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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

GEM’S STORY



When I had finished reading the book, I felt light and elevated, as if I had drunk from spiritual nectar. Everyone with spiritual understanding will like this book.


John McMillan, multimedia expert, Jamaica


I have just finished reading Gem’s story. It is a beautiful story and very moving.


Janice Knight, Business Manager, Swindon, Great Britain


When I had started reading, I didn’t stop until I finished the story hours later. I got more and more caught up in it! I found it a very enlightening story. It reflects so many things that I (and surely others as well) struggle with on the spiritual path.


Dada Krpasundarananda, Monk & Meditation teacher of Ananda Marga, Mexico http://www.dadaksa.com


The spiritual dimension of the story is one that will appeal to readers of many faith backgrounds, Christian and non-Christian. Gem’s story was very helpful to me. I found the lessons in self-esteem and self-confidence that Gem learned very touching. Once a person reads a book, it forever becomes a part of him, for good or for bad. Gem’s story became a part of me for the positive!


Amy Gault Anderson, IN, USA


The most powerful, uplifting, and spiritual book I have ever had the pleasure of reading! Gem’s story touched my heart and soul, and gave me an extraordinary feeling of peace. The author, Joost Boekhoven, has done a splendid job of touching the hearts of others, and left me wanting more.


Kathy Williams, author of I Survived and Thorns of two Roses I think Gem’s story is a work of art. It’s a blend of psychology, philosophy and spirituality combined with a wonderful talent of writing. Such a sensitivity! I enjoyed it as much as I learned from it.


Cimen Keskin, Istanbul, Turkey


In this day and age of action, violence and sex in fiction and video, it’s a blessed relief to read something that restores and inspires; that speaks to the soul. Gem’s Story is a timeless fable, a gentle lesson in finding God, and, yes, a love story—but not the usual sort of love story. What the two main characters share is very special and rare, but the author imparts the hopeful message that we are all capable of this kind of spiritual love.


Francesca H. Kelly, USA, Former Editor-in-Chief of the web magazine Tales from a Small Planet;http://www.talesmag.com


I enjoyed ‘Gem’ very much and recommend it to anyone interested in spirituality and the spiritual path.


Acarya Viveka, Ananda Seva Mission


This book is a delight. Written in almost a hypnotic lyricism it tells the story of finding meaning on the path of life. I find it difficult to express the joy that I had in reading it. I have a hope, indeed a feeling that Gem’s Story will become a classic, revered and enjoyed by young and old.


Dawn Akyürek, UK, Teacher of English Literature


I’m a great admirer of Gem and have a lot of respect for her wisdom. I resort to this book every time I need some peace of mind, or need to commune with people I really care about, at times of inner unrest. I can’t come up with any adjective good enough to describe the benefit and positive influence that Gem’s Story can bring into one’s life.


Renuka Ramesh, India
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– Gem, you call your spiritual teacher “Master”. What is a Master?
– A master is someone who has mastered an art. A chess master has mastered the art of playing chess. A spiritual Master is someone who has mastered the art of living.


– Can I become a spiritual Master?
– You can—when you love yourself enough.


(from Ask Gem: personal answers to spiritual questions)







Prologue


Autumn, Second Moon


One of the birds that fly in big, lazy circles above our village must have seen him coming. In the beginning, he was only a speck in the endless plains. Later, the speck became a tiny figure. Still later, the speck grew into a man, a sturdy man walking steadily towards our village. He took slow, imperturbable steps as if nothing in the world could shake him.


The same bird might have seen me as well, a dark-haired girl sitting high in the tamarind tree near the center of the village. The late-afternoon sun felt warm on my skin, but I hardly noticed it. I had pulled up my legs until my knees touched my chin, and hugged them tightly. I was thinking.


I didn’t see the man coming. I didn’t know who he was.


I had no idea what would happen.





The Visitor




Where do we come from?


Why are we here?


Where are we going?


- Gem





Autumn, Second Moon, two-hands’ day


The dogs are usually the first to let us know. From my secluded place high in the tamarind tree, I could see them running to the market place today, barking and yelping to alarm us, and then running back again. Chickens scurried away to all sides; geese honked indignantly. In the light of the setting sun, pigs looked up from their digging in the mud between the huts and grunted their disapproval. Children joined in the confusion and ran in a cloud of dust towards the place the dogs came from, the western entrance of the village. It was like the times when my father and I entered a new village, with our ox-cart full of merchandise.


Finally, I saw the cause of all the commotion. It was one single man, tall, strongly built, walking barefoot and wearing a worn-out brown mantle. On his back, he carried a small bag. His beard was wild, and his head bald, except for a ring of very short brown hair. He walked slowly, with dignity, his tall frame straight. With the setting sun behind him, he threw a long shadow on the road.


