little terrace in front of the old house, breathing in the unparalleled beauty of this corner of the world. I know my horse also feels the energy these moments give us, and the resulting calm that settles on us. I allow my gaze to wander, taking in every new detail of a landscape that is picking itself up after the energy-crushing dryness and heat of the endless summer months. Here and there, flashes of green announce the imminent arrival of the wet period, the fleeting springtime before the crushing heat of the sun returns for another year.


    And this is how it is in winter: the sun is mild and gentle and a friend to man and beast. The nights are chilly and draw us all to the fires that burn continuously. When the ice-cold air that gathers in the valley beneath climbs toward us, the animals gather by the walls of the house and press themselves close against the warm stones.


    “Come quickly! You must come now! The little stallion—they’ve driven him into the steel cage—he’s bleeding all over and now he can’t get out. You must come quickly!”


    Fernando, our neighbor’s chubby son, has climbed the steep hill below us as fast as he can manage and only just has enough wind to shout out his message toward the rear wall of the house. He can’t see me but must have guessed that at this time of day I would be working with one of my stallions behind the half tumbled-down wall.


    Finally his little round, red face appears in a large hole in the wall, and he repeats his message before I can say anything to calm him.


    I have never seen this boy so animated before and decide to forego any questions: it is clearly an emergency. I lead my horse into his stall while I shout to Fernando to go straight to the jeep.


    A minute later we are bouncing down the precipitous stony track; the sun is already low on the horizon and even though here in the mountains we are over 100 kilometers from the sea I have, as I often do on evenings like this, the sensation of being able to smell fish in the air. As soon as the sun sets, the smell disappears and is replaced by the strong odor of the pine trees that clothe the slopes.


    In front of us, the old house looks across a wide dusty plateau; to the left of us the road, shored up by the ubiquitous, half-crumbled walls that cover the landscape, plunges down to the valley.


    Fernando points in an agitated manner with his little arms toward a group of men in front of us. “There they are, the idiots, and now they don’t know what to do!”


    “Calm down, Fernando! Let’s first see what’s happened.”


    We pull up in front of the group, which stands aside. The boy leaps out and starts to run toward the cage before Antonio stops him.


    “You stay put, Fernando, do you hear?”


    Only now can I see the tragedy: they’ve driven Pinto, a fiery young stallion, into the narrow steel cage, which is big enough to contain a bullock or a small horse but without leaving the creature the smallest room for movement. Whole herds are trapped by using this dreadful contraption. When the front and back gates of the cage are closed, no resistance is possible. In this case the stallion is thrashing about in such a panic that in addition they have used a serreta, a veritable instrument of torture. Sharp spikes are digging into the tenderest part of the horse’s nostrils and the rope attached to the serreta is now tangled around one of his forelegs. Any attempt to move him or indeed free him from the cage only increases his panic and tears his nostrils even more severely.


    Antonio, the manager, comes toward me, saying, “Este caballo es malo, malo, malo!” “He’s a bad, bad, bad horse!”


    Through gritted teeth, I take a deep breath before greeting him as civilly as I can.


    “You’ve a problem here,” I say. “What happened?”


    He replies but I am not really listening. I slowly approach the cage. I see the serreta, which by now has reduced the nostrils to a bleeding lump of flesh, and my blood boils. I pause a moment as Antonio looks questioningly at me. I go toward Jose.


    “Give me your knife,” I say, “and now beat on the back of the cage with your stick!” He looks over momentarily at his father, but Antonio is impassive and nods without saying a word. The youth does what I ask, and the little stallion jerks his head upward in fright and to one side. Now I can get hold of the rope to sever it. At this point his front foreleg is so bent that he is almost lying on his side; the right hind leg has slipped through the bars of the cage and every convulsion only aggravates his situation. I ask the group of men to back away from the cage and give me space.


    I gaze into the evening sky at the setting sun. I feel the calm. I feel the tension draining away. I feel the chaos of the situation like a knot—one that can gradually be undone. And so I finally calm the stallion.


