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What man of you, having an hundred sheep, if he tme of them doth not leave the
ninety and nine in the wilderness, and go afterwwach is lost, until he find it?

LUKE 15:4

ITHACA

When you set out on your journey to Ithaca,
pray that the road is long,
full of adventure, full of knowledge.
The Lestrygonians and the Cyclops,
the angry Poseidon—do not fear them:
You will never find such as these on your path
if your thoughts remain lofty, if a fine
emotion touches your spirit and your body.
The Lestrygonians and the Cyclops,
the fierce Poseidon you will never encounter,
if you do not carry them within your soul,
if your heart does not set them up before you.

Pray that the road is long.
That the summer mornings are many, when,
with such pleasure, with such joy



you will enter ports seen for the first time;
stop at Phoenician markets,
and purchase fine merchandise,
mother-of-pearl and coral, amber and ebony,
and sensual perfumes of all kinds,
as many sensual perfumes as you can;
visit many Egyptian cities,
to learn and learn from scholars.

Always keep Ithaca in your mind.
To arrive there is your ultimate goal.
But do not hurry the voyage at all.
It is better to let it last for many years;
and to anchor at the island when you are old,
rich with all you have gained on the way,
not expecting that Ithaca will offer you riches.

Ithaca has given you the beautiful voyage.
Without her you would never have set out on the.roa
She has nothing more to give you.
And if you find her poor, Ithaca has not deceived.y
Wise as you have become, with so much experience,
you must already have understood what Ithacas mean.

CONSTANTINE CAVAFY (1863-1933)
translated by Rae Dalven

DEDICATION

In the car, | mentioned that | had finished thetfdraft of my book. Later, as we set out
together to climb a mountain in the Pyrenees whietboth consider to be sacred and
where we have already shared some extraordinaryamisml asked if she wanted to
know the main theme of the book or its title; shmuld love to, she said, but, out of
respect for my work, she had, until then, askettingt she had simply felt glad—very
glad.

So | told her the title and the main theme. We iooeid walking in silence and, on the
way back, we heard a noise; the wind was gettingoagsing above the leafless trees and
coming down toward us, causing the mountain onceertmreveal its magic and its
power.



Suddenly the snow began to fall. | stopped anddstomtemplating that moment: the
snowflakes falling, the gray sky, the forest, thewan by my side. The woman who has
always been by my side.

| felt like telling her then, but decided to letrHimd out when she read these pages for the
first time. This book is dedicated to you, Chriatimy wife.

According to the writer Jorge Luis Borges, the idé#he Zahir comes from Islamic
tradition and is thought to have arisen at somatpnithe eighteenth centurgahir, in
Arabic, means visible, present, incapable of gaingoticed. It is someone or something
which, once we have come into contact with them, @radually occupies our every
thought, until we can think of nothing else. Thesxde considered either a state of
holiness or of madness.

FAUBOURG SAINT-PERES
Encyclopaedia of the Fantast{t953)
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| AM A FREE MAN




H er name is Esther; she is a war correspondent ahquist returned from Iraq

because of the imminent invasion of that countng is thirty years old, married, without
children. He is an unidentified male, between twehtee and twenty-five years old,
with dark, Mongolian features. The two were lagrsm a café on the Rue du Faubourg
St-Honoré.

The police were told that they had met before,aaitfin no one knew how often: Esther
had always said that the man—who concealed hisdargity behind the name
Mikhail—was someone very important, although she: tever explained whether he
was important for her career as a journalist ohfaras a woman.

The police began a formal investigation. Variousotiies were put forward—kidnapping,
blackmail, a kidnapping that had ended in murderrenaf which were beyond the
bounds of possibility given that, in her searchifdormation, her work brought her into
frequent contact with people who had links withrdest cells. They discovered that, in
the weeks prior to her disappearance, regular slimmoney had been withdrawn from
her bank account: those in charge of the investigdelt that these could have been
payments made for information. She had taken nogsaf clothes with her, but, oddly
enough, her passport was nowhere to be found.

He is a stranger, very young, with no police recanith no clue as to his identity.

She is Esther, thirty years old, the winner of imternational prizes for journalism, and
married.

My wife.

I immediately come under suspicion and am detaieeduse | refuse to say where |

was on the day she disappeared. However, a prifioardas just opened the door of my
cell, saying that I'm a free man.

And why am | a free man? Because nowadays, evelkmmes everything about
everyone; you just have to ask and the informagdhere: where you've used your
credit card, where you spend your time, whom yoslept with. In my case, it was even
easier: a woman, another journalist, a friend ofwafe, and divorced—which is why she
doesn’t mind revealing that she slept with me—céoneard as a witness in my favor
when she heard that | had been detained. She pemhcrete proof that | was with her
on the day and the night of Esther’s disappearance.



| talk to the chief inspector, who returns my begjmgys and offers his apologies, adding
that my rapid detention was entirely within the Jamd that | have no grounds on which
to accuse or sue the state. | say that | havea'slilghtest intention of doing either of
those things, that | am perfectly aware that weadlrender constant suspicion and under
twenty-four-hour surveillance, even when we havamitted no crime.

“You're free to go,” he says, echoing the wordshaf prison officer.

| ask: Isn’t it possible that something really happened to my wife? She had said to me
once that—understandably given her vast netwodoafacts in the terrorist
underworld—she occasionally got the feeling she beasg followed.

The inspector changes the subject. | insist, bigays nothing.

| ask if she would be able to travel on her padspoid he says, of course, since she has
committed no crime. Why shouldn’t she leave anérethte country freely?

“So she may no longer be in France?”
“Do you think she left you because of that woman’ye been sleeping with?”

That’'s none of your business, | reply. The inspeptuses for a second and grows
serious; he says that | was arrested as part heoprocedure, but that he is nevertheless
very sorry about my wife’s disappearance. He isrieathimself and although he doesn’t
like my books (So he isn’t as ignorant as he lo¢ksknows who | am!), he can put
himself in my shoes and imagine what | must be gyginmough.

| ask him what | should do next. He gives me hrsl@nd asks me to get in touch if |
hear anything. I've watched this scene in dozerfdro$, and I'm not convinced;
inspectors always know more than they say they do.

He asks me if | have ever met the person who wHsEgther the last time she was seen
alive. | say that | knew his code name, but di#tndow him personally.

He asks if we have any domestic problems. | saiywileare been together for ten years
and have the same problems most married couples-haething more.

He asks, delicately, if we have discussed divoecemtly, or if my wife was considering
leaving me. | tell him we have never even considi¢ghe possibility, and say again that
“like all couples” we have our occasional disagreats.

Frequent or only occasional?

Occasional, | say.



He asks still more delicately if she suspected lthats having an affair with her friend. |
tell him that it was the first—and last—time thatr iriend and | had slept together. It
wasn’t an affair; it came about simply because a imothing else to do. It had been a
bit of a dull day, neither of us had any pressingagements after lunch, and the game of
seduction always adds a little zest to life, whgwhy we ended up in bed together.

“You go to bed with someone just because it's ab# dull day?”

| consider telling him that such matters hardlyniguart of his investigations, but | need
his help, or might need it later on. There is, radlg that invisible institution called the
Favor Bank, which | have always found so very usefu

“Sometimes, yes. There’s nothing else very int@rgsb do, the woman is looking for
excitement, I'm looking for adventure, and thatiatt The next day, you both pretend
that nothing happened, and life goes on.”

He thanks me, holds out his hand and says thas iwdrld, things aren’t quite like that.
Naturally, boredom and tedium exist, as does tlseeléo go to bed with someone, but
everything is much more controlled, and no one aeés on their thoughts or desires.

“Perhaps artists have more freedom,” he remarks.

| say that I'm familiar with his world, but have mash to enter into a comparison
between our different views of society and peoptemain silent, awaiting his next
move.

“Speaking of freedom,” he says, slightly disappedhat this writer’s refusal to enter into
a debate with a police officer, “you’re free to ¢¢ow that I've met you, I'll read your
books. | know I said | didn’t like them, but thecfas I've never actually read one.”

This is not the first or the last time that | vhikar these words. At least this whole
episode has gained me another reader. | shakeuhisand leave.

I'm free. I'm out of prison, my wife has disappednander mysterious circumstances, |
have no fixed timetable for work, | have no probleraeting new people, I'm rich,
famous, and if Esther really has left me, I'll sdord someone to replace her. I'm free,
independent.

But what is freedom?

I've spent a large part of my life enslaved to @émag or another, so | should know the
meaning of the word. Ever since | was a child,uehought to make freedom my most
precious commodity. | fought with my parents, whanted me to be an engineer, not a
writer. | fought with the other boys at school, wihemediately homed in on me as the



butt of their cruel jokes, and only after much ld@ad flowed from my nose and from
theirs, only after many afternoons when | had ttiehiny scars from my mother—because
it was up to me, not her, to solve my problems—dithnage to show them that I could
take a thrashing without bursting into tears. Iglouto get a job to support myself, and
went to work as a delivery man for a hardware steoeas to be free from that old line in
family blackmail: “We’ll give you money, but you’thave to do this, this, and this.”

| fought—although without success—for the girl Isna love with when | was an
adolescent, and who loved me too; she left mearetid because her parents convinced
her that | had no future.

| fought against the hostile world of journalism—mgxt job—where my first boss kept
me hanging around for three whole hours and oniynael to take any notice of me when
| started tearing up the book he was reading: blkdd at me in surprise and saw that
here was someone capable of persevering and ctinfyadhe enemy, essential qualities
for a good reporter. | fought for the socialistatjevent to prison, came out and went on
fighting, feeling like a working-class hero—untthat is, | heard the Beatles and decided
that rock music was much more fun than Marx. | faugr the love of my first, second,
and third wives. | fought to find the courage tave my first, second, and third wives,
because the love | felt for them hadn’t lasted, lameleded to move on, until | found the
person who had been put in this world to find me-d-sine was none of those three.

| fought for the courage to leave my job on the sigayper and launch myself into the
adventure of writing a book, knowing full well thad one in my country could make a
living as a writer. | gave up after a year, afteitiwg more than a thousand pages—pages
of such genius that even | couldn’t understand them

While | was fighting, | heard other people speakimthe name of freedom, and the more
they defended this unique right, the more ensldlregd seemed to be to their parents’
wishes, to a marriage in which they had promisestag with the other person “for the
rest of their lives,” to the bathroom scales, titldiet, to half-finished projects, to lovers
to whom they were incapable of saying “No” or “lgger,” to weekends when they were
obliged to have lunch with people they didn’t eligr. Slaves to luxury, to the
appearance of luxury, to the appearance of theasppee of luxury. Slaves to a life they
had not chosen, but which they had decided tode@use someone had managed to
convince them that it was all for the best. Andtsair identical days and nights passed,
days and nights in which adventure was just a woedbook or an image on the
television that was always on, and whenever a dpened, they would say:

“I’'m not interested. I'm not in the mood.”
How could they possibly know if they were in theadoor not if they had never tried?

But there was no point in asking; the truth way thvere afraid of any change that would
upset the world they had grown used to.



The inspector says I'm free. I'm free now and | virae in prison too, because freedom
continues to be the thing | prize most in the wo®@d course, this has led me to drink
wines | did not like, to do things | should not badone and which | will not do again; it
has left scars on my body and on my soul, it haanileurting certain people, although |
have since asked their forgiveness, when | realizatll could do absolutely anything
except force another person to follow me in my nesdnin my lust for life. | don’t regret
the painful times; | bear my scars as if they wasglals. | know that freedom has a high
price, as high as that of slavery; the only diffee is that you pay with pleasure and a
smile, even when that smile is dimmed by tears.

| leave the police station, and it's a beautifuy datside, a sunny Sunday that does not
reflect my state of mind at all. My lawyer is waji for me with a few consoling words
and a bunch of flowers. He says that he’s phonedral to all the hospitals and morgues
(the kind of thing you do when someone fails tamethome), but has not as yet found
Esther. He says that he managed to prevent joata&tom finding out where | was
being held. He says he needs to talk to me in doddraw up a legal strategy that will
help me defend myself against any future accusatitiank him for all his trouble; |
know he’s not really interested in drawing up aalegjrategy, he just doesn’t want to
leave me alone, because he’s not sure how I'litré@dll | get drunk and be arrested
again? Will | cause a scandal? Will | try to killyself?) | tell him | have some important
business to sort out and that we both know peyfeatll that | have no problem with the
law. He insists, but | give him no choice—after, éfh a free man.

Freedom. The freedom to be wretchedly alone.

| take a taxi to the center of Paris and ask tdropped near the Arc de Triomphe. | set
off down the Champs-Elysées toward the Hotel Bristbere Esther and | always used
to meet for hot chocolate whenever one of us casek from some trip abroad. It was
our coming-home ritual, a plunge back into the lthet bound us together, even though
life kept sending us off along ever more divergaghs.

| keep walking. People smile, children are pleaseuhve been given these few hours of
spring in the middle of winter, the traffic flowsetly, everything seems to be in order—
except that none of them know that | have justthaogiwife; they don’t even pretend not
to know, they don’'t even care. Don’t they realilze pain I'm in? They should all be
feeling sad, sympathetic, supportive of a man wisose is losing love as if it were
losing blood; but they continue laughing, immersetheir miserable little lives that only
happen on weekends.

What a ridiculous thought! Many of the people I$awist also have their souls in tatters,
and | have no idea how or why they are suffering.

| go into a bar and buy some cigarettes; the pessswers me in English. | go into a
chemist’s to buy a mint | particularly like, ancthssistant speaks to me in English (both



times | asked for the products in French). Befamreakch the hotel, | am stopped by two
boys just arrived from Toulouse who are lookingdqguarticular shop; they have asked
several other people, but no one understands Wwhgtsay. What's going on? Have they
changed languages on the Champs-Elysées in théytieem hours since | was arrested?

Tourism and money can perform miracles, but howebhmaven’'t noticed this before? It
has obviously been a long time since Esther andtlh@re to drink hot chocolate, even
though we have each been away and come back séwezalduring that period. There is
always something more important. There is alwaysesanpostponable appointment.
Yes, my love, we’ll have that hot chocolate nextdj come back soon; I've got a really
important interview today and won’t be able to pydu up at the airport, take a taxi; my
cell phone’s on, call me if there’s anything urgestherwise, I'll see you tonight.

My cell phone! | take it out of my pocket and immegdly turn it on; it rings several

times, and each time my heart turns over. On thedtreen | see the names of the people
who have been trying to get in touch with me, leqly to none of them. | hope for
someone “unidentified” to appear, because that avbelshe, since only about twenty
people know my number and have sworn not to pass it doesn’t appear, only the
numbers of friends or trusted colleagues. They rhestager to know what happened,
they want to help (but how?), to ask if | need amg.

The telephone keeps ringing. Should | answer ittughl arrange to meet up with some
of these people?

| decide to remain alone until I've managed to wouk what is going on.

| reach the Hotel Bristol, which Esther always diéxd as one of the few hotels in Paris
where customers are treated like guests rathertibianeless people in search of shelter. |
am greeted as if | were a friend of the familyhbose a table next to an exquisite clock; |
listen to the piano and look out at the garden.

| need to be practical, to study the options; atkdife goes on. | am not the first nor
will I be the last man whose wife has left him, did it have to happen on a sunny day,
with everyone in the street smiling and childremgsag, with the first signs of spring just
beginning to show, the sun shining, and driverpptay at pedestrian crossings?

| pick up a napkin. I'm going to get these ideasafuny head and put them down on
paper. Let's leave sentiment to one side and se¢ hd#hould do:

(a) Consider the possibility that she really hasmblednapped and that her life is in
danger at this very moment, and that |, as herdngsland constant companion, must
therefore move heaven and earth to find her.

Response to this possibility: she took her passpitither. The police don’t know this,
but she also took several other personal items kdgthamong them a wallet containing



images of various patron saints which she alwagsesawith her whenever she goes
abroad. She also withdrew money from her bank.

Conclusion: she was clearly preparing to leave.

(b) Consider the possibility that she believed@use someone gave her and it turned
out to be a trap.

Response: she had often put herself in dangertugtisns before; it was part of her job,
but she always warned me when she did so, because the only person she could trust
completely. She would tell me where she was ganget who she was going to see
(although, so as not to put me at risk, she uswaid the persontsom de guerrg and
what | should do if she did not return by a certaime.

Conclusion: she was not planning a meeting withafrieer informants.
(c) Consider the possibility that she has met arathan.

Response: there is no response. Of all the hypeshéss is the only one that makes any
sense. And yet | can’t accept it, | can’t accept #he would leave like that, without
giving me a reason. Both Esther and | have alwage@ ourselves on confronting all
life’s difficulties together. We suffered, but wewver lied to each other, although it was
part of the rules of the game not to mention artyaexarital affairs. | was aware that she
had changed a lot since meeting this fellow Mikhait did that justify ending a
marriage that has lasted ten years?

Even if she had slept with him and fallen in loweuldn’t she weigh in the balance all
the time that we had spent together and everythmfad conquered before setting off
on an adventure from which there was no turningk®&he was free to travel whenever
she wanted to, she lived surrounded by men, sslebp hadn’t seen a woman in ages,
but | never asked any questions, and she neventeldnything. We were both free, and
we were proud of that.

But Esther had disappeared and left clues that wsilge only to me, as if it were a
secret message: I'm leaving.

Why?

Is that question worth answering?

No. Because hidden in the answer is my own ingliitkeep the woman | love by my
side. Is it worth finding her and persuading hecdame back? Begging and imploring her

to give our marriage another chance?

That seems ridiculous: it would be better merelgutier as | had in the past, when other
people | loved had left me. It would be better jiostick my wounds, as | had also done



in the past. For a while, I'll think obsessivelyoaib her, I'll become embittered, I'll bore
my friends because all | ever talk about is my vafeving me. I'll try to justify what
happened, spend days and nights reviewing everyanbspent by her side, I'll conclude
that she was too hard on me, even though | alwadto do my best. I'll find other
women. When | walk down the street, I'll keep sgavomen who could be her. I'll
suffer day and night, night and day. This coulcetaleeks, months, possibly a year or
more.

Until one morning, I'll wake up and find I'm thinkg about something else, and then I'll
know the worst is over. My heart might be bruidedt, it will recover and become
capable of seeing the beauty of life once mors.Héppened before, it will happen again,
I'm sure. When someone leaves, it's because sonmssaes about to arrive—I'll find
love again.

For a moment, | savor the idea of my new statglsiand a millionaire. | can go out in
broad daylight with whomever | want. | can behawpaties in a way | haven’t behaved
in years. The news will travel fast, and soon adtlk of women, the young and the not so
young, the rich and the not as rich as they walgkltb be, the intelligent and those
trained to say only what they think | would likehear, will all come knocking at my
door.

| want to believe that it is wonderful to be fré@ee again. Ready to find my one true
love, who is waiting for me and who will never allane to experience such humiliation
again.

| finish my hot chocolate and look at the clocknbw it is still too soon for me to be
able to enjoy the agreeable feeling that | am enocee part of humanity. For a few
moments, | imagine that Esther is about to contariough that door, walk across the
beautiful Persian carpets, sit down beside me apdhathing, just smoke a cigarette,
look out at the courtyard garden and hold my h&tadf an hour passes, and for half an
hour | believe in the story | have just createdijlumealize that it is pure fantasy.

| decide not to go home. | go over to receptiok,fasa room, a toothbrush, and some
deodorant. The hotel is full, but the manager fikisgs for me: | end up with a lovely
suite looking out at the Eiffel Tower, a terrades tooftops of Paris, the lights coming on
one by one, the families getting together to haweday supper. And the feeling | had in
the Champs-Elysées returns: the more beautifulyghiag is around me, the more
wretched | feel.