His face showed he was fortyish, some twenty harvests older than I am. But his way of walking made me think of a wise old man. Somebody who had seen much, thought much, and understood much.


From my high viewpoint, I saw him walk down the street. From behind trees, children watched him; hidden in their houses, the adults looked at him. Nobody came outside.


I think I watched more intently than anybody else. He seemed somebody special. I felt a strange kind of peace looking at him. After a while, I got the feeling that I wanted to talk to him.


That made me quite uncomfortable. I hardly ever come out of the tree. I only do it to help with the harvests, or when there is a fire. My uncle gave me a hut near the river, but most of the year I stay in my tree hut. From that place, I can see much of what is happening in the village and nobody disturbs me. I have peace, and I can think about why we are living, where we come from and why people are as they are.


I like people—from a distance. Whenever I come down from the tree, somebody tells me it is long time I got married. There are enough women in the village, but people tell me about Ast, how strong he is, and Hari, how gentle he is, and about Vrek and At and what’s his name…


It scares me like anything. Imagine being in a hut with a strange man. Never.


So I stay in the tree most of the time. But now I saw the stranger reach the market place. He looked around. I saw him come to a decision.


He walked towards Bom’s house—and I knew he was walking straight into trouble.


Autumn, Second Moon, tenth day


I had been traveling for several days in this region and the languages seemed to differ considerably from village to village. I found it more and more difficult to make myself understood. An extra obstacle was that the concept of monk, a wanderer devoted to God who needs a bit of bread and a place for the night, seemed to be unknown in these places.


When I entered Pir this afternoon—I learned the village’s name only later today—I was tired and hungry. I saw people looking at me from a distance, hiding in their houses. Even the children didn’t come to me. Slowly I walked to what seemed to be the central place and let God guide me to a house.


At the opening of the hut, I called hello in the language of the previous village, hoping it would work here, and when I heard a grunt from inside I stepped in.


I found myself in a dark, smoky room. Two men and an old woman were sitting by a fireplace. I said the local equivalent of hello again, and was met by a suspicious silence. I tried a few other words that might be appropriate.


The silence continued.


The old woman finally muttered one word to the younger of the two men. He nodded slowly and stood up, his eyes on me. He reached for a long stained knife, which hung over the fireplace.


Local customs differ widely in this area, but I was fairly sure this was not part of a welcoming ceremony. I turned around and left the hut.


Just outside I stood still. The square was still empty, but I felt many eyes on me again. I looked around. Nobody showed himself. From behind me, in the hut, I heard slow footsteps coming. What did God want me to do here, I wondered?


At that instant, rapid light feet came down the street towards me. The next moment a young girl stood in front of me. I estimated her to be thirteen, fourteen maybe. She looked very serious.


Involuntarily I held my breath. She had beautiful long black hair, outlined by the setting sun behind her; her face was finely cut and had a touch of far away eastern countries. She differed from all other women I had seen in this area.


I always avoided women here. They were crude and had no sense of decency. But this girl was different. I saw now that she must be older than I guessed, maybe even twenty. Her subtleness had made me think she was so young.


She looked at the ground when she spoke to me. I didn’t understand her words, but I was struck by her voice. She sounded so humble.


She sounded apologetic. For what? For the behavior of her fellow-villagers here? No. I suddenly understood. She was apologizing for the fact that she talked to me.


I did something I never did to women. I smiled at her.


What struck me most was his dignity, and the gentleness in his face. There was no trace of crudeness. The gentleness even made up for his unkempt beard that gave him, at first sight, a wild appearance. With such a beard, he looked like one of the meandi, the madmen that roamed the plains around our village. Parents used to threaten misbehaving children that the meandi would come and take them away.


But this man was very different. I couldn’t believe nobody else saw it.


I knew that everyone was looking at me when I went to him. I felt so embarrassed. I never talked in public. I never talked to men I had not been introduced to. But he needed help. Bom stood behind him in the entrance of his hut, stroking his knife. Nobody would do anything if he killed the man.


“Maybe I can be of help …” I said to the stranger, softly, looking at the ground, trying to find words that fitted with his dignity. Suddenly the thought struck me that he might not want to talk to me, a mere girl.


But he smiled. His smile sent a wave of warmth through me. I almost lost my balance. This was not Ast’s possessive grin, or Hari’s anxious smile. It was a warm, giving smile. It reminded me painfully of my father. No one else had acted like this towards me before. I felt I could trust this stranger.


At the same time, that feeling was so scary, I wanted to run away and hide in my tree. It was only with an effort I could stay where I stood. I looked at the ground again, confused, ashamed.


After a silence he spoke. I didn’t seem to hear him clearly. He repeated himself. Then I understood. He spoke another language.