    “Be still, little horse! Be still!” I know I have to get close to him without causing another panic attack. “Hand me a rope, please, Jose!”


    I can see that Antonio and the others trust me enough to leave me alone. Suddenly I feel as if I am observing the scene from a distance. I am aware of a change of scents in the air: The wind has veered to the southwest, and it is pleasantly warm as it blows softly up from the valley below, carrying the heavy scent of the herbs that carpet the hillside. I breathe deeply and slowly, relishing the beautiful, mild evening; I feel the warmth of the sun on my left cheek and the breeze ruffling my hair. Once again I take a deep breath and enjoy the soft, balmy air. My fingertips begin to stroke the sweat-drenched neck of the little stallion. His eyes are now half closed and he has become completely calm. Only the horse can hear my voice as I describe the beauty of the evening to him.


    For a moment or two I consider whether to remove the painful serreta but decide against it. My first task is to get him out of the steel cage. Only then can I decide what course to take.


    I start by feeding the rope under the angled foreleg and then around his neck. In doing so, I make it clear to him that, with one big heave, he must stand up. I pass the end of the rope over the top bar of the cage and give it to Antonio, asking him and the three others to pull on it with all their strength when I give the order. I walk quietly around to the other side of the cage and carefully pass another rope around the ankle joint of the trapped hind leg. I gaze out over the sweat-covered body of the horse and across the valley to the dark red sunset. My hand rests on the horse’s croup and I feel the little fellow breathing calmly. He gives a tentative snort through the blood that clogs his nostrils.


    It has only been a few minutes since we met, but already the mysterious bond between us is in place. The nature of this bond cannot be properly put into words. It is an indescribable sensation that rises from one’s innermost being, a pulsing, a soaring instant of awareness, a flash of understanding that one might doubt had taken place if it were not for the fact that the horse lies there peacefully, waiting and trusting.


    “Tira! Tira! Tira!” “Pull! Pull! Pull!” I shout toward the men and in the same instant I pull with all my strength on the rope that will free the trapped hind leg. With a terrific crack the horse strikes his head on the metal bars; he rears up with his left foreleg hanging outside the cage. Again he strikes the cage bars with a loud crack of his head. “Come on, boy! Once more, one more effort!” are the words going through my mind.


    I say to the men, “When he rears up again, pull like demons!” At the same time I increase the pull on my rope, as I shout, “NOW!”


    Again the horse strikes his head a fearful blow on the cage bars and then I am falling backward until I am stopped by hitting my own head on a post. I can still hear the sound of his hooves striking the steel bars, and I right myself in time to see him galloping away.


    Meanwhile Antonio has walked over to me and is asking if all is well.


    “Thank you! Thank you!” I say. “I’m okay.”


    “Este caballo es malo, malo, malo,” says Antonio, shaking his head.


    “No!” I say under my breath. “It’s you, not he, who is bad.”


    two


    I BELIEVE I AM INDEBTED first and foremost to the horses themselves for my understanding of how to deal with situations that require instantaneous action. It is they who have taught me to find inner peace, to live completely in the moment, to marry my existence to theirs and be part of the great current that embraces all living creatures in a state of total trust; to be one who watches with all my senses and concentration, recognizing that the distinction between good and bad luck has no relevance: it is only life that matters, life as opposed to not-life.


    The stallion is now standing quietly enough in a corner of the fenced area. The serreta is still clamped deep into his nostrils and clearly causes him dreadful pain every time he breathes, and even more so when he lowers his head and treads by mistake on the short piece of rope attached to it.


    Antonio comes over to me and goes on about what an awful horse this is, the worst he has ever experienced, that won’t allow anyone near him and only reacts with biting and kicking. This, he explains, is the reason for using the steel cage.


    I have already worked with a lot of horses that were more dangerous than this one. What makes the situation special is the injury this stallion has suffered. The pain and the panic, and not his true nature, now dictate his reactions. Before I can do anything I have to reduce the pain.