No television. No supper. | sit on the terrace ld back over my life, a young man
who dreamed of becoming a famous writer, and whidenly saw that the reality was
completely different—he writes in a language almmasbne reads, in a country which is
said to have almost no reading public. His familscés him to go to university (any
university will do, my boy, just as long as you gedegree; otherwise you’ll never be



anyone). He rebels, travels the world during thppia era, meets a singer, writes a few
song lyrics, and is suddenly earning more monewy thsaisister, who listened to what her
parents said and decided to become a chemicalesrgin

| write more songs, the singer goes from strengt$trength; | buy a few apartments and
fall out with the singer, but still have enough italmot to have to work for the next few
years. | get married for the first time, to an old®man, | learn a lot—how to make love,
how to drive, how to speak English, how to lie edluntil late—but we split up because
she considers me to be “emotionally immature, aod¢ady to chase after any girl with
big enough breasts.” | get married for a secondaatidrd time to women | think will

give me emotional stability: | get what | want, loiscover that the stability | wanted is
inseparable from a deep sense of tedium.

Two more divorces. Free again, but it’s just aifeglfreedom is not the absence of
commitments, but the ability to choose—and comnyiseif to—what is best for me.

| continue my search for love, | continue writingngs. When people ask me what | do, |
say I'm a writer. When they say they only know nong lyrics, | say that’s just part of
my work. When they apologize and say they’'ve negad any of my books, | explain
that I'm working on a project—which is a lie. Theth is that | have money, | have
contacts, but what | don’t have is the couragetiteva book. My dream is now
realizable, but if | try and fail, | don’t know whthe rest of my life will be like; that’s
why it's better to live cherishing a dream thaneféise possibility that it might all come
to nothing.

One day, a journalist comes to interview me. Shetsveb know what it's like to have my
work known all over the country but to be entirahhknown myself, since normally it's
only the singer who appears in the media. Shetypiatelligent, quiet. We meet again

at a party, where there’s no pressure of work,landnage to get her into bed that same
night. I fall in love, but she’s not remotely inésted. When | phone, she always says
she’s busy. The more she rejects me, the moreestest | become, until, at last, | manage
to persuade her to spend a weekend at my houke mountry. (I may have been the
black sheep of the family, but sometimes rebelpags off: | was the only one of my
friends at that stage in our lives to have boudhbase in the country.)

We spend three days alone, contemplating the se@kifor her, and she tells me stories
about her work and ends up falling in love with Mé& come back to the city, she starts
sleeping at my apartment on a regular basis. Omaing she leaves earlier than usual
and returns with her typewriter; from then on, withanything being said, my home
becomes her home too.

The same conflicts | had with my previous wivesibég surface: women are always
looking for stability and fidelity, while I'm lookig for adventure and the unknown. This
time, though, the relationship lasts longer. Nehadss, two years on, | decide it’s time
for Esther to take her typewriter back to her owartment, along with everything else
she brought with her.



“It's not going to work.”
“But you love me and | love you, isn’t that right?”

“I don’t know. If you're asking me if | like yourampany, the answer is yes. If, on the
other hand, you're asking me if | could live withgwu, the answer is also yes.”

“I'm glad | wasn’t born a man. I'm very content Witny female condition. All you

expect of us women is that we can cook well. Menthe other hand, are expected to be
able to do everything—they’ve got to be able togkadnome afloat, make love, take care
of the children, bring in the money, and be sudcéss

“That’s not it either: I'm very happy with myselfenjoy your company, but | just don’t
think it's going to work.”

“You enjoy my company, but hate being by yoursétu’'re always looking for
adventure in order to forget more important thingsu always want to feel the
adrenaline flowing in your veins and you forgettttiee only thing that should be flowing
through them is blood.”

“I'm not running away from important things. Giveeran example of something
important.”

“Writing a book.”
“I can do that any time.”

“Go on then, do it. Then, if you like, we can ga geparate ways.”

I find her comment absurd; | can write a book whendéwant to; | know publishers,

journalists, all of whom owe me favors. Esthetuistja woman who'’s afraid of losing me,
she’s inventing things. | tell her it's over, oetationship is at an end, it isn’t a matter of
what she thinks would make me happy, it's abou¢lov

What is love? she asks. | spend half an hour aexiplgiand realize that | can’t come up
with a good definition.

She says that, since | don’t know how to definee|dwshould try and write a book.
| say that the two things are completely unrelated going to leave the apartment that

very day; she can stay there for as long as shke.lidl go and stay in a hotel until she
has found somewhere else to live. She says tha€dly her, | can leave now, the



apartment will be free within the month—she’ll $taoking for a new place tomorrow. |
pack my bags, and she goes and reads a bookitissggtting late, I'll leave tomorrow.
She says | should leave at once because, tomorteen’t feel as strong or as
determined. | ask her if she’s trying to get ridé. She laughs and says | was the one
who wanted to end the relationship. We go to bed,the following day, the desire to
leave is not as urgent, and | decide | need t&tthimgs through. Esther, however, says
the matter isn’t over yet: this scenario will simjeep recurring as long as | refuse to
risk everything for what | believe to be my reasen for living; in the end, she’ll
become unhappy and will leave me. Except thatdleft, she would do so immediately
and burn any bridges that would allow her to comekbl ask her what she means. She’d
get another boyfriend, she says, fall in love.

She goes off to her work at the newspaper, anditldd¢o take a day’s leave (apart from
writing lyrics, I'm also working for a recording ogoany). | sit down at the typewriter. |
get up again, read the papers, reply to some utggats, and, when I've done that, start
replying to nonurgent letters. | make a list oht§s | need to do, | listen to music, | take a
walk around the block, chat to the baker, come h@nd suddenly the whole day has
gone and I still haven’'t managed to type a singlgence. | decide that | hate Esther, that
she’s forcing me to do things | don’t want to do.

When she gets home, she doesn’t ask me anythihgaldmit that | haven’'t managed to
do any writing. She says that | have the same looRy eye as | did yesterday.

The following day | go to work, but that eveningdain go over to the desk on which the
typewriter is sitting. | read, watch televisiorstén to music, go back to the machine, and
so two months pass, with me accumulating pagesremd pages of “first sentences,” but
never managing to finish a paragraph.

| come up with every possible excuse—no one raatlsis country; | haven’t worked out
a plot; I've got a fantastic plot, but I'm stillé&ing for the right way to develop it.
Besides, I'm really busy writing an article or angdyric. Another two months pass, and
one day, she comes home bearing a plane ticket.

“Enough,” she says. “Stop pretending that you'reyhuhat you're weighed down by
responsibilities, that the world needs you to datwou’'re doing, and just go traveling
for a while.” | can always become the editor of tlesvspaper where | publish a few
articles, I can always become the president ofé¢herding company for which | write
lyrics, and where | work simply because they devdnt me to write lyrics for their
competitors. | can always come back to do whatdaimg now, but my dream can’t wait.
Either | accept it or | forget it.

Where is the ticket for?

Spain.



I’'m shocked. Air tickets are expensive; besidesgi’t go away now, I've got a career
ahead of me, and | need to look after it. I'll laaé on a lot of potential music
partnerships; the problem isn’t me, it's our magealf | really wanted to write a book,
no one would be able to stop me.

“You can, you want to, but you don't,” she saysot¥ problem isn’t me, but you, so it
would be best if you spent some time alone.”

She shows me a map. | must go to Madrid, wheredlith a bus up to the Pyrenees, on
the border with France. That's where a medievaripilage route begins: the road to
Santiago. | have to walk the whole way. She’ll katimg for me at the other end and
then she’ll accept anything | say: that | don’tédwver anymore, that | still haven't lived
enough to create a literary work, that | don’t ewant to think about being a writer, that
it was nothing but an adolescent dream.

This is madness! The woman I've been living withti@o long years—a real eternity in
relationship terms—is making decisions about ng; librcing me to give up my work
and expecting me to walk across an entire coultttsyso crazy that | decide to take it
seriously. | get drunk several nights running, vigr beside me getting equally drunk—
even though she hates drinking. | get aggressisay she’s jealous of my independence,
that the only reason this whole mad idea was ®hbecause | said | wanted to leave her.
She says that it all started when | was still &bst and dreaming of becoming a writer—
no more putting things off; if I don’t confront ngié now, I'll spend the rest of my life
getting married and divorced, telling cute anecslagout my past and going steadily
downhill.

Obviously, | can’t admit she’s right, but | knowes$ telling the truth. And the more
aware | am of this, the more aggressive | becorne.g8cepts my aggression without
complaint; she merely reminds me that the depadate is getting closer.

One night, shortly before that date, she refusesake love. | smoke a whole joint of
marijuana, drink two bottles of wine, and passiouhe middle of the living room. When

| come to, | realize that | have reached the botédthe pit, and now all that remains is
for me to clamber back up to the top. And I, wh@sde myself on my courage, see how
cowardly, mean, and unadventurous | am being witlown life. That morning, | wake
her with a kiss and tell her that I'll do as sheggests.

| set off, and for thirty-eight days | follow thead to Santiago. When | arrive, |
understand that my real journey only starts thiedecide to settle in Madrid and live off
my royalties, to allow an ocean to separate me f&sther’s body, even though we are
still officially together and often talk on the pta It's very comfortable being married
and knowing that | can always return to her armsamvhile enjoying all the
independence in the world.

| fall in love with a Catalan scientist, with angentine woman who makes jewelry, and
with a young woman who sings in the metro. The lt®s&from my lyrics keep rolling in



and are enough for me to live comfortably withoavting to work and with plenty of
time to do everything—even write a book.

The book can always wait until tomorrow, thoughgdaese the mayor of Madrid has
decreed that the city should be one long partyresdcome up with an interesting
slogan—“Madrid is killing me”—and urges us all tsi several bars each night, coining
the phraséa movida madrilefig“the Madrid scene”), which is something | cannot
possibly put off until tomorrow; everything is sutth; the days are short and the nights
are long.

One day, Esther phones to say that she’s comiagdane: according to her, we need to
sort out our situation once and for all. She haskbd her ticket for the following week,
which gives me just enough time to organize a safexcuses. (“I'm going to Portugal,
but I'll be back in a month,” | tell the blonde lgivho used to sing in the metro and who
now sleeps in the rented apartment where | livevaittdwhom | go out every night to
enjoyla movida madrilefig.l tidy the apartment, expunge any trace of a ferpeesence,
and ask my friends not to breathe a word, becayswife is coming to stay for a month.

Esther gets off the plane sporting a hideous, wymizable haircut. We travel to the
interior of Spain, discover little towns that memagreat deal for one night, but which, if |
went back there today, | wouldn’t even be abland.fWe go to bullfights, flamenco
shows, and | am the best husband in the world,usechwant her to go home feeling that
| still love her. | don’t know why | want to givéis impression—perhaps because, deep
down, | know that the Madrid dream will eventuagiyd.

| complain about her haircut and she changes iispcetty again. There are only ten
days left of her holiday and | want her to go hdeeding happy and to leave me alone to
enjoy this Madrid that is killing me, the discotleg that open at ten in the morning, the
bullfights, the endless conversations about theesalchtopics, the alcohol, the women,
more bullfights, more alcohol, more women, and &listy no timetable.

One Sunday, while we are walking to a bar thatesefeod all night, she brings up the
forbidden topic: the book | said | was writing.rirtk a whole bottle of sherry, kick any
metal doors we pass on the way back, verbally abt people in the street, ask why
she bothered traveling all this way if her one aias to make my life a hell and destroy
my happiness. She says nothing, but we both knatwatlr relationship has reached its
limits. | have a dreamless night’s sleep, and thlewwing morning, having complained to
the building manager about the phone that doesorkyvhaving told off the cleaning
woman because she hasn’t changed the sheets &ela having taken a long, long bath
to get rid of the hangover from the night beforsit down at my typewriter, just to show
Esther that | am trying, honestly trying, to work.

And suddenly, the miracle happens. | look acroseeatvoman who has just made some
coffee and is now reading the newspaper, whoselegkgired and desperate, who is her
usual silent self, who does not always show hegc#iffin in gestures, the woman who
made me say yes when | wanted to say no, who fareetb fight for what she, quite



rightly, believed was my reason for living, who ieé set off alone because her love for
me was greater even than her love for herself, nvade me go in search of my dream;
and, suddenly, seeing that small, quiet woman, e/leges said more than any words,
who was often terrified inside, but always courageim her actions, who could love
someone without humbling herself and who never apetogized for fighting for her
man—suddenly, my fingers press down on the keys.

The first sentence emerges. Then the second.

| spend two days without eating, | sleep the baremum, the words seem to spring
from some unknown place, as they did when | usexrite lyrics, in the days when, after
much arguing and much meaningless conversatiormuosycal partner and | would know
that “it” was there, ready, and it was time to"#tdown in words and notes. This time,

| know that “it” comes from Esther’s heart; my losgereborn, | write the book because
she exists, because she has survived all theudtffimes without complaint, without

ever once seeing herself as a victim. | start Isgdieing the experience that has affected
me most profoundly in those last few years—the toa8antiago.

As | write, | realize that the way | see the waddjoing through a series of major
changes. For many years, | studied and practicegcimeichemy, and the occult; | was
fascinated by the idea of a small group of peopladin possession of an immense
power that could in no way be shared with the oésiumanity, because it would be far
too dangerous to allow such vast potential toifét) inexperienced hands. | was a
member of secret societies, | became involved atiesects, | bought obscure,
extremely expensive books, spent an enormous ansbtinte performing rituals and
invocations. | was always joining and leaving diéiet groups and fraternities, always
thinking that | had finally met the person who abutveal to me the mysteries of the
invisible world, but in the end | was always disajpped to discover that most of these
people, however well-intentioned, were merely failog this or that dogma and tended
to be fanatics, because fanaticism is the only togyut an end to the doubts that
constantly trouble the human soul.

| discovered that many of the rituals did actuallyrk, but | discovered, too, that those
who declared themselves to be the masters andrealflthe secrets of life, who claimed
to know techniques that gave them the ability toiece their every desire, had
completely lost touch with the teachings of theiamis. Following the road to Santiago,
coming into contact with ordinary people, discomgrthat the universe spoke its own
language of “signs” and that, in order to undemtims language, we had only to look
with an open mind at what was going on around u$thisl made me wonder if the
occult really was the one doorway into those mystein my book about the road to
Santiago, | discuss other possible ways of grovaimdj end with this thought: All you
have to do is to pay attention; lessons alwaysemihen you are ready, and if you can
read the signs, you will learn everything you neelinow in order to take the next step.



We humans have two great problems: the first issing when to begin; the second is
knowing when to stop.

A week later, | have finished the first, second] #mrd draft. Madrid is no longer killing
me, it is time to go back home. | feel that ondeymas ended and that | urgently need to
begin another. | say goodbye to the city as | ldways said goodbye in life: thinking
that | might change my mind and come back one day.

| return to my own country with Esther, convincédttit might be time to get another job,
but until 1 do (and | don’t because | don’t neejlltoontinue revising the book. | can’t
believe that anyone will have much interest ingkperiences of one man following a
romantic but difficult route across Spain.

Four months later, when | am busy on my tenth drafiscover that both the typescript
and Esther have gone. Just as I'm about to go nithdawxiety, she returns with a receipt
from the post office—she has sent it off to anlwgfriend of hers, who now runs a
small publishing house.

The ex-boyfriend publishes the book. There is nobed about it in the press, but a few
people buy it. They recommend it to other peopleo &lso buy it and recommend it to
others. Six months later, the first edition haslsmit. A year later, there have been three
more print runs and | am beginning to earn monemfthe one thing | never dreamed |
would—from literature.

| don’t know how long this dream will continue, dudecide to live each moment as if it
were the last. And | see that this success openddbr | have so long wanted to open:
other publishers are keen to publish my next book.

Obviously, | can't follow the road to Santiago evgear, so what am | going to write
about next? Will I have to endure the same rigneaodlisitting down in front of the
typewriter and then finding myself doing everythimgt writing sentences and
paragraphs? It's important that | continue to simayevision of the world and to describe
my experiences of life. | try for a few days andrimany nights, and decide that it's
impossible. Then, one evening, | happen upon (lappen?) an interesting storyTine
Thousand and One Nightsr it | find the symbol of my own path, somethithgit helps
me to understand who | am and why | took so longnéie the decision that was always
there waiting for me. | use that story as the bfmsianother story about a shepherd who
goes in search of his dream, a treasure hidddreipyramids of Egypt. | speak of the
love that lies waiting for him there, as Esther haited for me while | walked around
and around in circles.

| am no longer someone dreaming of becoming somgthiam. | am the shepherd
crossing the desert, but where is the alchemisthahos him to carry on? When | finish
this novel, | don’t entirely understand what | hawgtten: it is like a fairy tale for grown-



ups, and grown-ups are more interested in war,@estories about power. Nevertheless,
the publisher accepts it, the book is published,rag readers once again take it into the
bestseller lists.

Three years later, my marriage is in excellent shbpm doing what | always wanted to
do; the first translation appears, then the secand success—slowly but surely—takes
my work to the four corners of the earth.

| decide to move to Paris because of its cafésyriters, and its cultural life. | discover
that none of this exists anymore: the cafés at@fuburists and photographs of the
people who made those places famous. Most of tiieraithere are more concerned with
style than content; they strive to be original, dutceed only in being dull. They are
locked in their own little world, and | learn arteénesting French expressiaenvoyer
'ascenseurmeaning literally “to send the elevator back,” beed metaphorically to
mean “to return a favor.” In practice, this medmat i say nice things about your book,
you say nice things about mine, and thus we cr@atbole new cultural life, a revolution,
an apparently new philosophy; we suffer becauseneounderstands us, but then that’s
what happened with all the geniuses of the pagstgbaisunderstood by one’s
contemporaries is surely just part and parcel ofda great artist.

They “send the elevator back,” and, at first, sweiters have some success: people don'’t
want to run the risk of openly criticizing somethitney don’t understand, but they soon
realize they are being conned and stop believingt wie critics say.

The Internet and its simple language are all thiatkes to change the world. A parallel
world emerges in Paris: new writers struggle to enddeir words and their souls
understood. | join these new writers in cafés tlmabne has heard of, because neither the

writers nor the cafés are as yet famous. | develgstyle alone and | learn from a
publisher all | need to know about mutual support.

What is this Favor Bank?”

“You know. Everyone knows.”
“Possibly, but I still haven’t quite grasped whauire saying.”

“It was an American writer who first mentionedltts the most powerful bank in the
world, and you'll find it in every sphere of life.”

“Yes, but | come from a country without a literdrgdition. What favors could | do for
anyone?”