I searched in my memory. From the tours I had made with my father, I knew a lot of the dialects of this area, but none came close to what he had said. I tried a few words in one of the dialects, then in another. He looked questioning. I looked questioning.


I grew desperate. I had to find a way to talk with him!


Finally I spoke in the traders’ language of the North, a course, inflexible tongue but the last one I hadn’t tried yet—and haltingly he answered.


I don’t remember exactly what we said. I was completely caught out by the goodness in his voice. I knew he was different from anybody I knew. We must have talked about commonplace things, like a place for him to sleep and something to eat, but I felt he was a wise man, someone who had gone through much suffering and who understood about Life. He would know about the world, about the stars and about He who created everything. I had been waiting for this man ever since my father died.


“I give you thanks,” I said, looking in vain for better words in the primitive language that we were both haltingly using.


The other villagers had apparently accepted the girl’s courageous intervention, and she had brought me to her house, a small, neat clay hut near the river. It was almost empty; there was only a water jug in a corner, a folded straw mat against the wall, and a few dried herbs hanging from the ceiling, which gave off a pleasant smell. In the wall opposite the entrance, there was a little fireplace with a chimney that allowed smoke to leave the hut.


She had made a small fire and from a niche in the wall, she had given me bread, and small orange tomatoes that were very sweet.


I was getting a more precise impression of her. She was eager to do something for me, but I felt at the same time, she kept a distance. And when I thanked her, my words didn’t seem to register.


I drank the tea she made for me after the meal and felt her radiant eyes upon me. She was so happy I accepted her service. Her face was beaming. She had an inner beauty that I hadn’t seen in anyone before.


She was a part of Maya, I reminded myself brusquely. The world around us was Maya, an illusion. Only God was real.


When she said that I could use her house for the night, I hesitated. This was always a difficult moment. As a monk, I could not sleep in the same house as a woman.


I had already explained to the girl I was a monk and I got the impression she had understood the concept. Maybe she would not be offended if I said I wanted to sleep somewhere else.


“Oh, but I will sleep outside,” she said immediately when I started to talk, as if she had been planning that all along.


I objected that the nights were getting cold in this time of the year, but she wouldn’t listen. She neatly arranged the mat for me on the floor and a jug of water beside it, added some wood to the fire and then left the hut.


Unexpectedly, after a minute or two, she came back. She turned to me, her eyes downcast, and after a considerable hesitation, she took a small flower from a pocket in her dress. She held it out to me, still without looking at me.


“My house, your house,” she said in a ritual, singsong way. I felt paralyzed for a moment. I didn’t know what to answer. Then, without thinking, I accepted the flower. She still didn’t look up at me, but when she quickly left the hut, her face beamed, as if she was overflowing with light.


Of course I would never sleep in a house alone with a man. Even him I didn’t dare to trust so much yet. So I was glad he had a monk’s rule about it and I could go to my hut in the tree.


But before I left, I did something that made my heart beat in my throat. I had served him a small meal—it was all I had—and made tea for him and he hardly said a word to me all that time. Still I felt how kind he was and how deep, and I became sure, so sure, that he was the one I had been waiting for. I wanted him to stay; I wanted to learn from him.


Finally I left my hut to go to my tree, but then I did this unheard-of thing. In an impulse that made me forget all decent behavior, I returned to my hut—and I offered him a flower with the ritual words.


And he accepted!


I was so happy. He would come back one day and I would serve him and I would learn from him and—and …


I’m still lying awake, on the wooden logs high in my tree. I’ve watched the stars for a long time and my thoughts keep going around and around. I have become afraid of what I am feeling for this stranger. When my father died, I promised myself I would never, never get attached to anyone again. It would hurt too much. And now I can’t bear the idea of letting my monk go, tomorrow.


Autumn, Second Moon, eleventh day


This morning I got up before sunrise, as usual. I took a bath in the nearby river, meditated for an hour and then set out for the next village. In my bag, I carried a piece of the bread that the girl had given me the night before—and the flower.


I never kept anything of the things people gave me unless I had an immediate use for it, like food. But the flower had been given with such deep sincerity; and I couldn’t forget her face overflowing with happiness when I accepted her offer.


“You are getting sentimental,” I muttered. “What kind of monk are you?” But I kept the flower.


I walked a long distance this morning, over the plains that surrounded the village. Twice I saw a glimpse of a man with a wild beard and crazy eyes. In each case, he seemed to follow me for a while, running from bushes to bushes when he thought I didn’t look. He never came near.


Many kilometers further, I saw signs that a vielfrass was around, or maybe more than one. Vielfrass were aggressive predators, when they were hungry, they didn’t hesitate to attack lonely travelers. Of course it was all in God’s hand what happened with me, but it was safer to be careful.
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