    Jose, Fernando, and the rest are standing on the other side of the fence and volunteering unhelpful remarks. I hear Antonio repeating his warning to me to mind myself because this is such a bad horse, and I wonder how such a basically good man could get things so wrong.


    By now dusk has fallen. It is a clear evening but the bright moon has not yet driven off the red sunset, which gives our scene an unreal quality.


    Jose brings me a long rope; I carefully drive the young stallion into a corner of the fencing. In spite of all his pain he seems to understand that I have his interests at heart. I now have to do something totally different from what I would usually do. I move closer and closer toward his croup and by means of little signals I get him to understand that he should turn his head toward me. With barely perceptible movements I am trying to build a common space in which he will accept me as a trusted horse—and one senior to himself.


    A situation like this follows the same path: it is a game in which the two sides learn about each other at a certain distance. The ceremony lasts only a few minutes, but out of it springs a deep and friendly relationship in which the rank of the participants is made absolutely clear. The horse can then face me with trust and without fear. He accepts me and knows that he is accepted for what he is.


    But there is still a very thorny problem I have to face: I’ve prepared a large loop with the rope in my hands and at some point I have to throw it around his neck. The little stallion turns his head toward me, and I lift my left hand high enough to throw the noose over his head with a single motion—but at that precise moment I see that I have moved too fast.


    Time freezes. I know the probable outcome, but there is nothing I can do except let my body react as it would naturally. Only in this way can I avoid disaster, but even as the event unfolds, I am considering how else I could have gone about it.


    The stallion rears up and bends his head backward and in the last fraction of a second I have to take my arm as far back as I can in order to slip the rope over his head. I know I should have found another way to do this as with my last ounce of energy I swing my hips to one side—but not far enough: The stallion lands a hard kick to the right side of my pelvis. An intense pain shoots through my body. I see the shadows of the men watching as they move toward me and shout to them to keep away. With all the strength I can muster, I anchor my left leg to the ground; the rope goes taut and the stallion falls down.


    He stares at me, and it is as if I am looking into his eyes for the first time: I see an intense and deep-seated look of sorrow.


    I am drawn to anxious horses. Why is it I like them so much? Perhaps because I’ve pursued what you might call the sensitive, almost anxious, path in life, and for this reason I like sensitive and fragile horses. I have gone down the same road. Isn’t it the timorous ones who must finally dare to overcome that timidity? Isn’t it the sensitive ones who in the end set aside their fears? Hasn’t it always been the hard-pressed, the failures, and the harassed that have risen in revolt?


    three


    it is not only this that we have in common, but also the pain. I try to relax, breathing deeply. Very little of the men’s state of excitement reaches me. I can’t understand why it never occurs to me in situations like this to turn away and not become involved, but I know better than to resist the great current of life that sweeps us along.


    Events now take their natural course. The horse has all his attention concentrated on me. We are both suppressing our pain in an effort to come out of this situation in which fate has involved us. Slowly, as if following a well-worn ritual, I begin to move my upper body. My right hand, holding the rope, has the measure of the problem, but I have to be totally concentrated because everything must work the first time. My leg hurts too much for me to be able to follow the horse or get out of his way.


    “Tranquilo, por favor,” I call out to the men, in case any of them has not understood that I am no longer in danger. My relationship with the horse is sealed; the moment has arrived when I can ask him to come to me, to follow me, and indeed to trust me without hesitation.


    I put all my weight onto my left leg and brace myself with the rope in my right hand; the stallion throws up his head and looks at me. I take a slow step backward, end our eye contact, and invite him in his own language to come toward me and to follow me. He makes a little enquiring snort and comes quietly over toward me. As if drawn by an invisible force, he comes to my hand with his head held low and follows my shaky footsteps.


    Pain is still disrupting my concentration, but in the few minutes that are left to me I have to make it crystal clear to him that I am superior to him in rank. He moves toward me and places his lowered head against my chest so that I can try to open the serreta. As I put my hand on it, he jerks his head to one side but without the slightest sign of aggression, and takes a step backward, and then comes up close again. This time I am able to remove the blood-encrusted steel from his nose and place a halter that Jose has handed me around his neck.