“That doesn’t matter in the least. Let me give ywouexample: | know that you're an up-
and-coming writer and that, one day, you'll be viefjuential. | know this because, like
you, | too was once ambitious, independent, homestlonger have the energy | once
had, but | want to help you because | can’t or tasint to grind to a halt just yet. I'm
not dreaming about retirement, I'm still dreamirpat the fascinating struggle that is
life, power, and glory.

“| start making deposits in your account—not caspasits, you understand, but contacts.
| introduce you to such-and-such a person, | agam®gtain deals, as long as they're legal.
You know that you owe me something, but | neveryaskfor anything.”

“And then one day...”

“Exactly. One day, I'll ask you for a favor and yoauld, of course, say no, but you're
conscious of being in my debt. You do what | astgritinue to help you, and other
people see that you're a decent, loyal sort ofgreesd so they too make deposits in your
account—always in the form of contacts, becausevitoirld is made up of contacts and
nothing else. They too will one day ask you foaadr, and you will respect and help the
people who have helped you, and, in time, you'lthgpread your net worldwide, you'll
know everyone you need to know and your influendekeep on growing.”

“l could refuse to do what you ask me to do.”

“You could. The Favor Bank is a risky investmeanstjlike any other bank. You refuse to
grant the favor | asked you, in the belief thaélpged you because you deserved to be
helped, because you're the best and everyone shatddhatically recognize your talent.
Fine, | say thank you very much and ask someomei®is whose account I've also made
various deposits; but from then on, everyone knavithout me having to say a word,
that you are not to be trusted.

“You'll grow only half as much as you could havegn, and certainly not as much as
you would have liked to. At a certain point, yoiiie will begin to decline, you got

halfway, but not all the way, you are half-happy &alf-sad, neither frustrated nor
fulfilled. You’re neither cold nor hot, you're lukkearm, and as an evangelist in some holy
book says: ‘Lukewarm things are not pleasing tophlate."

I he publisher places a lot of deposits—or contactdée-iny account at the Favor

Bank. I learn, | suffer, my books are translatad ifrench, and, in the tradition of that
country, the stranger is welcomed. Not only tha, gtranger is an enormous success!
Ten years on, | have a large apartment with a aeer the Seine, | am loved by my
readers and loathed by the critics (who adored mtiglwsold my first 100,000 copies, but,
from that moment on, | ceased to be “a misundedsgmmius”). | always repay promptly



any deposits made and soon | too am a lender—aéctsn My influence grows. | learn
to ask for favors and to do the favors others dske

Esther gets permission to work as a journalistranEe. Apart from the normal conflicts
in any marriage, | am contented. | understanderfirst time that all the frustrations |
felt about previous love affairs and marriages haithing to do with the women involved,
but with my own bitterness. Esther, however, wasahly woman who understood one
very simple thing: in order to be able to find heirst had to find myself. We have been
together for eight years; | believe she is the lovey life, and although | do
occasionally (or, to be honest, frequently) fallame with other women who cross my
path, | never consider the possibility of divorcaever ask her if she knows about my
extramarital affairs. She never makes any commemih® subject.

That is why | am astonished when, as we are leawvicigema, she tells me that she has
asked her magazine if she can file a report onibvear in Africa.

W hat are you saying?”

“That | want to be a war correspondent.”

“You're mad. You don’t need to do that. You're @dy doing the work you want to do
now. You earn good money—not that you need thatayém live on. You have all the
contacts you need in the Favor Bank. You have taled you've earned your colleagues’
respect.”

“All right then, let’s just say | need to be alche.

“Because of me?”

“We’ve built our lives together. | love my man ahe loves me, even though he’s not
always the most faithful of husbands.”

“You've never said anything about that before.”

“Because it doesn’t matter to me. | mean, whaidislity? The feeling that | possess a
body and a soul that aren’t mine? Do you imagihaven’t been to bed with other men
during all these years we’ve been together?”

“l don't care and | don’t want to know.”

“Well, neither do I.”



“So, what'’s all this about wanting to write abouwar in some godforsaken part of the
world?”

“As | said, | need to.”

“Haven’t you got everything you need?”
“I have everything a woman could want.”
“What's wrong with your life then?”

“Precisely that. | have everything, but I'm not pgpAnd I'm not the only one either;
over the years, I've met and interviewed all kiofipeople: the rich, the poor, the
powerful, and those who just make do. I've seerstmae infinite bitterness in
everyone’s eyes, a sadness which people wererdlyalprepared to acknowledge, but
which, regardless of what they were telling me, wagertheless there. Are you
listening?”

“Yes, I'm listening. | was just thinking. So, acdarg to you, no one is happy?”

“Some people appear to be happy, but they simpist dive the matter much thought.
Others make plans: I'm going to have a husban@naeh two children, a house in the
country. As long as they're busy doing that, theyike bulls looking for the bullfighter:
they react instinctively, they blunder on, withidea where the target is. They get their
car, sometimes they even get a Ferrari, and thel that's the meaning of life, and they
never question it. Yet their eyes betray the sasities even they don’'t know they carry
in their soul. Are you happy?”

“I don’t know.”

“I don’t know if everyone is unhappy. | know theg’all busy: working overtime,
worrying about their children, their husband, thereer, their degree, what they're going
to do tomorrow, what they need to buy, what thegthi® have in order not to feel
inferior, etc. Very few people actually say to riien unhappy.’” Most say: ‘I'm fine,

I've got everything | ever wanted.” Then | ask: “@thmakes you happy?’ Answer: ‘I've
got everything a person could possibly want—a fgnalhome, work, good health.” | ask
again: ‘Have you ever stopped to wonder if thalisheere is to life?” Answer: ‘Yes,

that’s all there is.’ I insist: ‘So the meaninglié is work, family, children who will

grow up and leave you, a wife or husband who vattdme more like a friend than a real
lover. And, of course, one day your work will emdt What will you do when that
happens?’ Answer: There is no answer. They chdrgsubject.”

“No, what they say is: ‘When the children have gnawp, when my husband—or my
wife—has become more my friend than my passiomater] when | retire, then I'll have
time to do what | always wanted to do: travel.” @imn: ‘But didn’t you say you were



happy now? Aren’t you already doing what you alwagsited to do?’ Then they say
they're very busy and change the subject.”

“If I insist, they always do come up with somethihgy’re lacking. The businessman
hasn’t yet closed the deal he wanted, the housevatdd like to have more
independence and more money, the boy who's iniaéraid of losing his girlfriend,
the new graduate wonders if he chose his caraértavas chosen for him, the dentist
wanted to be a singer, the singer wanted to bditcam, the politician wanted to be a
writer, the writer wanted to be a farmer. And ewdren | did meet someone who was
doing what he had chosen to do, that person’swasistill in torment. He hadn’t found
peace yet either. So I'll ask you again: ‘Are y@aphy?"

“No. | have the woman I love, the career | alwagsathed of having, the kind of
freedom that is the envy of all my friends, thevélathe honors, the praise. But there’s
something...”

“What?”
“I have the idea that, if | stopped, life would bewe meaningless.”

“You can't just relax, look at Paris, take my haardl say: I've got what | wanted, now
let's enjoy what life remains to us.”

“I can look at Paris, take your hand, but | caay shose words.”

“I bet you everyone walking along this street neweeling the same thing. The elegant
woman who just passed us spends her days tryingltoback time, always checking the
scales, because she thinks that is what love depmnd_ook across the street: a couple
with two children. They feel intensely happy whaeyt're out with their children, but, at
the same time, their subconscious keeps them amstant state of terror: they think of
the job they might lose, the disease they mighthgahe health insurance that might not
come up with the goods, one of the children gettimgover. And in trying to distract
themselves, they try as well to find a way of gettiree of those tragedies, of protecting
themselves from the world.”

“And the beggar on the corner?”

“I don’t know about him. I've never spoken to a gag He’s certainly the picture of
misery, but his eyes, like the eyes of any begggam to be hiding something. His
sadness is so obvious that | can’t quite believe’in

“What's missing?”

“I haven't a clue. | look at the celebrity magazneith everyone smiling and contented,

but since I am myself married to a celebrity, | wnihat it isn’t quite like that: everyone
is laughing and having fun at that moment, in fitadto, but later that night, or in the



morning, the story is always quite different. ‘Wiadiat | have to do in order to continue
appearing in this magazine?’ ‘How can | disguiseftct that | no longer have enough
money to support my luxurious lifestyle?’ ‘How chbest manipulate my luxurious
lifestyle to make it seem even more luxurious thayone else’s?’ ‘The actress in the
photo with me and with whom I’'m smiling and celdbrg could steal a part from me
tomorrow!” ‘Am | better dressed than she is? Why ae smiling when we loathe each
other?’ ‘Why do we sell happiness to the readethisfmagazine when we are
profoundly unhappy ourselves, the slaves of fame.”

“We're not the slaves of fame.”
“Don’t get paranoid. I'm not talking about us.”
“What do you think is going on, then?”

“Years ago, | read a book that told an interessitogy. Just suppose that Hitler had won
the war, wiped out all the Jews and convinced bapfe that there really was such a
thing as a master race. The history books stdré tchanged, and, a hundred years later,
his successors manage to wipe out all the Indieim&e hundred years later and the
Blacks have been eliminated too. It takes five maddears, but, finally, the all-powerful
war machine succeeds in erasing all Asians fronfiabe of the earth as well. The history
books speak of remote battles waged against bartsabut no one reads too closely,
because it's of no importance.

“Two thousand years after the birth of Nazism, imeain Tokyo, a city that has been
inhabited for five centuries now by tall, blue-eymebple, Hans and Fritz are enjoying a
beer. At one point, Hans looks at Fritz and adkstZ, do you think it was always like
this?’

“What?’ asks Fritz.
“The world.’
“Of course the world was always like this, isrtiat what we were taught?’

“Of course, | don’t know what made me ask suclugpisl question,” says Hans. They
finish their beer, talk about other things and &rpe question entirely.”

“You don’t even need to go that far into the futweu just have to go back two thousand
years. Can you see yourself worshipping a guiligtanscaffold, or an electric chair?”

“I know where you’re heading—to that worst of allrhan tortures, the cross. | remember
that Cicero referred to it as ‘an abominable pumisht’ that inflicted terrible suffering

on the crucified person before he or she died. yetdnowadays people wear it around
their neck, hang it on their bedroom wall, and heeme to identify it as a religious
symbol, forgetting that they are looking at anrastent of torture.”



“Two hundred and fifty years passed before somel@ogled that it was time to abolish
the pagan festivals surrounding the winter solstive time when the sun is farthest from
the earth. The apostles, and those who came héBr, twere too busy spreading Jesus’
message to worry about thatalis invict Solisthe Mithraic festival of the birth of the
sun, which occurred on December 25. Then a biskojuldd that these solstice festivals
were a threat to the faith and that was that! Newhave masses, Nativity scenes,
presents, sermons, plastic babies in wooden marageighe cast-iron conviction that
Christ was born on that very day!”

“And then there’s the Christmas tree. Do you knowere that comes from?”
“No idea.”

“Saint Boniface decided to ‘christianize’ a rituatended to honor the god Odin when he
was a child. Once a year, the Germanic tribes wplade presents around an oak tree for
the children to find. They thought this would brijog to the pagan deity.”

“Going back to the story of Hans and Fritz: do yonk that civilization, human
relations, our hopes, our conquests, are all hesptoduct of some other garbled story?”

“When you wrote about the road to Santiago, youectorthe same conclusion, didn’t
you? You used to believe that only a select fewnktiee meaning of magic symbols, but
now you realize that we all know the meaning, jii'st that we’ve forgotten it.”

“Knowing that doesn’t make any difference. Peopédlteir best not to remember and
not to accept the immense magical potential thesg@ss, because that would upset their
neat little universes.”

“But we all have the ability, don't we?”

“Absolutely, we just don’t all have the couragdatiow our dreams and to follow the
signs. Perhaps that’s where the sadness comes from.

“I don’t know. And I'm not saying that I'm unhapg@}l the time. | have fun, | love you, |
adore my work. Yet now and then, | feel this prafdsadness, occasionally mingled
with feelings of guilt or fear; the feeling passest always comes back later on, and then
passes off again. Like Hans, | ask that same aqurestihen | can’t answer it, | simply
forget. | could go and help starving children, geta foundation for street children, start
trying to save people in the name of Jesus, do $ongethat would give me the feeling |
was being useful, but | don’t want to.”

“So why do you want to go and cover this war?”

“Because | think that in time of war, men live Idethe limit; after all, they could die the
next day. Anyone living like that must act diffetign



“So you want to find an answer to Hans’s question?”

“Yes, | do.”

T oday, in this beautiful suite in the Hotel Bristafth the Eiffel Tower glittering for

five minutes every time the clock strikes the hauth an empty bottle of wine beside
me and my cigarettes fast running out, with pegpéeting me as if nothing very serious
had happened, | ask myself: Was it then, comingbthe cinema, that it all began?
Should | have let her go off in search of that gadlstory or should | have put my foot
down and told her to forget the whole idea becahigewas my wife and | needed her
with me, needed her support?

Nonsense. At the time, | knew, as | know now, thed no option but to accept what she
wanted. If | had said: “Choose between me and bewpmwar correspondent,” | would
have been betraying everything that Esther had thormae. | wasn’t convinced by her
declared aim—to go in search of “a garbled storyt#concluded that she needed a bit
of freedom, to get out and about, to experienangtemotions. And what was wrong
with that?

| accepted, not without first making it clear tkfais constituted a very large withdrawal
from the Favor Bank (which, when | think aboutatwn seems a ludicrous thing to say).
For two years, Esther followed various conflictelase quarters, changing continents
more often than she changed her shoes. Wheneveasteback, | thought that this time
she would give it up—it’s just not possible to lifge very long in a place where there’s
no decent food, no daily bath, and no cinemaseatdrs. | asked her if she had found the
answer to Hans’s question, and she always tolchateshe was on the right track, and |
had to be satisfied with that. Sometimes, she weasy drom home for months at a time;
contrary to what it says in the “official history marriage” (I was starting to use her
terminology), that distance only made our love gstk@nger, and showed us how
important we were to each other. Our relationsiipich | thought had reached its ideal
point when we moved to Paris, was getting bettdrlagtter.

As | understand it, she first met Mikhail when steeded a translator to accompany her
to some country in Central Asia. At first, she &llkabout him with great enthusiasm—he
was a very sensitive person, someone who saw thd a®it really was and not as we
had been told it should be. He was five years yeutigan she, but had a quality that
Esther described as “magical.” | listened patieatid politely, as if | were really
interested in that boy and his ideas, but the tisjthwas far away, going over in my

mind all the things | had to do, ideas for articksswers to questions from journalists
and publishers, strategies for how to seduce &pbkmt woman who appeared to be
interested in me, plans for future book promotions.



| don’t know if Esther noticed this. | certainlyilied to notice that Mikhail gradually
disappeared from our conversations, then vanisbeipletely. Esther’'s behavior became
increasingly eccentric: even when she was in Pgiis started going out several nights a
week, telling me that she was researching an aniclbeggars.

| thought she must be having an affair. | agonied whole week and asked myself:
should I tell her my doubts or just pretend thahmw is happening? | decided to ignore
it, on the principle that “what the eye doesn’t,9be heart doesn’t grieve over.” | was
utterly convinced that there wasn’t the slightesdbility of her leaving me; she had
worked so hard to help me become the person | adhitavould be illogical to let all that
go for some ephemeral affair.

If I had really been interested in Esther’s wotldhould at least have asked what had
happened to her translator and his “magical” sdlitgid should have been suspicious of
that silence, that lack of information. | should/easked to go with her on one of those
“research trips” to visit beggars.

When she occasionally asked if | was interestdteirwork, my answer was always the
same: “Yes, I'm interested, but | don’t want toeirfere, | want you to be free to follow
your dream in your chosen way, just as you helpedaxo the same.”

This, of course, was tantamount to saying thatdnitahe slightest bit interested. But
because people always believe what they want tevag|Esther seemed satisfied with
my response.

The words spoken by the inspector when | was rete&em the police cell come back to
me again¥ou're a free manBut what is freedom? Is it seeing that your hushan’t
interested in what you are doing? Is it feelinghal@and having no one with whom to
share your innermost feelings, because the persomgarried is entirely focused on his
own work, on his important, magnificent, difficdareer?

| look at the Eiffel Tower: another hour has passedl it is glittering again as if it were
made of diamonds. | have no idea how often thishaggened since | have been at the
window.

| know that, in the name of the freedom of our nage, | did not notice that Mikhail had
disappeared from my wife’s conversations, onlye@ppear in a bar and disappear again,
this time taking her with him and leaving behind tamous, successful writer as prime
suspect.

Or, worse still, as a man abandoned.

HANS'S QUESTION




In Buenos Aires, the Zahir is a common 20-centanin;dhe letters N and T and the
number 2 bear the marks of a knife or a letter epel®29 is the date engraved on the
reverse. (In Gujarat, at the end of the eighteeattiury, the Zahir was a tiger; in Java, it
was a blind man from the Surakarta Mosque who waees by the faithful; in Persia, an
astrolabe that Nadir Shah ordered to be thrownthmgcsea; in the Mahdi’s prisons, in
around 1892, a small compass that had been toughRddolf Karl von Slatin....)

A year later, | wake thinking about the story byg#oLuis Borges, about something
which, once touched or seen, can never be forgatehwhich gradually so fills our
thoughts that we are driven to madness. My Zamptsa romantic metaphor—a blind
man, a compass, a tiger, or a coin.

It has a name, and her name is Esther.

Immediately after leaving prison, | appeared ondbners of various scandal sheets: they
began by alleging a possible crime, but, in ordeavoid ending up in court, they always
concluded with the statement that | had been ded@eared? | hadn’t even been
accused!) They allowed a week to pass; they chettksde if the sales had been good
(they had, because | was the kind of writer who m@snally above suspicion, and
everyone wanted to find out how it was possiblesfonan who writes about spirituality
to have such a dark side). Then they returnedaattack, alleging that my wife had run
away because of my many extramarital affairs: an@ermagazine even hinted at a
possible relationship with a singer, twenty yeaysjumior, who said she had met me in
Oslo, in Norway (this was true, but the meeting baly taken place because of the
Favor Bank—a friend of mine had asked me to gotemtlbeen with us throughout the
only supper we had together). The singer saidttiigae was nothing between us (so why
put a photo of us on the cover?) and took the dppiy to announce that she was
releasing a new album: she had used both the nregamd me, and | still don’t know
whether the failure of the album was a consequehtas kind of cheap publicity. (The
album wasn’t bad, by the way—what ruined everythimge the press releases.)

The scandal over the famous writer did not lastjjom Europe, and especially in France,
infidelity is not only accepted, it is even segrettimired. And no one likes to read about
the sort of thing that could so easily happen &th

The topic disappeared from the front covers, batypotheses continued: she had been
kidnapped, she had left home because of physiceleafphoto of a waiter saying that we
often argued: | remember that | did, in fact, hameargument with Esther in a restaurant
about her views on a South American writer, whighrewcompletely opposed to mine). A
British tabloid alleged—and luckily this had noises repercussions—that my wife had

gone into hiding with an Islamist terrorist orgaatian.