    None of the men utter a word; some of them make as if to come toward me, but Antonio holds them back. I know how ashamed he is of what has taken place as he quietly leads the stallion into his stall. I glance across at him and take my leave of the men. They ask me if they can help me in any way but I refuse, saying things are not really too bad. I maneuver my right leg gingerly across the driver’s seat of my jeep and start the engine. Antonio catches my eye and calls out, “He’s really docile. Extraordinary!”


    “I’ll be over in a day or two. Goodbye for now!” I call to him, but he’s already walking over to me. I lower the window and he sticks his round, red, bullet-shaped head through the opening.


    “Gracias!”


    “De nada—hombre!” I reply and attempt a smile.


    I drive up the dusty road until I reach the fork and continue a little way to the left before stopping. I move my leg tentatively before sitting quietly and breathing in the mild air of evening. I look to the left and let my eyes follow a stone wall that leads away into the twilight and the unending distance. The confusion of what has just happened begins to sink into my consciousness. It has been ages since I have been wounded by a horse and I have not yet come to terms with the reasons behind it.


    four


    A PAINFUL NIGHT FOLLOWS, and I am not much help to Emilio mucking out the stables the next morning. The pain in my hip is still severe and the swelling reaches right down to my knee.


    It is a beautiful, sunny spring day. I throw a few things into the jeep because I have to drive down to where the land is flat and by day smells of fish, where the sea touches the city of nearly five million inhabitants.


    My road takes me through a small village; on one side, a long row of dilapidated houses leans against the mountain and is bathed from morning till night in the rays of the low winter sun. As if I am the only living being moving across a painting, I drive past an old man in a blue jacket and dark cap, propped up against a wall.


    Now the roads are a little wider as I approach the town. How I dislike towns, and yet in this part of the world there is always something that appeals to me: Even in the coldest part of the year, people seem unaware of the stinking buses and the noisy vehicles. Children play games; old men sit about on benches or in groups. Narrow as the streets become, there seems to be a place for this kind of activity that has all but disappeared from the cities of my homeland.


    It has been some time since I have come here. In spite of the pain, I hobble along the wide pavement between lanes of traffic, under the plane trees, engrossed in my thoughts, past innumerable cafes and bars, little restaurants, and as many pigeons as people. I seek refuge from the midday heat in the shade of a café. At the next table a beggar is asking two girls for a cigarette. With friendly smiles, they give him a whole half pack. His eyes light up and I notice that under his arm is a cardboard carton with a bottle of cheap wine. The girls talk to him until the waiter arrives and chases him away. I sit watching the hustle and bustle around me, and I am aware of a deep unease inside me. I think of my mountains and yesterday’s little stallion. How much untapped and unspoiled energy does he still have? At least he is alive!


    But these people around me, jostling and hurrying—what makes them tick? What vision drives them? What moves them? What aim in life inspires them? What shining ambitions do they have? What adventures stimulate them? In all this hectic hubbub, what concerns them? What rewards do they expect? And even when they appear to be calm, what lies underneath in the hidden layers of their lives?


    A young man sits down near me on the rim of a stone basin containing a palm tree, in order to feed his puppy. My mind wanders back over the past year, considering the ebb and flow of nature that has been my constant companion; I can hardly grasp the strange fact that this glittering, agitated world exists only a short drive away from the one in which I have been buried, and seemingly has no idea that anything different exists. At this very moment I am aware of the contrast more than ever before. The hustle and bustle that surrounds me, the playful shadows of the bare plane trees, the rays of the setting sun on the rough walls of the café, all help to soften the constant, crippling pain in my hip and the memory of the desperate little stallion struggling to save himself. Unformed thoughts whirl about in my consciousness, but at the same time I am aware of the newfound strength and joy that the little chap must be experiencing.


    I wonder if it would ever be possible to see and to hear the world through the eyes and ears of a horse. With his senses, how would my understanding of what I would call life, strength, or feelings be experienced? How would I think of being really stretched as opposed to being politely exercised? Would it ever be possible to describe what I experience when I allow the wonders of nature to touch me or indeed to penetrate my being down to the very doors of my soul?


    Some people think of me as a charlatan; they believe that my relationship with horses is somehow dependent on hypnosis and magic tricks. But I ask you: Is not what I do a reflection of the most basic and simplest form of life, a life in which the brotherhood of every living creature is apparent?


    I linger a while in this pleasant spot, which seems like an island of sanity in the turmoil of the city. Since I feel no urge to hurry on, I remain, engrossed in my thoughts a little longer. It is not really so important to record what I actually do as to try to share the almost indescribable secrets that lie behind what I do. This is what I need to do for my own peace of mind and for the sake of the horses—and, indeed, for other people.


    Still deep in my thoughts, I climb back into the jeep; the pain that had calmed a little during the day now reasserts itself. I turn on the radio for distraction and listen to some twentieth-century music. For a few kilometers the lights of the city keep me company, but then I turn onto a small country road that leads up into my hills, back to my horses and the world I understand.


    The jeep’s old diesel motor bears me along at a leisurely pace as the road winds slowly upward. The moon shines bright and the trees cast long black shadows that settle my thoughts and give a peaceful rhythm to my progress. Driving is not my favorite occupation but on this occasion I enjoy the journey. The pain in my hip drapes like a thin veil over my being and is hardly noticeable. I let my thoughts lead me where they want to, combining the happenings of the day with the possibilities of the future. It seems as if the spirit revels in a peaceful warm space and wanders quietly in and out of reality to a dream world in which anything can happen. I am taken back to my early days in the mountains when this part of my life took root, and it presents me with difficult memories that are almost too powerful to relive: the first encounters with the wild horses and the time I shared with the old monk. Paloma makes a sudden appearance, high up in the semi-deserted village, and Puitschmal—the “evil mountain”—and that unforgettable, moonless night within the crumbling walls of the monastery. And then, of course, old Valenciano is there, too.


    My thoughts lead me back along my life’s path, a long and difficult journey, but one that has not finished yet and never will. A path that will take me to the limits of understanding and the gates of the great unknown.


    For some time the road has become ever more steep and bumpy. Having to engage the four-wheel drive announces our imminent arrival. I park behind the house just as Emilio is closing the last stall doors.


    “Another day over!” I say to him. He has drawn down his hat over his ears and his forehead, but his twinkling, well-disposed eyes stare at me out of his small, creased face. Standing by a half-open stall he hesitates a moment and then says, “Yes, another day less!”


    “Yes,” I reply, taking his point, “another day less.”


    five


    I QUITE OFTEN WORK and play with my horses late into the night, but on this evening, I do a quick check to see that all is well and sit myself down next to the fire. I will have plenty of time in the next few days and I need to turn all the conflicting thoughts that fill my mind from the day’s events into concrete plans for the future. Is there any possibility of putting into words what cannot easily, if at all, be written down? Is it not the path already walked in life that helps a person reach into the depths of the self and arrive at understanding? Would it not be possible for me to identify the key moments along this way that drove me relentlessly onward so that I could share them with other people? And could this lead on to that knowledge that governs my life today? And finally, would I be led to an understanding of that painful incident with the little stallion?


    I ease myself a little closer to the fireplace, and as I begin to put down, not without some difficulty, the words of my saga, the cold air settles in the valley below me and the horses press up closely against the warm stones of the old walls.


    PART II


    The Soft Breeze Wafted Over the Lake


    one


    YES, I STILL REMEMBER the time exactly. I had only been a few days up in the mountains, and it was as if a mysterious force drew me to a particular spot. These were days of waiting, of uncertainty, of farewells and new beginnings. I remember quite clearly that afternoon when I, as it were, buried myself in the cavity of a rock in order to escape the cold wind that was keening from the northeast. It was the time of year when the weather reinvented itself and all nature took refuge.