This world is so full of betrayals, divorces, mursleand assassination attempts that a
month later the subject had been forgotten by theary public. Years of experience



had taught me that this kind of thing would neviéa my faithful readership (it had
happened before, when a journalist on an Argemtitekevision program claimed that he
had “proof” that | had had a secret meeting in €ilth the future first lady of the
country—but my books remained on the bestsell&s)li®\s an American artist almost
said: Sensationalism was only made to last fifte@mutes. My main concern was quite
different: to reorganize my life, to find a new &wo go back to writing books, and to
put away any memories of my wife in the little deavthat exists on the frontier between
love and hate.

Or should | say memories of my ex-wife (I neededdbused to the term).

Part of what | had foreseen in that hotel roomatiche to pass. For a while, | barely left
the apartment: | didn’t know how to face my friendew to look them in the eye and say
simply: “My wife has left me for a younger man.” \&h| did go out, no one asked me
anything, but after a few glasses of wine | felligdd to bring the subject up—as if |
could read everyone’s mind, as if | really believiedt they had nothing more to occupy
them than what was happening in my life, but thaytwere too polite or smug to say
anything. Depending on my mood, Esther was eitlsaiast who deserved better or a
treacherous, perfidious woman who had embroiledmsech a complicated situation
that | had even been thought a criminal.

Friends, acquaintances, publishers, people | sdttoat the many gala dinners | was
obliged to attend, listened with some curiositfirat. Gradually, though, | noticed that
they tended to change the subject; they had beerested in the subject at some point,
but it was no longer part of their current curi@st they were more interested in talking
about the actress who had been murdered by a singéout the adolescent girl who had
written a book about her affairs with well-knownligoians. One day, in Madrid, |

noticed that the number of guests at events angessipvas beginning to fall off.
Although it may have been good for my soul to udearmyself of my feelings, to blame
or to bless Esther, | began to realize that | wvexming something even worse than a
betrayed husband: | was becoming the kind of bgoergon no one wants to be around.

| decided, from then on, to suffer in silence, #melinvitations once more flooded in
through my mailbox.

But the Zahir, about which I initially used to tkiwith either irritation or affection,
continued to grow in my soul. | started looking Esther in every woman | met. | would
see her in every bar, every cinema, at bus stopse kthan once | ordered a taxi driver to
stop in the middle of the street or to follow somepuntil | could persuade myself that
the person was not the person | was looking for.

With the Zahir beginning to occupy my every thoydimeeded an antidote, something
that would not take me to the brink of despair.

There was only one possible solution: a girlfriend.



| encountered three or four women | felt drawnbuat, then | met Marie, a thirty-five-
year-old French actress. She was the only one whoad spout such nonsense as: “I like
you as a man, not as the celebrity everyone wantseet” or “I wish you weren’t quite

so famous,” or worse still: “I'm not interestednmney.” She was the only one who was
genuinely pleased at my success, because she ofamaus and knew that celebrity
counts. Celebrity is an aphrodisiac. It was goadafwwoman’s ego to be with a man and
know that he had chosen her even though he hathkauck of many others.

We were often seen together at parties and receptibere was speculation about our
relationship, but neither she nor | confirmed onidd anything, and the matter was left
hanging, and all that remained for the magazinestwavait for the photo of the famous
kiss—which never came, because both she and Idenesi such public exhibitionism
vulgar. She got on with her filming and | with mpk; when | could, | would travel to
Milan, and when she could, she would meet me irsPae were close, but not
dependent on each other.

Marie pretended not to know what was going on insoyl, and | pretended not to know
what was going on in hers (an impossible love foraaried neighbor, even though she
could have had any man she wanted). We were fri@mspanions, we enjoyed the
same things; | would even go so far as to saytliwae was between us a kind of love,
but different from the love | felt for Esther omathMarie felt for her neighbor.

| started taking part in book signings again, legated invitations to give lectures, write
articles, attend charity dinners, appear on teleniprograms, help out with projects for
up-and-coming young artists. | did everything exaelpat | should have been doing,
namely, writing a book.

This didn’t matter to me, however, for in my heafrhearts | believed that my career as a
writer was over, because the woman who had madeegie was no longer there. | had
lived my dream intensely while it lasted, | had fjother than most people are lucky
enough to get, | could spend the rest of my lifeimgfun.

| thought this every morning. In the afternoonedlized that the only thing | really liked
doing was writing. By nightfall, there | was oncema trying to persuade myself that |
had fulfilled my dream and should try something new

T he following year was a Holy Year in Spain, thgo Santo Compostelawhich

occurs whenever the day of Saint James of Composhely 25, falls on a Sunday. A
special door to the cathedral in Santiago stands 6@ 365 days, and, according to
tradition, anyone who goes through that door rexeevseries of special blessings.



There were various commemorative events througBpain, and since | was extremely
grateful for the pilgrimage | had made, | decidedake part in at least one event: a talk,
in January, in the Basque country. In order toogetof my routine—trying to write a
book/going to a party/to the airport/visiting MaimeMilan/going out to supper/to a
hotel/to the airport/surfing the Internet/goinglte airport/to an interview/to another
airport—I chose to drive the 1,400 kilometers thaome.

Everywhere—even those places | have never visgéaré—reminds me of my private
Zahir. | think how Esther would love to see thisphmuch she would enjoy eating in this
restaurant or walking by this river. | spend thghtiin Bayonne and, before | go to sleep,
| turn on the television and learn that there &@uéfive thousand trucks stuck on the
frontier between France and Spain, due to a vi@adtentirely unexpected snowstorm.

| wake up thinking that | should simply drive baokParis: | have an excellent excuse for
canceling the engagement, and the organizers mdketstand perfectly—the traffic is in
chaos, there is ice on the roads, both the FremdlSpanish governments are advising
people not to leave home this weekend becausesthefraccidents is so high. The
situation is worse than it was last night: the nmogrpaper reports that on one stretch of
road alone seventeen thousand people are trappédietense teams have been
mobilized to provide them with food and temporahnglsers, since many people have
already run out of fuel and cannot use their catdrs.

The hotel staff tell me that if | really have tavel, if it's a matter of life or death, there is
a minor road | can take, which, while it will avdite blockages, will add about two
hours to my journey time, and no one can guaranmtes state the road will be in.
Instinctively, | decide to go ahead; somethingoixing me on, out onto the icy asphalt
and to the hours spent patiently waiting in botleks.

Perhaps it is the name of the city: Vitéria—VictoBerhaps it is the feeling that | have
grown too used to comfort and have lost my abititymprovise in crisis situations.
Perhaps it is the enthusiasm of the people whoaatbjs moment, trying to restore a
cathedral built many centuries ago and who, in or@éraw attention to their efforts,
have invited a few writers to give talks. Or perh#gs the old saying of the
conquistadors of the Americas: “It is not life timaatters, but the journey.”

And so | keep on journeying. After many long, tehsers, | reach Vitoria, where some
even tenser people are waiting for me. They saytiiese hasn’'t been a snowstorm like it
for more than thirty years, they thank me for mgkine effort, and continue with the
official program, which includes a visit to the Gatiral of Santa Maria.

A young woman with shining eyes starts telling ime $tory. To begin with there was the
city wall. The wall remained, but one part of itsmased to build a chapel. Many years
passed, and the chapel became a church. Anotheerg@assed, and the church became
a Gothic cathedral. The cathedral had had its m&srarglory, there had been structural
problems, for a time it had been abandoned, thetonation work had distorted the whole
shape of the building, but each generation thoiidted solved the problem and would



rework the original plans. Thus, in the centurlest followed, they raised a wall here,
took down a beam there, added a buttress over, ttref@ed or bricked up stained-glass
windows.

And the cathedral withstood it all.

| walk through the skeleton of the cathedral, simgyhe restoration work currently being
carried out: this time the architects guaranteettiey have found the perfect solution.
Everywhere there are metal supports, scaffoldirgndtheories about what to do next,
and some criticism about what was done in the past.

And suddenly, in the middle of the central nawedlize something very important: the
cathedral is me, it is all of us. We are all grogvand changing shape, we notice certain
weaknesses that need to be corrected, we don’yalefeose the best solution, but we
carry on regardless, trying to remain upright aadeaht, in order to do honor not to the
walls or the doors or the windows, but to the engpisice inside, the space where we
worship and venerate what is dearest and most tiauao us.

Yes, we are all cathedrals, there is no doubt aibdomit what lies in the empty space of
my inner cathedral?

Esther, the Zahir.

She fills everything. She is the only reason | dineal look around, | prepare myself for
the talk I am to give, and | understand why | baatlee snow, the traffic jams, and the ice
on the roads: in order to be reminded that eveyy deeed to rebuild myself and to
accept—for the first time in my entire existence-atthlove another human being more
than | love myself.

On the way back to Paris—in far more favorable Wweatonditions—I am in a kind of
trance: | do not think, | merely concentrate onttlaéfic. When | get home, | ask the

maid not to let anyone in, and ask her if she ¢egpsover for the next few nights and
make me breakfast, lunch, and supper. | stampesrttall apparatus that connects me to
the Internet, destroying it completely. | unplug telephone. | put my cell phone in a
box and send it to my publisher, saying that heughonly give it back to me when |

come around personally to pick it up.

For a week, | walk by the Seine each morning, ahdnl get back, I lock myself in my
study. As if | were listening to the voice of argah | write a book, or, rather, a letter, a
long letter to the woman of my dreams, to the woilame and will always love. This
book might one day reach her hands and even ddsd’t, | am now a man at peace with
his spirit. 1 no longer wrestle with my woundedd®j | no longer look for Esther on
every corner, in every bar and cinema, at everpaup no longer look for her in Marie
or in the newspapers.



On the contrary, | am pleased that she existshakeshown me that | am capable of a
love of which I myself knew nothing, and this leavee in a state of grace.

| accept the Zahir, and will let it lead me intstate of either holiness or madness.

/ \ Time to Rend and a Time to Sethe title is from a line in Ecclesiastes—was

published at the end of April. By the second wekklay, it was already number one on
the bestseller lists.

The literary supplements, which have never beed tarme, redoubled their attacks. |
cut out some of the key phrases and stuck themmotebook along with reviews from
previous years; they said basically the same timmegely changing the title of the book:

“...once again, despite the troubled times we livehe author offers us an escape from
reality with a story about love...” (as if people tblive without love).

“...short sentences, superficial style...” (as if Identences equaled profundity).

“...the author has discovered the secret of succesakating...” (as if | had been born
in a country with a long literary tradition and hiaald millions to invest in my first book).

“...it will sell as well as all his other books, whigust proves how unprepared human
beings are to face up to the encircling tragedyas’if they knew what it meant to be
prepared).

Some reviews, however, were different, adding theds profiting from last year’s
scandal in order to make even more money. As alyithgse negative reviews only
served to sell more of my books: my faithful readeought the book anyway, and those
who had forgotten about the whole sorry businese weminded of it again and so also
bought copies, because they wanted to hear myoveodiEsther’s disappearance (since
the book was not about that, but was, rather, anhignhove, they must have been sorely
disappointed and would doubtless have decidedhleatritics were spot-on). The rights
were immediately sold to all the countries wherebugks were usually published.

Marie, who read the typescript before | sent ith® publisher, showed herself to be the
woman | had hoped she was: instead of being jeatosaying that | shouldn’t bare my
soul like that, she encouraged me to go aheaditnatid was thrilled when it was a
success. At the time, she was reading the teacbingsttle-known mystic, whom she
guoted in all our conversations.



When people praise us, we should always keep a elgsen how we behave.”

“The critics never praise me.”

“I mean your readers: you've received more letteas ever. You'll end up believing
that you're better than you are, and allow yourseHlip into a false sense of security,
which could be very dangerous.”

“Ever since my visit to the cathedral in Vitériadd think I'm better than | thought | was,
but that has nothing to do with readers’ lettergsérd though it may seem, | discovered
love.”

“Great. What | like about the book is the fact flatno point, do you blame your ex-wife.
And you don’t blame yourself either.”

“I've learned not to waste my time doing that.”
“Good. The universe takes care of correcting owstakies.”
“Do you think Esther’s disappearance was some &fridorrection,” then?”

“I don't believe in the curative powers of suffegiand tragedy; they happen because
they're part of life and shouldn’t be seen as aighiment. Generally speaking, the
universe tells us when we’re wrong by taking awdatis most important to us: our
friends. And that, | think I'm right in saying, v8hat was happening with you.”

“I learned something recently: our true friends thiese who are with us when the good
things happen. They cheer us on and are pleasedrliyiumphs. False friends only
appear at difficult times, with their sad, suppaetfaces, when, in fact, our suffering is
serving to console them for their miserable liwden things were bad last year, various
people | had never even seen before turned uptsaie’ me. | hate that.”

“I've had the same thing happen to me.”

“But I'm very grateful that you came into my lif®arie.”

“Don’t be too grateful too soon, our relationshsp’t strong enough. As a matter of fact,
I've been thinking of moving to Paris or asking ytoucome and live in Milan: it
wouldn’t make any difference to either of us imterof work. You always work at home
and | always work away. Would you like to change shibject now or shall we continue
discussing it as a possibility?”

“I'd like to change the subject.”



“Let’s talk about something else then. It took dbcourage to write that book. What
surprises me, though, is that you don’t once merttie young man.”

“I'm not interested in him.”

“You must be. Every now and again you must ask selitrwhy did she choose him?”
“I never ask myself that.”

“You're lying. I'd certainly like to know why my righbor didn’t divorce his boring,
smiling wife, always busy with the housework, tl@king, the children, and the bills. If
| ask myself that, you must too.”

“Are you saying that | hate him because he stolenifig?”

“No, | want to hear you say that you forgive him.”

“l can't do that.”

“It's hard, | know, but you've no option. If you di do it, you'll always be thinking of
the pain he caused you and that pain will neves.das not saying you’ve got tiike
him. I'm not saying you should seek him out. I'mt Baggesting you should start
thinking of him as an angel. What was his name nSarmething Russian wasn't it?”
“It doesn’t matter what his name was.”

“You see? You don’'t even want to say his name. yane superstitious?”

“Mikhail. There you are, that’s his name.”

“The energy of hatred won't get you anywhere; Inat énergy of forgiveness, which
reveals itself through love, will transform youelin a positive way.”

“Now you’re sounding like some Tibetan sage, spausituff that is all very nice in
theory, but impossible in practice. Don’t forgétel been hurt before.”

“Exactly, and you're still carrying inside you thtle boy, the school weakling, who had
to hide his tears from his parents. You still bis@ marks of the skinny little boy who
couldn’t get a girlfriend and who was never anydjabsports. You still haven't
managed to heal the scars left by some of thetingsscommitted against you in your
life. But what good does that do?”

“Who told you about that?”

“I just know. | can see it in your eyes, and it sio¢ do you any good. All it does is feed
a constant desire to feel sorry for yourself, beeagou were the victim of people



stronger than you. Or else it makes you go to therextreme and disguise yourself as
an avenger ready to strike out at the people whbylow. Isn’t that a waste of time?”

“It's just human.”

“Oh, it is, but it's not intelligent or reasonab&how some respect for your time on this
earth, and know that God has always forgiven yaliaways will.”

L ooking around at the crowd gathered for my boohisigjat a megastore on the

Champs-Elysées, | thought: How many of these pesplédave had the same
experience | had with my wife?

Very few. Perhaps one or two. Even so, most of themld identify with what was in
my new book.

Writing is one of the most solitary activities imetworld. Once every two years, | sit
down in front of the computer, gaze out on the wwkm sea of my soul, and see a few
islands—ideas that have developed and which aeetoippe explored. Then I climb into
my boat—calledrhe Word—and set out for the nearest island. On the wayedtratrong
currents, winds, and storms, but | keep rowingaewsited, knowing that | have drifted
away from my chosen course and that the islandsltwéng to reach is no longer on my
horizon.

| can’t turn back, though, | have to continue soowelor else I'll be lost in the middle of
the ocean; at that point, a series of terrifyingnsios flash through my mind, such as
spending the rest of my life talking about pastcesses, or bitterly criticizing new

writers, simply because | no longer have the caaitagublish new books. Wasn't my
dream to be a writer? Then | must continue crea@argences, paragraphs, chapters, and
go on writing until 1 die, and not allow myself ¢@t caught in such traps as success or
failure. Otherwise, what meaning does my life haBefhg able to buy an old mill in the
south of France and tending my garden? Giving testinstead, because it's easier to
talk than to write? Withdrawing from the world ircalculated, mysterious way, in order
to create a legend that will deprive me of manyagplees?

Shaken by these alarming thoughts, | find a stieagtl a courage | didn’t know | had:
they help me to venture into an unknown part ofsoyl. | let myself be swept along by
the current and finally anchor my boat at the idlawas being carried toward. | spend
days and nights describing what | see, wondering kvh doing this, telling myself that
it's really not worth the pain and the effort, thaton’'t need to prove anything to anyone,
that I've got what | wanted and far more than Iredteamed of having.



| notice that | go through the same process ag Witien writing my first book: | wake up
at nine o’clock in the morning, ready to sit downrey computer immediately after
breakfast; then | read the newspapers, go for k&, walit the nearest bar for a chat, come
home, look at the computer, discover that | needa&e several phone calls, look at the
computer again, by which time lunch is ready, ast ¢ating and thinking that | really
ought to have started writing at eleven o’clock, tow | need a nap, | wake at five in the
afternoon, finally turn on the computer, go to dhety e-mails, then remember that I've
destroyed my Internet connection; | could go tdeegten minutes away where | can get
online, but couldn't |, just to free my consciericem these feelings of guilt, couldn’t | at
least write for half an hour?

| begin out of a feeling of duty, but suddenly “tténg” takes hold of me and | can’t stop.
The maid calls me for supper and | ask her natteriupt me; an hour later, she calls me
again; I'm hungry, but | must write just one maree| one more sentence, one more page.
By the time | sit down at the table, the food ifd¢d gobble it down and go back to the
computer—I am no longer in control of where | placg feet, the island is being

revealed to me, | am being propelled along its @dthding things | have never even
thought or dreamed of. | drink a cup of coffee, andther, and at two o’clock in the
morning | finally stop writing, because my eyes tred.

| go to bed, spend another hour making notes afjthto use in the next paragraph—
notes which always prove completely useless, teeyesonly to empty my mind so that
sleep can come. | promise myself that the next mgri'll start at eleven o’clock
prompt. And the following day, the same thing happethe walk, the conversations,
lunch, a nap, the feelings of guilt, then irritatiat myself for destroying the Internet
connection, until I, at last, make myself sit dosrd write the first page....

Suddenly, two, three, four, eleven weeks have plassel | know that I'm near the end;
I’'m gripped by a feeling of emptiness, the feeloiggomeone who has set down in words
things he should have kept to himself. Now, thoddigve to reach the final sentence—
and | do.

When | used to read biographies of writers, | asvdnpught they were simply trying to
make their profession seem more interesting whey shid that “the book writes itself,
the writer is just the typist.” Now | know that $his absolutely true, no one knows why
the current took them to that particular island antlto the one they wanted to reach.
The obsessive redrafting and editing begins, anehwitan no longer bear to reread the
same words one more time, | send it to my publisivbere it is edited again, and then
published.

And it is a constant source of surprise to me scalier that other people were also in
search of that very island and that they find itny book. One person tells another
person about it, the mysterious chain grows, anaktwie writer thought of as a solitary
exercise becomes a bridge, a boat, a means by wbidh can travel and communicate.



From then on, I am no longer the man lost in thenst | find myself through my readers,
| understand what | wrote when | see that othederstiand it too, but never before. On a
few rare occasions, like the one that is just abottappen, | manage to look those
people in the eye and then | understand that myisowt alone.

At the appointed time, | start signing books. Therbkrief eye-to-eye contact and a
feeling of solidarity, joy, and mutual respect. fdhare handshakes, a few letters, gifts,
comments. Ninety minutes later, | ask for a tenuterrest, no one complains, and my
publisher (as has become traditional at my bookisgs in France) orders champagne to
be served to everyone still in line. (I have triedjet this tradition adopted in other
countries, but they always say that French champégtoo expensive and end up
serving mineral water instead. But that, too, shoagpect for those still waiting.)

| return to the table. Two hours later, contraryttoat anyone observing the event might
think, | am not tired, but full of energy; | coutarry on all night. The shop, however, has
closed its doors and the queue is dwindling. Tlheedorty people left inside, they
become thirty, twenty, eleven, five, four, thraept..and suddenly our eyes meet.

“I waited until the end. | wanted to be the lastdgse | have a message for you.”

| don’t know what to say. | glance to one sidehatpublishers, salespeople, and
booksellers, who are all talking enthusiasticadlyon we will go out to eat and drink and
share the excitement of the day and describe sémhe strange things that happened
while | was signing books.

| have never seen him before, but | know who héeteke the book from him and write:
“For Mikhail, with best wishes.”

| say nothing. | must not lose him—a word, a secgea sudden movement might cause
him to leave and never come back. In a fractioa sécond, | understand that he and only
he can save me from the blessing—or the curse—eaf &hir, because he is the only one
who knows where to find it, and | will finally béke to ask the questions | have been
repeating to myself for so long.

“I wanted you to know that she’s all right, thatsinay even have read your book.”

The publishers, salespeople, and booksellers carre dhey all embrace me and say it's
been a great afternoon. Let’'s go and relax andkannd talk about it all.

“I'd like to invite this young man to supper,” I\sd'He was the last in the queue and he
can be the representative of all the other readboswere here with us today.”

“I can’t, I'm afraid. | have another engagement.”



And turning to me, rather startled, he adds: “lyazdme to give you that message.”
“What message?” asks one of the salespeople.

“He never usually invites anyone!” says my publisi€ome on, let’s all go and have
supper!’

“It's very kind of you, but | have a meeting | gnévery Thursday.”
“When does it start?”

“In two hours’ time.”

“And where is it?”

“In an Armenian restaurant.”

My driver, who is himself Armenian, asks which arel says that it’s only fifteen
minutes from the place where we are going to earyone is doing their best to please
me: they think that the person I'm inviting to sepghould be happy and pleased to be
so honored, that anything else can surely wait.

“What's your name?” asks Marie.
“Mikhail.”

“Well, Mikhail,” and | see that Marie has understioeverything, “why don’t you come
with us for an hour or so; the restaurant we’rengdo is just around the corner. Then the
driver will take you wherever you want to go. Ifiyprefer, though, we can cancel our
reservation and all go and have supper at the Alaneestaurant instead. That way,
you'd feel less anxious.”

| can’t stop looking at him. He isn’t particulatti\andsome or particularly ugly. He'’s
neither tall nor short. He’s dressed in black, dexgnd elegant—and by elegance | mean
a complete absence of brand names or designeslabel

Marie links arms with Mikhail and heads for theteXihe bookseller still has a pile of
books waiting to be signed for readers who couldcome to the signing, but | promise
that | will drop by the following day. My legs amembling, my heart pounding, and yet |
have to pretend that everything is fine, that I'iadgthe book signing was a success, that
I’'m interested in what other people are saying.dMess the Champs-Elysées, the sun is
setting behind the Arc de Triomphe, and, for soe@son, | know that this is a sign, a
good sign.

As long as | can keep control of the situation.



Why do | want to speak to him? The people fromghblishing house keep talking to me
and | respond automatically; no one notices tlaah ifar away, struggling to understand
why | have invited to supper someone whom | shdwdjghts, hate. Do | want to find
out where Esther is? Do | want to have my reveng#is young man, so lost, so
insecure, and yet who was capable of luring awayp#rson | love? Do | want to prove
to myself that | am better, much better than he? Want to bribe him, seduce him,
make him persuade my wife to come back?

| can’t answer any of these questions, and thagrdbmatter. The only thing | have said
up until now is: “I'd like to invite this young matio supper.” | had imagined the scene so
often before: we meet, | grab him by the throatgbuhim, humiliate him in front of
Esther; or | get a thrashing and make her see tawd/Ilm fighting for her, suffering for
her. | had imagined scenes of aggression or feigrfference or public scandal, but the
words “I'd like to invite this young man to suppdrad never once entered my head.

No need to ask what | will do next, all | have mbw is to keep an eye on Marie, who

is walking along a few paces ahead of me, holdm¢paVikhail's arm, as if she were his
girlfriend. She won't let him go and yet | wondat,the same time, why she’s helping me,
when she knows that a meeting with this young noadcalso mean that I'll find out
where my wife is living.

We arrive. Mikhail makes a point of sitting far amwfaom me; perhaps he wants to avoid
getting caught up in a conversation with me. Laaghthampagne, vodka, and caviar—I
glance at the menu and am horrified to see thabdlokseller is spending about a
thousand dollars on the entrées alone. There srgkchatter; Mikhail is asked what he
thought of the afternoon’s event; he says he edjayde is asked about the book; he
says he enjoyed it very much. Then he is forgotted, attention turns to me—was |
happy with how things had gone, was the queue argdrio my liking, had the security
team been up to scratch? My heart is still poundaagy | present a calm front. | thank
them for everything, for the efficient way in white event was run.

Half an hour of conversation and a lot of vodkaiat can see that Mikhail is beginning
to relax. He isn’t the center of attention anymdredoesn’t need to say very much, he
just has to endure it for a little while longer &hén he can go. | know he wasn'’t lying
about the Armenian restaurant, so at least nowe laaclue. My wife must still be in
Paris! I must pretend to be friendly, try to wirs lsionfidence, the initial tensions have all
disappeared.

An hour passes. Mikhail looks at his watch andn see that he is about to leave. | must
do something—now. Every time | look at him, | fesbre and more insignificant and
understand less and less how Esther could haveegeld me for someone who seems so
unworldly (she mentioned that he had “magical” pmsjeHowever difficult it might be

to pretend that | feel perfectly at ease talkingameone who is my enemy, | must do
something.



“Let’s find out a bit more about our reader,” | sand there is an immediate silence.
“Here he is, about to leave at any moment, and lme&’'dly said a word about his life.
What do you do?”

Despite the number of vodkas he has drunk, Mikéeeims suddenly to recover his
sobriety.

“l organize meetings at the Armenian restaurant.”
“What does that involve?”

“I stand on stage and tell stories. And | let teege in the audience tell their stories
too.”

“I do the same thing in my books.”

“I know, that’s how I first met...”

He’s going to say who he is!

“Were you born here?” asks Marie, thus preventiimg fnom finishing his sentence.

“I was born in the Kazakhstan steppes.”

Kazakhstan. Who'’s going to be brave enough to dslrevKazakhstan is?

“Where’s Kazakhstan?” asks the sales representative

Blessed are those who are not afraid to admitttiegt don’t know something.

“I was waiting for someone to ask that,” and thisran almost gleeful look in Mikhail's
eyes now. “Whenever | say where | was born, abEutitinutes later people are saying
that I'm from Pakistan or Afghanistan.... My counisyin Central Asia. It has barely
fourteen million inhabitants in an area far lartfean France with its population of sixty

million.”

“So it's a place where no one can complain aboeifdbk of space, then,” says my
publisher, laughing.

“It's a place where, during the last century, ne dsad the right to complain about
anything, even if they wanted to. When the Comntueigime abolished private
ownership, the livestock were simply abandoned4t@ percent of the population died.
Do you understand what that means? Nearly halptipailation of my country died of
hunger between 1932 and 1933.”



Silence falls. After all, tragedies get in the wedycelebrations, and one of the people
present tries to change the subject. However idtitisat my “reader” tells us more about
his country.

“What are the steppes like?” | ask.
“They’re vast plains with barely any vegetation)'as sure you know.”
| do know, but it had been my turn to ask a questio keep the conversation going.

“I've just remembered something about Kazakhstaays my publisher. “Some time ago,
| was sent a typescript by a writer who lives thelescribing the atomic tests that were
carried out on the steppes.”

“Our country has blood in its soil and in its solihose tests changed what cannot be
changed, and we will be paying the price for maagegations to come. We even made
an entire sea disappear.”

It is Marie’s turn to speak.
“No one can make a sea disappear.”

“I'm twenty-five years old, and that is all the #nit took, just one generation, for the
water that had been there for millennia to be fiansed into dust. Those in charge of the
Communist regime decided to divert two rivers, ADarya and Syr Darya, so that they
could irrigate some cotton plantations. They faileat by then it was too late—the sea
had ceased to exist, and the cultivated land becadesert.

“The lack of water affected the whole climate. Nolags, vast sandstorms scatter
150,000 tons of salt and dust every year. Fiftyiamlpeople in five countries were
affected by the Soviet bureaucrats’ irresponsiblag-areversible—decision. The little
water that was left is polluted and is the sourfcalldkinds of diseases.”

| made a mental note of what he was saying. Itccbeluseful in one of my lectures.
Mikhail went on, and his tone of voice was no langehnical, but tragic.

“My grandfather says that the Aral Sea was oncenvknas the Blue Sea, because of the
color of its waters. It no longer exists, and yet people there refuse to leave their
houses and move somewhere else: they still dreamaeds and fishes, they still have
their fishing rods and talk about boats and bait.”

“Is it true about the atomic tests, though?” askspublisher.
“I think that everyone born in my country feels wkize land felt, because every Kazakh

carries his land in his blood. For forty years, ptens were shaken by nuclear or
thermonuclear bombs, a total of 456 in 1989. Oséhests, 116 were carried out in the



open, which amounts to a bomb twenty-five hundmeé$ more powerful than the one
that was dropped on Hiroshima during the Secondd\iar. As a result, thousands of
people were contaminated by radioactivity and sgissetly contracted lung cancer,
while thousands of children were born with motaficencies, missing limbs, or mental
problems.”

Mikhail looks at his watch.
“Now, if you don’t mind, | have to go.”

Half of those around the table are sorry, the cosateon was just getting interesting. The
other half are glad: it's absurd to talk about straelgic events on such a happy occasion.

Mikhail says goodbye to everyone with a nod oftfead and gives me a hug, not
because he feels a particular affection for mesbuhat he can whisper:

“As | said before, she’s fine. Don’t worry.”

Don't worry,” he says. Why should | worry about aman who left me? It was

because of her that | was questioned by the pdashed all over the front pages of the
scandal sheets; it was because of her that | sfleghbse painful days and nights, nearly
lost all my friends and...”

“...and wroteA Time to Rend and a Time to S&ome on, we're both adults, with
plenty of life experience. Let's not deceive ouwssl Of course, you'd like to know how
she is. In fact, I'd go further: you'd like to sker.”

“If you're so sure about that, why did you helpsieade him to come to supper with us?
Now | have a clue: he appears every Thursday a#tmaenian restaurant.”

“I know. You'd better follow up on that.”
“Don’t you love me?”

“More than yesterday and less than tomorrow, aayis on those postcards you can buy
in stationery shops. Yes, of course, | love yoon fiopelessly in love, if you must know.
I’'m even considering changing my address and conarige in this huge, empty
apartment of yours, but whenever | suggest it, 3laays change the subject.
Nevertheless, | forget my pride and try to explatrat a big step it would be for us to
live together, and hear you say that it's too stworthat; perhaps you're afraid you'll lose
me the way you lost Esther, or perhaps you'rewtliting for her to come back, or
perhaps you don’t want to lose your freedom, orsaraultaneously afraid of being alone



and afraid of living with someone—in short, ouratednship’s a complete disaster. But,
now that you ask, there’s my answer: | love yowvauch.”

“So why did you help?”

“Because | can't live forever with the ghost of aman who left without a word of
explanation. I've read your book. | believe thalydoy finding her and resolving the
matter will your heart ever truly be mine. That'eat happened with the neighbor | was
in love with. 1 was close enough to him to be ablsee what a coward he was when it
came to our relationship, how he could never conminiiself to the thing he wanted with
all his heart, but which he always felt was toogkous to actually have. You've often
said that absolute freedom doesn't exist; what eéaes is the freedom to choose
anything you like and then commit yourself to ttatision. The closer | was to my
neighbor, the more | admired you: a man who dectdegb on loving the wife who had
abandoned him and who wanted nothing more to do lwh. You not only decided to
do that, you made your decision public. This is iy say in your book; it's a passage
| know by heart:

“When | had nothing more to lose, | was given gtleing. When | ceased to be who |
am, | found myself. When | experienced humiliateord yet kept on walking, |
understood that | was free to choose my destinthdps there’s something wrong with
me, | don’t know, perhaps my marriage was a dreaouldn’'t understand while it lasted.
All I know is that even though | can live withougr | would still like to see her again, to
say what | never said when we were together: | iaxemore than | love myself. If |
could say that, then | could go on living, at peatth myself, because that love has
redeemed me.”

“Mikhail told me that Esther had probably read nopk. That's enough.”

“Maybe, but for you to be able to love her fullypuneed to find her and tell her that to
her face. It might not be possible, she might nantito see you, but you would, at least,
have tried. | would be free from the ‘ideal womand you would be free from the
absolute presence of what you call the Zahir.”

“You're very brave.”

“No, I'm not, I'm afraid. But | have no choice.”

T he following morning, | swore to myself that | wduhot try to find out where

Esther was living. For two years, | had unconsdippeeferred to believe that she had
been forced to leave, that she had been kidnappedobeing blackmailed by some
terrorist group. Now that | knew she was alive amd (that was what the young man



had told me), why try to see her again? My ex-\Wde the right to look for happiness,
and | should respect her decision.

This idea lasted a little more than four hourseidan the afternoon, | went to a church, lit
a candle, and made another promise, this timeradaatual promise: to try to find her.
Marie was right. | was too old to continue decegvimyself by pretending | didn’t care. |
respected her decision to leave, but the very pesdm had helped me build my life had
very nearly destroyed me. She had always beenas@ bwhy, this time, had she fled
like a thief in the night, without looking her hsid in the eye and explaining why? We
were both old enough to act and face the consegsafur actions: my wife’s (or,
rather, my ex-wife’s) behavior was completely otitloaracter, and | needed to know
why.

It was another week—an eternity—before the “perfamoe” at the restaurant. In the next
few days, | agreed to do interviews that | woulgtl@renormally accept; | wrote various
newspaper articles, practiced yoga and meditatead a book about a Russian painter,
another about a crime committed in Nepal, wrotégmes for two books and
recommendations for another four, something whigbliphers were always asking me to
do, and which | usually refused.

There was still an awful lot of time to kill, salécided to pay off a few debts at the Favor
Bank—accepting supper invitations, giving briektaht schools where the children of
friends were studying, visiting a golf club, doiag improvised book signing at a
bookshop on the Avenue de Suffren owned by a fr{eedout an advertisement in the
window three days before and all of twenty peopteeéd up). My secretary remarked
that | was obviously very happy, because she hadeh me so active in ages; | said that
having a book on the bestseller list encouragedomeork even harder than | usually did.

There were two things | didn’t do that week. Fitstidn’'t read any unsolicited
typescripts: according to my lawyers, these shaliays be returned immediately to the
sender; otherwise, sooner or later | would runrible of someone claiming that | had
plagiarized one of their stories. (I've never urstieod why people send me their
typescripts anyway—after all, I'm not a publisher.)

Second, | didn’t look in an atlas to find out wh&m@zakhstan was, even though | knew
that, in order to gain Mikhail’s trust, | should tio find out a bit more about where he
came from.

People are waiting patiently for someone to operdiha that leads to the room at the
back of the restaurant. The place has none ofttamcof bars in St-Germain-des-Prés,



no cups of coffee served with a small glass of wate well-dressed, well-spoken people.
It has none of the elegance of theater foyers, nbtige magic of other shows being put
on all over the city in small bistros, with the @t always trying their hardest, in the
hope that some famous impresario will be in theaenak and will introduce himself at

the end of the show, tell them they’re wonderfall &nvite them to appear at some
important arts center.

To be honest, | can’t understand why the place ik I've never seen it mentioned in
the magazines that specialize in listing entertaminand the arts in Paris.

While I'm waiting, | talk to the owner and learrathhe is planning to turn the whole
restaurant area into a theater.

“More and more people come every week,” he sayagfeed initially because a
journalist asked me as a favor and said that,turmehe’d publish a review of my
restaurant in his magazine. Besides, the roonrédyrased on Thursdays, and while
people are waiting, they have a meal; in factpbably make more money on a Thursday
than | do on any other night of the week. The dhigg that concerned me was that the
actors might belong to a sect. As you probably kritv laws here are very strict.”

Yes, | did know; certain people had even suggesiaidmy books were linked to some
dangerous philosophical trend, to a strand of ialig teaching that was out of step with
commonly accepted values. France, normally sodiberas slightly paranoid about the
subject. There had been a recent long report dahettbrainwashing” practiced on
certain unwary people. As if those same people able to make all kinds of other
choices about school, university, toothpaste, ¢émss, husbands, wives, lovers, but,
when it came to matters of faith, were easily malaizd.

“How do they advertise these events?” | ask.
“I've no idea. If | did, I'd use the same persomptomote my restaurant.”

And just to clear up any doubts, since he doestinkkwho | am, he adds: “By the way,
it isn’t a sect. They really are just actors.”

The door to the room is opened, the people flockl@positing five euros in a small
basket. Inside, standing impassive on the improvstage, are two young men and two
young women, all wearing full, white skirts, styffstarched to make them stand out. As
well as these four, there is an older man carrgimgnga drum and a woman with a huge
bronze cymbal covered in small, tinkling attachrsestery time she inadvertently
brushes against this instrument, it emits a soikednetallic rain.



Mikhail is one of the young men, although he lookmpletely different from the person
| met at the book signing: his eyes, fixed on s@uiat in space, shine with a special
light.

The audience sits down on the chairs scatterechdrtiie room. Young men and women
dressed in such a way that if you met them onftifeets you would think they were into
hard drugs. Middle-aged executives or civil sersamith their wives. A few nine- or ten-
year-old children, possibly brought by their pasert few older people, who must have
made a great effort to get here, since the nearesb station is five blocks away.

They drink, smoke, talk loudly, as if the peopletba stage did not exist. The volume of
conversation gradually increases; there is mucghleay, it's a real party atmosphere. A

sect? Only if it's a confraternity of smokers. agte anxiously about, thinking I can see
Esther in all the women there, sometimes even wieynbear no physical resemblance
at all to my wife. (Why can’t | get used to sayimgy ex-wife?)

| ask a well-dressed woman what this is all abSbe doesn’'t seem to have the patience
to respond; she looks at me as if | were a noageerson who needs to be educated in
the mysteries of life.

“Love stories,” she says. “Stories and energy.”