    I had still not exchanged more than a couple of words with the old monk. Again and again he withdrew and seemed to avoid the issue with strange, brief explanations. It was only much later that I realized that even at this early stage he was carefully laying the foundations of a structure that would only reveal its true shape later on. In the meantime I felt rejected and unsure of where I stood in my struggle with the forces of nature.


    And now the cold had set in: the mighty Puitschmal mountain—the “evil mountain”, as it is known to the locals—reared up in front of me, and below, in stark contrast, lay the black expanse of the lake. I crouched even farther back in the rock cavity, waiting for the rain that always follows in these conditions. I raised my eyes to follow the flight of a heron as it sank slowly down toward the water, but then watched it lift up again toward the rock face with a few powerful strokes of its wings.


    I witnessed what I had not expected at this time of the year. Soon it would be spring, but snow still lay up in the mountains so the heron still had time to explore different sites for its nest.


    I watched a little mare quietly going about her business, the grayness of the lowering cloud being so close to the color of her coat that she disappeared and reappeared from view, minute by minute, in the most mysterious way. I could sense that her gait was labored as if she were tired, but though my gaze was concentrated on her, I felt no corresponding emotion.


    At this point, I began to feel stronger, as though something in me was about to snap. My back was curved so that my insides felt uncomfortably compressed, but I raised my eyes and calmly connected with the passage of the horses. An intense trembling took hold of me as I filled my lungs with the cool, clear air. The stillness seemed almost unbearable: without thinking, I put my hands up to my mouth in the shape of a trumpet, took a deep breath, and feeling as if all my life wanted to break out of me, I shouted as loudly as I could to the evening sky.


    “Yegua, Yegua, Yegua!” “Little mare!”


    The echo of my shout returned, the words falling over each other, cleaving the wind and the stillness, but the mysterious comings and goings of the horses continued. Once again I raised my hands to form a loudspeaker and shouted defiance at the unimaginable power of what lay before my eyes: the mountain, the lake, the clouds, the horses, and yes, the little mare.


    Just in front of me there was a large stone, so large that I could not lift it, but I dragged it to the edge of the abyss and pushed it over. Time slowed as I watched it fall, and I had the sensation that I perceived it as the one visible mark of my existence.


    The momentum caused by pushing the stone dragged my body perilously forward until my foot found purchase on the stump of a tree. As if I had received a blow, my blood ran cold, and I watched the stone bounce off an overhang. It split into two: both parts struck the water at the same time. The water stirred, but soon the ripples ceased and the calm of a thousand years was restored.


    Slowly my tears began to flow and it seemed as if a calm had penetrated the innermost parts of my soul. I was hardly aware of the damp and cold of the evening that was by now affecting me. However, I felt as if, somewhere inside me, a dam had been breached and a little light had reached hidden parts of my being. I felt a life force combining with the sense of calm.


    My gaze lit on the house below me in the valley, and I could see that the old monk had started a fire. The scent of burning lavender wood filled my nostrils, and through the small window panes I could see the bright red light of the flickering flames, contrasting with the dark green, blue, and black outside.


    By that time it was getting colder. The horses had vanished; the soft wind was wafting across the lake; heaven and earth had agreed to combine forces and bury their differences. These opposing powers understood they had to live in harmony.


    I rose stiffly to my feet. I knew it would not rain again that day as I watched the moonlight flickering across the fissured wall of the nearest mountain. Nature, as if suffering from exhaustion, was resting quietly, and the wind was casting its spell on the shimmering water. I thought of the horses and their secret, which I had set myself the task of discovering. The fire down below drew me toward its comforting warmth and showed me my way through the darkness.


    two


    THE OLD MONK SAT facing me. This was our first proper meeting at which no one said a word. He was turned in on himself, and I waited patiently. Houses are a reflection of their inhabitants; they reflect the inner person. How hard and without feeling are the houses in cities where I had lived—how gentle and imbued with love these mountain houses seemed in contrast.