Stories and energy. Perhaps | had better not ptineusubject, although the woman
appears to be perfectly normal. | consider askameone else, but decide that it's best to
say nothing. I'll find out soon enough for myseédfgentleman sitting by my side looks at
me and smiles:

“I've read your books and so, of course, | know wioy're here.”
I’'m shocked. Does he know about the relationshipvben Mikhail and my wife—I must
again correct myself—the relationship between drteepeople on stage and my ex-

wife?

“An author like you would be bound to know abouwt ffengri. They're intimately
connected with what you call ‘warriors of light.”

“Of course,” | say, relieved.

And | think: I've never even heard of the Tengri.

Twenty minutes later, by which time the air in them is thick with cigarette smoke, we
hear the sound of that cymbal. Miraculously, thevewsations stop, the anarchic

atmosphere seems to take on a religious aura;raaeland stage are equally silent; the
only sounds one can hear come from the restauexitoor.



Mikhail, who appears to be in a trance and is gélting at some point in the distance,
begins:

“In the words of the Mongolian creation myth: ‘Thaertame a wild dog who was blue and
gray and whose destiny was imposed on him by thedres. His mate was a roe deer.”

His voice sounds different, more feminine, moreficant.

“Thus begins another love story. The wild dog witk courage and strength, the doe
with her gentleness, intuition, and elegance. Huatel hunted meet and love each other.
According to the laws of nature, one should desth@yother, but in love there is neither
good nor evil, there is neither construction nostdection, there is merely movement.
And love changes the laws of nature.”

He gestures with his hand and the four people agestiurn on the spot.

“In the steppes where | come from, the wild dogasn as a feminine creature. Sensitive,
capable of hunting because he has honed his itstimat timid too. He does not use
brute force, but strategy. Courageous, cautiouskgtie can change in a second from a
state of complete relaxation to the tension he sig@gounce on his prey.”

Accustomed as | am to writing stories, | think: ‘Awhat about the doe?” Mikhail is
equally used to telling stories and answers thatiuehanging in the air:

“The roe deer has the male attributes of speechanthderstanding of the earth. The two
travel along together in their symbolic worlds, tingpossibilities who have found each
other, and because they overcome their own natunesheir barriers, they make the
world possible too. That is the Mongolian creatioyth: out of two different natures love
is born. In contradiction, love grows in strendthconfrontation and transformation,

love is preserved.

“We have our life. It took the world a long timecamuch effort to get where it is, and we
organize ourselves as best we can; it isn’t idmatlwe get along. And yet there is
something missing, there is always something ngssind that is why we are gathered
here tonight, so that we can help each other tkthilittle about the reason for our
existence. Telling stories that make no sense jhgolor facts that do not fit our usual
way of perceiving reality, so that, perhaps in onévo generations, we can discover
another way of living.

“As Dante wrote inThe Divine ComedyThe day that man allows true love to appear,
those things which are well made will fall into ¢esion and will overturn everything we
believe to be right and true.” The world will becemeal when man learns how to love;
until then we will live in the belief that we knowhat love is, but we will always lack the
courage to confront it as it truly is.



“Love is an untamed force. When we try to conttpitidestroys us. When we try to
imprison it, it enslaves us. When we try to undaenrdtit, it leaves us feeling lost and
confused.

“This force is on earth to make us happy, to busgloser to God and to our neighbor,
and yet, given the way that we love now, we enjog bour of anxiety for every minute
of peace.”

Mikhail paused. The strange cymbal sounded again.

“As on every Thursday, we are not going to teltis®about love. We are going to tell
stories about the lack of love. We will see whes lon the surface—the layer where we
find all our customs and values—in order to una@erdtwhat lies beneath. When we
penetrate beneath that layer we will find ourselVgbo would like to begin?”

Several people raised their hand. Mikhail pointed yyoung woman of Arab appearance.
She turned to a man on his own, on the other ditteeaoom.

“Have you ever failed to get an erection when yeueen to bed with a woman?”
Everyone laughed. The man, however, avoided giaidgect answer.
“Are you asking that because your boyfriend is itept?”

Again everyone laughed. While Mikhail had been &p&g | had once more begun to
suspect that this was indeed some new sect, but sdets hold meetings, | can'’t

imagine that they smoke and drink and ask embanggsiestions about each other’s sex
lives.

“No, he’s not,” said the girl firmly. “But it hascgasionally happened to him. And | know
that if you had taken my question seriously, yawsveer would have been ‘Yes, | have.’
All men, in all cultures and countries, independarny feelings of love or sexual
attraction, have all experienced impotence at one or another, often when they’re

with the person they most desire. It's normal.”

Yes, it was normal, and the person who had toldhisewas a psychiatrist, to whom |
went when | thought | had a problem.

The girl went on:

“But the story we're told is that all men can alwayet an erection. When he can't, the
man feels useless, and the woman is convincedsshattractive enough to arouse him.
Since it’s a taboo subject, he can't talk to hisrfds about it. He tells the woman the old
lie: ‘It's never happened to me before.” He feedbhamed of himself and often runs away
from someone with whom he could have had a realbdgelationship, if only he had
allowed himself a second, third, or fourth charitbe had trusted more in the love of his



friends, if he had told the truth, he would haverfd out that he wasn’t the only one. If
he had trusted more in the love of the woman, haldvoot have felt humiliated.”

Applause. Cigarettes are lit, as if a lot of thegle there—men and women—feel a great
sense of relief.

Mikhail points to a man who looks like an executiresome big multinational.
“I'm a lawyer and | specialize in contested diva€e
“What does that mean?” asks someone in the audience

“It's when one of the parties won’t agree to thpaation,” replies the lawyer, irritated at
being interrupted and as if he found it absurd #mgione should not know the meaning
of such a straightforward legal term.

“Go on,” says Mikhail, with an authority that | wiolnever have imagined in the young
man | had met at the book signing.

The lawyer continues:

“Today | received a report from the London-baseah fiHuman and Legal Resources.
This is what it says:

(a) ‘Two-thirds of all employees in a company haweene kind of love relationship.
Imagine! That means that in any office of threegdeptwo will end up having some
form of intimate contact.

(b) ‘Ten percent leave their job because of thispdrcent have relationships that last
more than three months, and in the case of cqptaiiessions that require people to
spend long periods away from home, at least eighbbten end up having an affair.’

“Isn’t that unbelievable?”

“Well, of course, we have to bow down to statidticemarks one of a group of young
men who are all dressed as if they were membessroe dangerous band of robbers.
“We all believe in statistics! That means that mgther must be being unfaithful to my
father, but it's not her fault, it's the fault dfd statistics!”

More laughter, more cigarettes, more relief, deefpeople in the audience were hearing
things they had always been afraid to hear andhtbating them freed them from some
kind of anxiety. | think about Esther and about NaK in “professions that require
people to spend long periods away from home...”

| think about myself and the many times this hgspleaed to me. They are, after all,
statistics. We are not alone.



Other stories are told of jealousy, abandonmemqtredsion, but | am no longer listening.
My Zahir has returned in its full intensity—evertigh, for a few moments, | had
believed | was merely engaging in a little grouerétpy, | am, in fact, in the same room
as the man who stole my wife. My neighbor, the whe recognized me, asks if I'm
enjoying myself. He distracts me for a moment frmagn Zahir, and | am happy to
respond.

“I still can’t quite see the point. It's like a $¢lelp group, like Alcoholics Anonymous or
marriage counseling.”

“But doesn’t what you hear strike you as genuine?”
“Possibly, but again, | can’t see the point.”

“This isn’t the most important part of the eveniitfg just a way of not feeling so alone.
By talking about our lives, we come to realize tmaist people have experienced the
same thing.”

“And what'’s the practical result?”

“If we're not alone, then we have more strengthind out where we went wrong and to
change direction. But, as | said, this is justrgerival between what the young man says
at the beginning and the moment when we invoketiezgy.”

“Who is the young man?”

Our conversation is interrupted by the sound ofciyrabal. This time, it is the older man
with the conga drum who speaks.

“The time for reasoning is over. Let us move on riowhe ritual, to the emotion that
crowns and transforms everything. For those ofwhba are here for the first time tonight,
this dance develops our capacity to accept loveeli® the only thing that activates our
intelligence and our creativity, that purifies ditbrates us.”

The cigarettes are extinguished, the clink of glastops. That same strange silence
descends upon the room; one of the young womenaspsayer:

“We will dance, Lady, in homage to you. May our diaig make us fly up to heaven.”
Did | hear right? Did she say “Lady”’? She did.

The other young woman lights the candles in foudetabra; the other lights are
switched off. The four figures in white, with thaitarched white skirts, come down from
the stage and mingle with the audience. For ndwlfyan hour, the second young man,
with a voice that seems to emerge from his befligries a monotonous, repetitive song,
which, curiously, makes me forget the Zahir aditthd slip into a kind of somnolence.



Even one of the children, who had kept running mgh @dwn during the “talking about
love” session, is now quiet and still, her eyegdixon the stage. Some of those present
have their eyes closed, others are staring aildbe dr at some invisible point in space,
as | had seen Mikhail do.

When he stops singing, the percussion—the cymlhtladrum—strike up a rhythm
familiar to me from religious ceremonies origingtin Africa.

The white-clothed figures start to spin, and irt freecked space, the audience makes
room so that the wide skirts can trace movementisarair. The instruments play faster,
the four spin ever faster too, emitting sounds biedng to no known language, as if they
were speaking directly with angels or with the Lady

My neighbor gets to his feet and begins to danoeata to utter incomprehensible words.
Ten or twelve other people in the audience do dmees while the rest watch with a
mixture of reverence and amazement.

| don’t know how long the dance went on for, bug #ound of the instruments seemed to
keep time with the beating of my heart, and | &ltenormous desire to surrender myself,
to say strange things, to move my body; it tookigtume of self-control and a sense of
the absurd to stop myself from spinning like a rtradg on the spot. Meanwhile, as
never before, the figure of Esther, my Zahir, sestoehover before me, smiling, calling
on me to praise the Lady.

| struggled not to enter into that unknown ritwadnting it all to end as quickly as
possible. | tried to concentrate on my main redeobeing there that night—to talk to
Mikhail, to have him take me to my Zahir—but | falit impossible to remain still. | got
up from my chair and just as | was cautiously, ghtgking my first steps, the music
abruptly stopped.

In the room lit only by the candles, all | couldanaevas the labored breathing of those
who had danced. Gradually, the sound faded, tihésligyere switched back on, and
everything seemed to have returned to normal. €sas®re again filled with beer, wine,
water, soft drinks; the children started runninguwiand talking loudly, and soon
everyone was chatting as if nothing, absolutelyhimgf, had happened.

“It's nearly time to close the meeting,” said thmupg woman who had lit the candles.
“Alma has one final story.”

Alma was the woman playing the cymbal. She spolte thie accent of someone who has
lived in the East.

“The master had a buffalo. The animal’s widespreachs made him think that if he
could manage to sit between them, it would bediking on a throne. One day, when the



animal was distracted, he climbed up between tineshand did just that. The buffalo,
however, immediately lumbered to its feet and thhaw off. When his wife saw this,
she began to cry.

“Don’t cry,” said the master, once he had recoderemay have suffered, but I also
realized my dream.”

People started leaving. | asked my neighbor whétduefelt.
“You should know. You write about it in your books.

| didn’t know, but | had to pretend that | did.

“Maybe | do know, but | want to be sure.”

He looked at me, unconvinced, and clearly begatotit that | really was the author he
thought he knew.

“I was in touch with the energy of the universeg’replied. “God passed through my
soul.”

And he left, so as not to have to explain what &e $aid.

In the empty room there were now only the four es;tthe two musicians, and myself.
The women went off to the ladies’ bathroom, presbisneo change their clothes. The
men took off their white costumes right there ia tbom and donned their ordinary
clothes. They immediately began putting away theletabra and the musical
instruments in two large cases.

The older man, who had played the drum during #reraony, started counting the
money and putting it into six equal piles. | thibkvas only then that Mikhail noticed my
presence.

“I thought I'd see you here.”

“And | imagine you know the reason.”

“After I've let the divine energy pass through mydy, | know the reason for everything.
| know the reason for love and for war. | know wahynan searches for the woman he

loves.”

| again felt as if | were walking along a knife eddf he knew that | was here because of
my Zahir, then he also knew that this was a thieehts relationship with Esther.

“May we talk, like two men of honor fighting for seething worthwhile?”



Mikhail seemed to hesitate slightly. | went on:

“I know that I'll emerge bruised and battered, like master who wanted to sit between
the buffalo’s horns, but | deserve it. | deservieeitause of the pain | inflicted, however
unconsciously. | don’t believe Esther would havenee if | had respected her love.”

“You understand nothing,” said Mikhail.

These words irritated me. How could a twenty-fiveasrold tell an experienced man who
had suffered and been tested by life that he utwEothing? | had to control myself,
to humble myself, to do whatever was necessamulidcnot go on living with ghosts, |
could not allow my whole universe to continue beilogninated by the Zahir.

“Maybe | really don’t understand, but that’'s pretyswhy I'm here—in order to
understand. To free myself by understanding whppéaed.”

“You understood everything quite clearly, and tseddenly stopped understanding; at
least that's what Esther told me. As happens withusbands, there came a point when
you started to treat your wife as if she were past of the goods and chattel.”

| was tempted to say: “Why didn’t she tell me thatself? Why didn’t she give me a
chance to correct my mistakes and not leave ma faenty-five-year-old who will only
end up treating her just as | did.” Some more caigtiwords emerged from my mouth
however.

“I don’t think that’s true. You've read my book, y@ame to my book signing because
you knew what | felt and wanted to reassure mehirt is still in pieces: have you ever
heard of the Zahir?”

“I was brought up in the Islamic religion, so, y€s) familiar with the idea.”

“Well, Esther fills up every space in my life. laiaght that by writing about my feelings,
| would free myself from her presence. Now | loves m a more silent way, but | can'’t

think about anything else. | beg you, pleaseddlanything you want, but | need you to
explain to me why she disappeared like that. Asyaurself said, | understand nothing.”

It was very hard to stand there pleading with mfeigilover to help me understand what
had happened. If Mikhail had not come to the bagkisg, perhaps that moment in the
cathedral in Vitoria, where | acknowledged my ldoeher and out of which | wrot&
Time to Rend and a Time to Sevould have been enough. Fate, however, had other
plans, and the mere possibility of being able ®reg wife again had upset everything.

“Let’s have lunch together,” said Mikhail, aftefang pause. “You really don’t
understand anything. But the divine energy thaayguassed through my body is
generous with you.”



We arranged to meet the next day. On the way hbreejembered a conversation | had
had with Esther three months before she disappeared

A conversation about divine energy passing thrahghbody.

T heir eyes really are different. There’s the fead@dth in them, of course, but

beyond that, there’s the idea of sacrifice. Thggd are meaningful because they are
ready to offer them up for a cause.”

“You're talking about soldiers, are you?”

“Yes, and I'm talking as well about something Iditerribly hard to accept, but which |
can'’t pretend | don’t see. War is a ritual. A blaatdal, but also a love ritual.”

“You're mad.”

“Maybe | am. But I've met other war correspondetds, who go from one country to
the next, as if the routine of death were parhefrtlives. They're not afraid of anything,
they face danger the way a soldier does. And akhfioews report? | don’t think so. They
can no longer live without the danger, the advemttire adrenaline in their blood. One of
them, a married man with three children, told red the place where he feels most at
ease is in a war zone, even though he adoresrhiy/fand talks all the time about his
wife and kids.”

“l just can’t understand it at all. Look, Estheddn’t want to interfere in your life, but |
think this experience will end up doing you reairha

“It would harm me more to be living a life withooteaning. In a war, everyone knows
they're experiencing something important.”

“A historic moment, you mean?”

“No, that isn’t enough of a reason for risking ydite. No, | mean that they're
experiencing the true essence of man.”

“War?”
“No, love.”
“You’re becoming like them.”

“ think | am.”



“Tell your news agency you've had enough.”

“I can't. It's like a drug. As long as I'm in a waone, my life has meaning. | go for days
without having a bath, | eat whatever the soldeats | sleep three hours a night and
wake up to the sound of gunfire. | know that at emyment someone could lob a grenade
into the place where we’re sitting, and that makeslive, do you see? Really live, |
mean, loving every minute, every second. There’soom for sadness, doubts, nothing;
there’s just a great love for life. Are you listeg?”

“Absolutely.”

“It's as if there was a divine light shining in theadst of every battle, in the midst of that
worst of all possible situations. Fear exists befamnd after, but not while the shots are
being fired, because, at that moment, you see meia very limit, capable of the most
heroic of actions and the most inhumane. They utrunder a hail of bullets to rescue a
comrade, and at the same time shoot anything tbaést—children, women—anyone
who comes within their line of fire will die. Pe@pirom small, provincial towns where
nothing ever happened and where they were alwagentleitizens find themselves
invading museums, destroying centuries-old workargfand stealing things they don’t
need. They take photos of atrocities that they Sewes committed and, rather than
trying to conceal these, they feel proud. And peapho, before, were always disloyal
and treacherous feel a kind of camaraderie andaly and become incapable of doing
wrong. It's a mad world, completely topsy-turvy.”

“Has it helped you answer the question that Hakeds§ritz in that bar in Tokyo in the
story you told me?”

“Yes, the answer lies in some words written byibsuit Teilhard de Chardin, the same
man who said that our world is surrounded by arlayéove. He said: ‘We can harness
the energy of the winds, the seas, the sun. Bulidlganan learns to harness the energy of
love, that will be as important as the discoveryiraf.”

“And you could only learn that by going to a wane@”

“I'm not sure, but it did allow me to see that, pdoxical though it may seem, people are
happy when they're at war. For them, the world inasining. As | said before, total
power or sacrificing themselves for a cause giveaming to their lives. They are capable
of limitless love, because they no longer have langtto lose. A fatally wounded soldier
never asks the medical team: ‘Please save meladisvords are usually: ‘Tell my wife
and my son that I love them.’ At the last momemeytspeak of love!”

“So, in your opinion, human beings only find lifeeamingful when they're at war.”
“But we're always at war. We're at war with deagind we know that death will win in

the end. In armed conflicts, this is simply mor&iols, but the same thing happens in
daily life. We can't allow ourselves the luxuryleéing unhappy all the time.”



“What do you want me to do?”

“I need help. And that doesn’t mean saying to @& and hand in your notice,” because
that would only leave me feeling even more confutbad before. We need to find a way
of channeling all this, of allowing the energy bistpure, absolute love to flow through
our bodies and spread around us. The only perséar s¢ho has helped me understand
this is a rather otherworldly interpreter who shgs had revelations about this energy.”

“Are you talking about the love of God?”

“If someone is capable of loving his partner withoestrictions, unconditionally, then he
is manifesting the love of God. If the love of Gmecomes manifest, he will love his
neighbor. If he loves his neighbor, he will loveniself. If he loves himself, then
everything returns to its proper place. Historyrayes.”

“History will never change because of politics onquests or theories or wars; that's
mere repetition, it's been going on since the beigim of time. History will only change
when we are able to use the energy of love, justeagse the energy of the wind, the seas,
the atom.”

“Do you think we two could save the world?”
“I think there are more people out there who thimk same way. Will you help me?”
“Yes, as long as you tell what | have to do.”

“But that’s precisely what | don’t know!”

I had been a regular customer at this charming p&eeger since my very first visit to

Paris, so much so that it has become part of ntgryisMost recently, | had held a
supper here to celebrate receiving the medal at@fbf Arts and Literature presented to
me by the Ministry of Culture, even though manygedelt that the commemoration of
such an important event should have taken placewtere more elegant and more
expensive. But Roberto, the owner, had becomeaddfigood-luck charm to me;
whenever | went to his restaurant, something gagbéned in my life.

“I could start with some small talk about the sisscefA Time to Rend and a Time to
Sewor the contradictory emotions | felt last nightlagatched your performance.”

“It's not a performance, it's a meeting,” he sdM/e tell stories and we dance in order to
feel the energy of love.”



“I could talk about anything just to put you at yaase, but we both know why we’re
here.”

“We’'re here because of your wife,” said Mikhail, evtvas now full of a young man’s
defiance and in no way resembled the shy boy dbadlo& signing or the spiritual leader
of that “meeting.”

“You mean my ex-wife. And | would like to ask yodawor: take me to her. | want her to
look me in the eye and tell me why she left. Ohlgrt will | be free of the Zahir.
Otherwise, I'll go on thinking about her day andhti night and day, going over and
over our story, our history, again and again, fyim pinpoint the moment when | went
wrong and our paths began to diverge.”

He laughed.
“Reviewing history’s a great idea, that’s the onlgry you can make things change.”

“Very clever, but I'd prefer to leave philosophiaikcussions to one side for the moment.
I’'m sure that, like all young men, you hold in ydwands the precise formula for putting
the world to rights. However, like all young meouywill one day be as old as me and
then you'll see that it's not so easy to changegbi But there’s no point talking about
that now. Can you grant me that favor?”

“I must first ask you something: Did she say goaailiy
“No.”

“Did she say she was going away?”

“No, she didn’t. You know that.”

“Do you think that, given the kind of person Estigrshe would be capable of leaving a
man she had lived with for more than ten yearsaoutlfirst confronting him and
explaining her reasons?”

“That’s precisely what | find most troubling. Buhat are you getting at?”

The conversation was interrupted by Roberto, whotadito know if we were ready to
order. Mikhail asked for a Napolitana and | toldoedo to choose for me—this was
hardly the moment to be worrying about what | sdaat. The only thing we needed
urgently was a bottle of red wine, as quickly asgtlole. When Roberto asked me what
sort of wine and | muttered an inaudible replyuneerstood that he should simply leave
us alone and not ask me anything else during lumaihtake all the necessary decisions
himself, thus leaving me free to concentrate oncoryersation with the young man
before me.



The wine arrived within thirty seconds. | filledroglasses.

“What's she doing?”

“Do you really want to know?”

It irritated me to receive a question in respoasmine.

“Yes, 1 do.”

“She’s making carpets and giving French lessons.”

Carpets! My wife (ex-wife, please, do try and ge¢dito it), who had all the money she
could possibly need, had a degree in journalismkeour languages, was now obliged
to making a living weaving carpets and giving Flefessons to foreigners? | must get a
grip on myself. | couldn’t risk wounding the youngan’s male pride, even though |
thought it shameful that he couldn’t give Esthegrgthing she deserved.

“Please, you must understand what I've been gdingugh for the last year or more. I'm
no threat to your relationship with Esther. | jnsed a couple of hours with her, or one
hour, it doesn’t matter.”

Mikhail appeared to be savoring my words.

“You haven’t answered my question,” he said, winale. “Do you think that, given the
kind of person Esther is, she would leave the nidreolife without at least saying
goodbye and without explaining why?”

“No, | don't.”

“Then why all this stuff about ‘she left me’? Whg glou say, ‘I'm no threat to your
relationship with Esther’?”

| was confused. | felt something like hope stirringide me—not that | knew what | was
hoping for or where that hope had come from.

“Are you telling me that...”

“Exactly. I'm telling you that she hasn't left yaur me. She has just disappeared for a
while, possibly forever, but we must both respkat.t

It was as if a bright light were suddenly shininghat pizzeria, a place that had always
brought me good memories and good stories. | dasggmwanted to believe what the
young man was saying; the Zahir was now pulsatiingraund me.

“Do you know where she is?”



“Yes, | do. But even though | miss her as muchasdo, | must respect her silence. |
find this whole situation as confusing as you dsthér may have found satisfaction in
the Love That Devours, she might be waiting for ohas to go and find her, she may
have met a new man, or she may have withdrawn themvorld altogether. Whatever
the truth, if you do decide to go and find heraht stop you. But, if you do, you must
know one thing: you must find not only her bodyt also her soul.”

| felt like laughing. | felt like hugging him, orgssibly killing him—my emotions
changed with startling speed.

“Did you and she...”

“Did we sleep together? That’s none of your busnéfound in Esther the partner | was
looking for, the person who helped me set out @ntission | was entrusted with, the
angel who opened the doors, the roads, the pathsvith allow us—if our Lady is
willing—to restore the energy of love to the eaktfe share the same mission. And just
to put your mind at rest: | have a girlfriend, tlende girl who was on stage with me last
night. Her name’s Lucrecia; she’s Italian.”

“Are you telling me the truth?”

“Yes, in the name of the Divine Energy, | am.”

He took a scrap of dark fabric out of his pocket.

“Do you see this? The cloth is actually greenp@ls black because it's caked with dried
blood. A soldier somewhere in the world asked lefoite he died to remove his shirt,
then cut it into tiny pieces and distribute thogps to anyone capable of understanding
the message of his death. Do you have a piece?”

“No, Esther has never even mentioned it to me.”

“Whenever she meets someone whom she feels shendd/e the message, she also
gives them a little of the soldier’s blood.”

“And what is the message?”

“If she didn’t give you a piece of the shirt, | dothink | can tell you; not, of course, that
she swore me to secrecy.”

“Do you know anyone else who has a piece of thaher

“All the people who appear with me at the restaticem We’'re only there because Esther
brought us together.”



| needed to tread carefully, to build up a relatinip, to make a deposit in the Favor Bank.
| mustn’t frighten him or seem overeager; | shaagét him about himself and his work,
about his country, of which he had spoken with quathe; | needed to find out if what he
was telling me was true or if he had some ultemotive; | needed to be absolutely sure
that he was still in touch with Esther or if he Hask track of her as well. He may have
come from a remote country, where the values dferent, but | knew that the Favor
Bank operated everywhere: it was an institution kinew no frontiers.

On the one hand, | wanted to believe everything/ég saying. On the other, my heart
had suffered and bled enough during the thousadaae nights | had lain awake,

waiting for the sound of the key in the door, fatler to come in and lie down beside me,
without saying a word. | had promised myself thahis ever happened, | would ask her
no questions. | would just kiss her and say, “Skeefp, my love,” and we would wake

the next day, hand in hand, as if this whole nigirerhad never happened.

Roberto arrived with the pizzas. He seemed to bewad with some kind of sixth sense
that told him when | needed time to think.

| looked at Mikhail again. Keep calm; if you dogit your pulse rate under control,
you’ll have a heart attack. | drank a whole glas&ioe and noticed that he had done the
same.

Why washe so nervous?

“Oh, | believe what you say. But we’ve got plenfytime to talk.”

“You're going to ask me to take you to her.”

He had spoiled my game. | would have to start again

“Yes, | am. I'm going to try to persuade you. I'migg to do everything in my power to
do just that. I'm in no hurry though; we’ve got aele pizza to eat first. Besides, | want
to know more about you.”

| noticed that he was trying to keep his hands ftmbling.

“I'm a person with a mission. | haven’t yet managedulfill it, but I think 1 still have
time to do so.”

“Perhaps | can help you.”

“Oh, you can. Anyone can; you just have to helgagrthe energy of love throughout the
world.”

“l can do more than that.”



| didn’t want to go any further; I didn’t want ib ook as if | were trying to buy his
loyalty. Careful. | had to be very careful. He abbk telling the truth, but he could also
be lying, trying to take advantage of my suffering.

“I only know of one kind of loving energy,” | weh. “The one | feel for the woman

who left, or, rather, went away and who is waitiogme. If | could see her again, |

would be a happy man. And the world would be agbgttace because one soul would be
content.”

He glanced up at the ceiling and back down atabket and | allowed the silence to last
as long as possible.

“I can hear a voice,” he said at last, unable tklat me.

The great advantage of writing about spiritualityhat | know I’'m bound to keep
encountering people with some kind of gift. Somé¢haise gifts are real, others are
fraudulent, some of those people are trying torasgothers are merely testing me out. |
have seen so many amazing things that | no loraes the slightest doubt that miracles
can happen, that everything is possible, and tbaple are beginning to relearn the inner
powers they long ago forgot.

However, this was not the ideal moment to speauoh matters. | was only interested in
the Zahir. | needed the Zahir to become Esthemagai

“Mikhail...”

“Mikhail isn’'t my real name. My real name is Oleg.”

“Oleg, then...”

“Mikhail is the name | chose when | decided to &earn to life. Like the warrior
archangel, with his fiery sword, opening up a itlthat—what is it you call them?—so
that the ‘warriors of light’ can find each othehdt is my mission.”

“It's my mission too.”

“Wouldn’t you rather talk about Esther?”

What? Was he changing the subject again back teethething that interested me?

“I'm not feeling very well.” His gaze was starting wander; he kept glancing around the
restaurant as if | were not there. “I don’t wantatk about that. The voice...”

Something strange, something very strange, wasemapgp. How far was he prepared to
go in order to impress me? Would he end up askieganwrite a book about his life and
powers, like so many others had before him?



Whenever | have a clear objective, | will do angthto achieve it; that, after all, was
what | said in my books and | could hardly betrayawn words. | had an objective now:
to gaze once more into the eyes of the Zahir. Mikieed given me a lot of new
information: He wasn’t her lover, Esther hadn’t lefe, it was just a matter of time
before | could bring her back. There was also t&sjbility that this meeting in the
pizzeria was all a farce, that he was just someatieno other means of earning a living
than by exploiting someone else’s pain in ordeadioieve his own ends.

| drank another glass of wine; Mikhail did the same

Take care, my instinct was telling me.

“Yes, | do want to talk about Esther, but | wanktemw more about you too.”

“That’s not true. You're just trying to seduce n@persuade me to do things | was
perfectly prepared to do anyway. Your pain is prévg you from seeing things clearly;

you think | could be lying, that I'm trying to takelvantage of the situation.”

Mikhail might know exactly what | was thinking, bloé was speaking more loudly than
good manners permit. People were starting to tcoaral to see what was going on.

“You're just trying to impress me; you don’t reaizvhat an impact your books had on
my life or how much I learned from them. Your paes made you blind, mean-spirited,
and obsessed with the Zahir. It isn’t your loveler that made me accept your invitation
to have lunch; in fact, I'm not sure I’'m entirelgrovinced of your love; it might just be
wounded pride. The reason I'm here...”

His voice was growing louder; he was still glancwitdly around, as if he were losing
control.

“The lights...”

“What's wrong?”

“The reason I'm here is her love for you!”
“Are you all right?”

Roberto had noticed that something was wrong. Heeaaver to the table, smiling, and
put his hand casually on Mikhail’s shoulder.

“Well, the pizza was obviously pretty terrible. Need to pay, you can leave when you
like.”

That was the way out we needed. We could simplypetnd go, thus avoiding the
depressing spectacle of someone in a pizzeriarghetg to be communing with the spirit



world just to impress or embarrass me, althougl fekl that this was more than just a
theatrical performance.

“Can you feel the wind blowing?”

At that moment, | was sure he wasn’t acting; ondbwarary, he was making an
enormous effort to control himself and was morghtened by what was happening than
| was.

“The lights, the lights are starting to appear!a3k get me out of here!”

His body began to be shaken by tremors. There waswo hiding what was going on;
the people at the other tables had got up.

“In Kazakh...”

He did not manage to finish the sentence. He pustesthble away from him; pizzas,
glasses, and cutlery went flying, hitting the dsen the next table. His expression had
changed completely. His whole body was shakingaarig the whites of his eyes were
now visible. His head was violently thrown back ameard the sound of bones cracking.
A gentleman from one of the other tables leaptisddet. Roberto caught Mikhail before
he fell, while the other man picked up a spoon ftamfloor and placed it in Mikhail's
mouth.

The whole thing can only have lasted a matter cbsds, but to me it seemed like an
eternity. | could imagine the tabloids describirggyta famous writer—and, despite all
the adverse reviews, a possible candidate for amtiggrary prize—had concocted some
sort of séance in a pizzeria just to get publifdtyhis new book. My paranoia was racing
out of control. They would find out that the mediumguestion was the same man who
had run off with my wife. It would all start agaiand this time | wouldn’t have the
necessary courage or energy to face the same test.

| knew a few of the other diners, but which of thesre really my friends? Who would
be capable of remaining silent about what they wsesng?

Mikhail’s body stopped shaking and relaxed; Roberés holding him upright in his
chair. The other man took Mikhail's pulse, examihésieyes, and then turned to me:

“It's obviously not the first time this has happdnélow long have you known him?”
“Oh, they're regular customers,” replied Roberggiag that | had become incapable of
speech. “But this is the first time it's happenegublic, although, of course, I've had

other such cases in my restaurant before.”

“Yes,” said the man. “I noticed that you didn’t pai



The remark was clearly aimed at me, for | must Haoked deathly pale. The man went
back to his table and Roberto tried to reassure me:

“He’s the personal physician of a very famous astfehe said. “Although it looks to me
as if you’re more in need of medical attention tlgaar guest here.”

Mikhail—or Oleg or whatever the name was of thengman sitting opposite me—was
beginning to come to. He looked around him andfrtan seeming embarrassed, he
merely smiled rather shyly.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I did try to control it.”

| was doing my best to remain calm. Roberto agamecto my rescue.

“Don’t worry. Our writer here has enough money &y for the broken plates.”
Then he turned to me: “Epilepsy. It was just adegypic fit, that’s all.”

| left the restaurant with Mikhail, who immediatdigiled a taxi.

“But we haven't talked yet! Where are you going?”

“I'm in no state to talk now. And you know whereftod me.”

I here are two kinds of world: the one we dream abadtthe real one.

In my dream world, Mikhail had told the truth: | svaust going through a difficult patch,
experiencing the kind of misunderstanding that@ecur in any love relationship. Esther
was somewhere, waiting patiently for me to discavieat had gone wrong in our
marriage and then to go to her and ask her forgs®so that we could resume our life
together.

In that dream world, Mikhail and | talked calmlgftithe pizzeria, took a taxi, rang the
doorbell of a house where my ex-wife (or my wifd®eTquestion now formulated itself
the other way around) wove carpets in the morrgage French lessons in the afternoon,
and slept alone at night, waiting, like me, for b to ring, for her husband to enter
bearing a large bouquet of flowers and carry hetooflrink hot chocolate in a hotel near
the Champs-Elysées.

In the real world, any meeting with Mikhail woulthays be tense, because | feared a
recurrence of what had happened at the pizzerieryhing he had said was just the
product of his imagination; he had no more ideareliesther was than | did. In the real



world, | was at the Gare de 'Est at 11:45 in themmng, waiting for the Strasbourg train
to arrive, bringing with it an important Americaatar and director who very much
wanted to produce a film based on one of my books.

Up until then, whenever anyone had mentioned tissipdity of making a film

adaptation, my answer had always been, “No, I'mimetrested.” | believe that each
reader creates his own film inside his head, giaess to the characters, constructs every
scene, hears the voices, smells the smells. Andstiehy, whenever a reader goes to see
a film based on a novel that he likes, he leavelnfg disappointed, saying: “The book is
so much better than the film.”

This time, my agent had been more insistent. Sldente that this actor-filmmaker was
very much “on our side,” and was hoping to do sdmmet entirely different from any of
the other proposals we had received. The meetiddban arranged two months earlier,
and we were to have supper that night to discussslsland see if we really were
thinking along the same lines.

In the last two weeks, however, my diary had chdrgempletely: it was Thursday, and |
needed to go to the Armenian restaurant, to trgéstablish contact with the young
epileptic who swore that he could hear voicesvut was nevertheless the only person
who knew where to find the Zahir. | interpretedsths a sign not to sell the film rights of
the book and so tried to cancel the meeting wighaittor; he insisted and said that it
didn’t matter in the least; we could have luncheas the following day: “No one could
possibly feel sad about having to spend a nigRtans alone,” he said, leaving me with
no possible comeback.

In the world of my imagination, Esther was still mympanion, and her love gave me the
strength to go forward and explore all my frontiers

In the real world, she was pure obsession, sappingnergy, taking up all the available
space, and obliging me to make an enormous effstttp continue with my life, my
work, my meetings with film producers, my interview

How was it possible that, even after two yearsd ktill not managed to forget her? |
could not bear having to think about it anymorealgzing all the possibilities, and trying
various ways out: deciding simply to accept theatibn, writing a book, practicing yoga,
doing some charity work, seeing friends, seducingwen, going out to supper, to the
cinema (always avoiding adaptations of books, ofe®, and seeking out films that had
been specially written for the screen), to the tifweahe ballet, to soccer games. The
Zahir always won, though; it was always there, mgkne think, “I wish she was here
with me.”

| looked at the station clock—fifteen minutes ta gothe world of my imagination,
Mikhail was an ally. In the real world, | had noncoete proof of this, apart from my
great desire to believe what he was saying; hedomall be an enemy in disguise.



| returned to the usual questions: Why had shersatiting to me? Or had she been
trying to do just that when she asked me the questiat Hans had asked? Had Esther
decided to save the world, as she had hinted ic@uwversation about love and war, and
was she preparing me to join her on this mission?

My eyes were fixed on the railway tracks. Esthat hnwalking along parallel to each
other, never touching. Two destinies that...

Railway tracks.

How far apart were they?

In order to forget about the Zahir, | tried askorge of the platform staff.
“They’re 143.5 centimeters, or 4 feet 8%z inchegrgphe replied.

He seemed to be a man at peace with life, prodnisgbb; he didn't fit Esther’s
stereotype at all, that we all harbor a great sssliteour soul.

But his answer didn’t make any sense at all: 148r8imeters or 4 feet 8%z inches?

Absurd. Logically, it should be either 150 centigrstor 5 feet. A round number, easy for
builders of carriages and railway employees to rabes.

“But why?” | asked the man.
“Because that’s the width between the wheels orcéneages.”
“But surely the wheels are that distance apart lse#he tracks are.”

“Look, just because | work in a railway station do& mean | know everything about
trains. That's just the way things are.”

He was no longer a happy person, at peace witlvadik; he could answer one question,
but could go no further. | apologized and spenttwlmnained of the fifteen minutes
staring at the tracks, feeling intuitively thatyheere trying to tell me something.

Strange though it may seem, the tracks seemedgayeg something about my
marriage, and about all marriages.

The actor arrived, and he was far nicer than | etquk despite being so famous. | left
him at my favorite hotel and went home. To my sismrMarie was there waiting for me,
saying that, due to adverse weather conditiomsjrity had been put off until the
following week.



I assume that, since today is Thursday, you'll bagyto the restaurant.”

“Do you want to come too?”
“Yes, | do. Why? Would you prefer to go alone?”
“Yes, | would.”