    I leaned back and breathed deeply and slowly. My gaze wandered around the modest furnishings of the room. In the middle was a large table on which generations of inhabitants had left their mark. Across one corner was an ancient wooden bench with worn, simple ornamentation. Through the uneven whitewash on the walls I could see the shape and structure of the stones. The aerial of the portable radio, perched on a ledge, had been replaced by a length of rusty, bent wire. The old man sat in front of me, unchanged. There was a feeling of well-being. Every object lived happily with its neighbor. The day’s stress fell away like a ripe fruit dropping from a tree. Yes, I thought, the old man can stay silent all night if that is what he wants. Images began haphazardly to cross my mind but soon addressed more and more the question of why I now found myself up in the mountains in a small house waiting to see if the old man in front of me would let me stay or not. It was up to him.


    Then the images took a step backward: I saw the flat fields of my home village, the little stream, the old watermill, fish in a rusty bucket whose mysterious movements I could watch for hours when I was a child. There was my grandfather, that worthy old man. And then there was the tree, the willow standing close up to the railway. A steep bank went down to the fields on the other side of the track.


    That tree belonged to me just as so many things in my childhood were a part of me: the beanpoles, the rusty old notice at the railway crossing, and my uncle’s accordion, which I would take with me when I went to visit the tree. Shrouded by thick shrubs, I had a great view of the surrounding fields as I sat comfortably on its large protruding roots, leaning against its massive trunk, lost in thought. I could see everything from that spot: the people working in the potato fields, how they spoke among themselves, laughed, or stretched their backs. I played the accordion only when the sound of voices and laughter told me that the wind was in my direction, and then quite quietly so that no one else could hear me. The tunes I played were only for the old tree and myself, and no one suspected that I was watching them or that it was I who could make time stand still, when I chose.


    I always went to my tree whether I was happy or sad, but then the storm struck. Yes, it struck, and the next morning everyone in the village was standing around my tree: I could see them all from far off and that was what made it so unbearable. It wasn’t so much that the poor tree was lying there and that for the first time I could really take in its huge size—it lay across the rails, reaching the first row of beanpoles and leaving a gaping hole in the ground. When it was alive, no one really appreciated it, but now that the storm had felled it, everyone was standing around gaping at it. That’s what I couldn’t bear or even understand. The wind was from behind me so I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I just stared from a distance—and indeed, I found I didn’t want to hear what they were saying. And because I couldn’t hear them it was like being in a dream. The pain spread slowly through every part of me, and I stayed until all the people had left.


    The wind was such that no one could hear me while it blew across the fields, through the beanpoles, and over the huge hole the roots had left, where I was now able to hide. The gentle tones I coaxed from my accordion that night mingled with the branches and made me unaware of the tears that ran down my cheeks. In the end I climbed out of my hiding place, and when I returned next morning to find them sawing the branches and the trunk into logs before dragging them away, I had come to terms with the loss. I listened to the men laughing as they split the logs into ever smaller pieces: the wood, they said, was no good for burning but fine for lighting fires and firing the laundry copper. I stood watching the faces of these men whom I knew and even liked, and felt I no longer understood them; the way they dismembered my poor tree as though it were of no importance made me say to myself and to my tree, “No, I won’t be like them.” I said to the tree stump, which was going to be there for a long time yet, “It’s no disgrace to be felled by a storm like that.”


    By now the fire had died down and I was conscious of how late it was. My thoughts swung back and forth between the blurred perception of the room with the old man facing me and the mental journey through my life until this moment. How odd it was to be watching all these events chasing each other and to end up in such an extraordinary place. The events involving the tree had remained vivid for many years, and their connection with my presence with the monk formed an inextricable bond like the links of a chain. What drove me there? Was it luck or the opposite? Was it the yearning of an unformed soul? Or the naïve pursuit of dauntless bravery or eternal joy? Or the questionable courage of the uneducated, who sense a fire laid inside them but have no idea what part to set alight first?
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