“Well, I've decided to come anyway. The man hagettbeen born who can tell me
where | can and cannot go.”

“Do you know why all railway tracks are 143.5 cemiters apart?”
“I can try and find out on the Internet. Is it intpant?”
“Very.”

“Leaving railway tracks to one side for the momeénmtas talking to some friends of
mine who are fans of your books. They think thatoar@ who can write books lik&
Time to Rend and a Time to Sewthe one about the shepherd or the pilgimage to
Santiago, must be some kind of sage who has anearfigsineverything.”

“Which is not quite true, as you know.”

“What is the truth, then? How is it that you carspan to your readers things that are
beyond your own knowledge?”

“They’re not beyond my knowledge. Everything that'stten in my books is part of my
soul, part of the lessons I've learned throughowtife, and which | try to apply to
myself. 'm a reader of my own books. They showthirgs that | already knew, even if
only unconsciously.”

“What about the reader?”

“I think it's the same for the reader. A book—and would be talking about anything
here, a film, a piece of music, a garden, the \oé& mountain—reveals something.
‘Reveal’ means both to unveil and to reveil. Remguihe veil from something that
already exists is different from me trying to teathers the secret of how to live a better
life.

“Love is giving me a pretty hard time at the momestyou know. Now this could be
seen as a descent into hell or it could be searra@gelation. It was only when | wrote
Time to Rend and a Time to Sthat | understood my own capacity for love. And |
learned this while | was actually typing the woedsl sentences.”



“But what about the spiritual side? What aboutgpeituality that appears to be present
on every page of your books?”

“I'm beginning to like the idea of you coming withe to the Armenian restaurant,
because you'll learn—or, rather, become conscidudlree important things. First, that
as soon as people decide to confront a problem,rdadize that they are far more
capable than they thought they were. Second, thate@rgy and all knowledge come
from the same unknown source, which we usually@atl. What I've tried to do in my
life, ever since | first started out on what | gk to be my path, is to honor that energy,
to connect up with it every day, to allow myselfs® guided by the signs, to learn by
doing and not by thinking about doing.

“Third, that no one is alone in their troubles;rthes always someone else thinking,
rejoicing, or suffering in the same way, and thaeg us the strength to confront the
challenge before us.”

“Does that include suffering for love?”

“It includes everything. If there is suffering, th#'s best to accept it, because it won’t go
away just because you pretend it's not there.dfeahs joy, then it's best to accept that
too, even though you’re afraid it might end one.d&yme people can only relate to life
through sacrifice and renunciation. Some peopleocdyfeel part of humanity when

they think they are ‘*happy.’ But why all these qumss?”

“Because I'm in love and I'm afraid of suffering.”
“Don’t be afraid; the only way to avoid that suffey would be to refuse to love.”

“I can feel Esther’s presence. Apart from the yoaran’s epileptic fit, you haven't told
me anything else about what happened at the p&ZHnat’'s a bad sign for me, although
it might be a good sign for you.”

“It might be a bad sign for me too.”

“Do you know what | would like to know? I'd like tenow if you love me as much as |
love you. But | don’t have the courage to ask. Vilbyl have such frustrating
relationships with men? | always feel like | hawébe in a relationship and that means |
have to be this fantastic, intelligent, sensiteegeptional person. The effort of seduction
forces me to give of my best and that helps meidBssit’s really hard living on your
own, and | don’t know if that's the best optionheit.”

“So you want to know if I'm still capable of lovirgwoman, even though she left me
without a word of explanation.”

“I read your book. | know you are.”



“You want to know whether, despite loving Esthén still capable of loving you?”
“I wouldn’t dare ask that question because the ansould ruin my life.”

“You want to know if the heart of a man or a wontam contain enough love for more
than one person?”

“Since that’s a less direct question than the nevione, yes, I'd like an answer.”
“I think it's perfectly possible as long as onetlobse people doesn’t turn into...”

“...a Zahir. Well, I'm going to fight for you anywaypecause | think you’re worth it. Any
man capable of loving a woman as much as you lov@deve—Esther deserves all my
respect and all my efforts. And to show that | warkeep you by my side, to show how
important you are in my life, I'm going to do asuyask, however absurd it might be: I'm
going to find out why railway tracks are alwayse4tf8%2 inches apart.”

T he owner of the Armenian restaurant had done gxattat he had told me he was

planning to do: the whole restaurant, and nottjustroom at the back, was now full of
people who had come for the meeting. Marie eyeohtiwéh some curiosity and
occasionally commented on what a varied crowd thene.

“Why bring children to something like this? It'ssbyd.”
“Perhaps they haven't got anyone they can leava thigh.”

At nine o’clock on the dot, the six performers—tihv® musicians in oriental dress and
the four young people in their white shirts and $kirts—walked onto the stage. Service
at the tables came to an immediate halt, and tbpl@én the audience fell silent.

“In the Mongolian creation myth, doe and wild dagre together,” said Mikhail in that
voice which was not his own. “Two beings with velifferent natures: in the wild, the
dog would normally kill the deer for food. In theokigolian myth, they both understand
that they each need the qualities of the othdray are to survive in a hostile world, and
that they should, therefore, join forces.

“To do this, they must first learn to love. Andarder to love, they must cease to be who
they are, otherwise they will never be able to tvgether. With the passing of time, the
wild dog comes to accept that his instinct, alwiagsised on the struggle to survive, now
serves a greater purpose: finding someone with wiewean rebuild the world.”

He paused.



“When we dance, we spin around that same Energighwlses up to our Lady and
returns to us imbued with all her strength, justheswater in rivers evaporates, is
transformed into clouds, and returns in the formaari. My story today is about the circle
of love.

“One morning, a farmer knocked loudly on the dofoa enonastery. When Brother Porter
opened the door, the farmer held out to him a nfgmit bunch of grapes.

“Dear Brother Porter, these are the finest grdpa®s my vineyard. Please accept them
as a gift from me.’

“Why, thank you! I'll take them straight to the Abt, who will be thrilled with such a
gift.’

“No, no. | brought them for you.’
“For me? But | don’t deserve such a beautiful fiétm nature.’

“Whenever | knocked on the door, you opened it.aWNlthe harvest had been ruined by
drought, you gave me a piece of bread and a gfasse every day. | want this bunch of
grapes to bring you a little of the sun’s love, thm’s beauty, and God’s miraculous
power.’

“Brother Porter put the grapes down where he cealthem and spent the whole
morning admiring them: they really were lovely. Base of this, he decided to give the
present to the Abbot, whose words of wisdom hacggddbeen such a boon to him.

“The Abbot was very pleased with the grapes, bem thhe remembered that one of the
other monks was ill and thought: ‘I'll give him tigeapes. Who knows, they might bring
a little joy into his life.’

“But the grapes did not remain for very long in tbem of the ailing monk, for he in turn
thought: ‘Brother Cook has taken such good cam@&fgiving me only the very best
food to eat. I'm sure these grapes will bring hiraag happiness.’” And when Brother
Cook brought him his lunch, the monk gave him trepgs.

“These are for you. You are in close touch witk thfts nature gives us and will know
what to do with this, God’s produce.’

“Brother Cook was amazed at the beauty of the grapé drew his assistant’s attention
to their perfection. They were so perfect that ne oould possibly appreciate them more
than Brother Sacristan, who had charge of the Balgrament, and whom many in the
monastery considered to be a truly saintly man.

“Brother Sacristan, in turn, gave the grapes toythengest of the novices in order to help
him understand that God’s work is to be found m $mallest details of the Creation.



When the novice received them, his heart was fikgt the Glory of God, because he
had never before seen such a beautiful bunch pegrait the same time, he remembered
the day he had arrived at the monastery and treopevho had opened the door to him;
that gesture of opening the door had allowed hilpetthere now in that community of
people who knew the value of miracles.

“Shortly before dark, he took the bunch of grageBriother Porter.

“Eat and enjoy. You spend most of your time hdlalane, and these grapes will do
you good.’

“Brother Porter understood then that the gift realas intended for him; he savored
every grape and went to sleep a happy man. Imtiys the circle was closed; the circle
of happiness and joy which always wraps aroundethdso are in contact with the
energy of love.”

The woman called Alma sounded the cymbal.

“As we do every Thursday, we listen to a storyavd and tell stories about the lack of
love. Let us look at what is on the surface and thile by little, we will understand
what lies beneath: our habits, our values. And whkertan penetrate that layer, we will
be able to find ourselves. Who would like to be§in?

Several hands went up, including—to Marie’s sugsrignine. The noise started up again;
people shifted in their seats. Mikhail pointed tialy pretty woman with blue eyes.

“Last week, | went to see a male friend of mine Wiaes alone in the mountains, near
the border with Spain; he loves the good thingg@find has often said that any wisdom
he may have acquired comes from the fact thatvies Bach moment to the fullest. Now,
right from the start, my husband was against myp@to see this friend. He knows what
he’s like, that his favorite pastimes are shoobirds and seducing women. But | needed
to talk to this friend; | was going through a difiit time and only he could help me. My
husband suggested | see a psychiatrist or go ; ave even had a row about it, but
despite all these domestic pressures, | set offfridgd came to meet me at the airport
and we spent the afternoon talking; we ate sumgppank some wine, talked a bit more
and then | went to bed. When | woke up the nextmngy, we went for a walk near where
he lives and he dropped me back at the airport.

“As soon as | got home, the questions began. Waddme? Yes. You mean he didn’t
have a girlfriend with him? No, he didn’t. Did ybave anything to drink? Yes, | did.
Why don’t you want to talk about it? Buaimtalking about it! Alone together in a house
in the mountains, eh? Very romantic. So? And all gia was talk, you say? Yes, that’s
all. And you expect me to believe that? Why shotilgou believe it? Because it goes
against human nature—if a man and a woman gethtegédtave a bit to drink, and talk
about personal things, they're bound to end upeni b



“l agree with my husband. It does go against elengtwe’re taught. He’ll never believe
the story I've just told, but it's absolutely tru&ince then, our life has become a little hell.
It will pass, but going through all this pain isipitess, and all because we’ve been told
that if a man and a woman like each other and wistances allow, they’re bound to end
up in bed together.”

Applause. Cigarettes were lit. The clink of glassed bottles.
“What's going on?” whispered Marie. “Group therdpy couples?”

“It's all part of the meeting. No one says whetltarright or wrong, they just tell
stories.”

“But why do they do it in public, in this irrevereway, with people drinking and
smoking?”

“Perhaps it's to stop things from getting too heatyat way it's easier. And if it helps to
make things easier, what’s wrong with that?”

“Easier? Talking to a load of strangers who mightgd repeat this story to her husband
tomorrow?”

Someone else had started talking, and so | wabl&tta tell Marie that it didn’t matter:
everyone was there to talk about the lack of lagguised as love.

“I'm the husband of the woman who just told thatrgt’ said a man, who must have
been at least twenty years older than the pretiyng blonde woman. “Everything she
said is true, but there’s something she doesn'wkaid which | haven’t had the courage
to tell her. I'll do so now.

“When she went off to the mountains, | couldn’teglall night, and | started imagining,
in detail, what was going on. When she arrivesfitieas already lit; she takes off her
coat, takes off her sweater; she’s not wearingaaubder her thin T-shirt. He can clearly
see the shape of her breasts.

“She pretends not to notice him looking at her. Sdngs she’s going to the kitchen to get
another bottle of champagne. She’s wearing veht jeans, she walks slowly, and she
doesn’t need to turn around to know that he’s watgher every move. She comes back,
they talk about very personal things, which makesrt feel even closer.

“They finish talking about the problem that took bigere. Her cell phone rings; it's me,
wanting to know if she’s all right. She goes owehim, puts the phone to his ear, and
they both listen to what | have to say; it's an aakd conversation, because | know it's
too late to put any kind of pressure on her, igstijust to pretend that everything’s fine
and tell her to enjoy her time in the mountaingduse the following day she’ll be back
in Paris, taking care of the kids and doing thepgig.



“I hang up, knowing that he has heard the wholevemsation. The two of them—
because, before, they were sitting on separats-sedee now very close indeed.

“At that point, | stopped thinking about what wasgpbening in the mountains. | got up,
went into my children’s bedroom, walked over to wiadow, and looked out over Paris,
and do you know what | felt? | felt excited, vevery excited; the thought of the two of
them together, knowing that my wife could, at thaty moment, be kissing another man,
making love with him, had aroused me sexually.

“I felt awful. How could | possibly get excited aveomething like that? The next day, |
talked to two friends; obviously, | didn’t use mifses an example, but | asked them if
they had ever felt aroused when they caught anotlerstaring at their wife’s cleavage.
They didn’t really answer the question becausesitish a taboo. But they both agreed
that it's always nice to know that your wife is tted by another man, although they
wouldn’t go any further than that. Is this a se€aetasy hidden in the hearts of all men?
| don’t know. This last week has been a little ietlboth of us simply because | didn’t
understand my own feelings. And because | can’etstdnd them, | blame her for
provoking in me feelings that make my world seenidsumly unsafe.”

This time a lot of cigarettes were lit, but ther@swmo applause. It was as if, even there,
the subject continued to be a taboo.

| put up my hand again, and meanwhile asked myfsiedigreed with what the man had
just said. Yes, | did. | had imagined similar saasinvolving Esther and the soldiers
she met in war zones, but | had never dared sayah, not even to myself.

Mikhail looked in my direction and nodded.

| don’t know how | managed to get to my feet anoklat that audience, who were still
visibly shocked by the story of the man who hatdebused by the thought of his wife
having sex with another man. No one seemed tcstening, and that helped me make a
start.

“I apologize for not being as direct as the twovmas speakers, but | nevertheless have
something to say. | went to a train station today kearned that the distance between
railway tracks is always 143.5 centimeters, oret 8/ inches. Why this absurd
measurement? | asked my girlfriend to find out #mslis what she discovered. When
they built the first train carriages, they useddhee tools as they had for building horse-
drawn carriages. And why that distance betweemtiexls on carriages? Because that
was the width of the old roads along which theiages had to travel. And who decided
that roads should be that width? Well, suddenlyaveeplunged back into the distant past.
It was the Romans, the first great road buildels) @ecided to make their roads that
width. And why? Because their war chariots werdgalby two horses, and when placed
side by side, the horses they used at the timeupd4 3.5 centimeters.



“So the distance between the tracks | saw todagd by our state-of-the-art high-speed
trains, was determined by the Romans. When peogie i@ the United States and started
building railways there, it didn’t occur to themdbange the width and so it stayed as it
was. This even affected the building of space &aitAmerican engineers thought the
fuel tanks should be wider, but the tanks weretlmiUtah and had to be transported by
train to the Space Center in Florida, and the tlsnosuldn’t take anything wider. And so
they had to accept the measurement that the Roha@hdecided was the ideal. But what
has all this to do with marriage?”

| paused. Some people were not in the slighteshigitested in railway tracks and had
started talking among themselves. Others weranliggeattentively, among them Marie
and Mikhail.

“It has everything to do with marriage and with th stories we have just heard. At
some point in history, someone turned up and $&lten two people get married, they
must stay frozen like that for the rest of thereB. You will move along side by side like
two tracks, keeping always that same distance .apaeh if sometimes one of you needs
to be a little farther away or a little closer, ttieaagainst the rules. The rules say: Be
sensible, think of the future, think of your chidr You can’'t change, you must be like
two railway tracks that remain the same distaneetagl the way from their point of
departure to their destination. The rules dontalfor love to change, or to grow at the
start and diminish halfway through—it's too dangesocAnd so, after the enthusiasm of
the first few years, they maintain the same digtatite same solidity, the same
functional nature. Your purpose is to allow thertdaearing the survival of the species to
head off into the future: your children will onlg thappy if you stay just as you were—
143.5 centimeters apart. If you're not happy witmething that never changes, think of
them, think of the children you brought into therido

“Think of your neighbors. Show them that you're pgpeat roast beef on Sundays,
watch television, help the community. Think of sdgi Dress in such a way that
everyone knows you're in perfect harmony. Nevenggato the side, someone might be
watching you, and that could bring temptationjoitilcl mean divorce, crisis, depression.

“Smile in all the photos. Put the photos in thénigrroom, so that everyone can see them.
Cut the grass, practice a sport—oh, yes, you nmastipe a sport in order to stay frozen
in time. When sport isn’t enough, have plastic stygBut never forget, these rules were
established long ago and must be respected. Wablissied these rules? That doesn’t
matter. Don’t question them, because they will glsvapply, even if you don't agree

with them.”

| sat down. There was a mixture of enthusiastidage and indifference, and |
wondered if | had gone too far. Marie was lookihgna with a mixture of admiration
and surprise.

The woman on stage sounded the cymbal.



| told Marie to stay where she was, while | wentstde to smoke a cigarette:
“They’ll perform a dance now in the name of lovethe name of the Lady.”
“You can smoke in here, can’t you?”

“Yes, but | need to be alone.”

It may have been early spring, but it was stillveold; nevertheless, | was in need of
some fresh air. Why had | told that story? My nmege to Esther had never been the way
| described: two railway tracks, always beside eatbler, always forming two correct,
straight lines, We had had our ups and downs; o¢her of us had occasionally
threatened to leave for good; and yet we contiraretbgether.

Until two years ago.
Or until the moment when she began to want to kmibny she was unhappy.

No one should ever ask themselves that: Why anmdppy? The question carries within

it the virus that will destroy everything. If wekathat question, it means we want to find
out what makes us happy. If what makes us hapgyfesent from what we have now,
then we must either change once and for all or asaye are, feeling even more unhappy.

| now found myself in precisely that situation:ddha lively, interesting girlfriend, my
work was going well, and there was every chancg ihahe fullness of time, things
would sort themselves out. | should resign mysethe situation. | should accept what
life was offering me, not follow Esther’'s examph®t look at anyone else, but remember
Marie’s words, and build a new life with her.

No, | can’t think like that. If I behave in the wagople expect me to behave, | will
become their slave. It requires enormous self-obntwt to succumb, because our natural
tendency is to want to please, even if the persdretpleased is us. If | do that, | will lose
not only Esther, but Marie, my work, my future vesll as any respect | have for myself
and for what | have said and written.

When | went back in, | found that people were sigrto leave. Mikhail appeared, having
already changed out of his stage clothes.

“Listen, what happened at the pizzeria...”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” | said. “Let’s go farwalk by the Seine.”



Marie got the message and said that she needeatlgmeght. | asked her to give us a lift
in her taxi as far as the bridge just oppositegtitel Tower; that way, | could walk home
afterward. | thought of asking where Mikhail livduijt felt that the question might be
construed as an attempt to verify, with my own ejlest Esther really wasn'’t living with
him.

On the way, Marie kept asking him what the meetwag about, and he always gave the
same answer: it's a way of recovering love. He fiaédl he had liked my story about the
railway tracks.

“That’s how love got lost,” he said. “When we sgaiaying down rules for when love
should or shouldn’t appear.”

“When was that?” Marie asked.

“I don’t know, but | know it's possible to retriewbat Energy. | know, because when |
dance, or when | hear the voice, love speaks td me.

Marie didn’t know what he meant by “hearing theoef but, by then, we had reached
the bridge. Mikhail and | got out and started wadkin the cold Paris night.

“I know you were frightened by what you saw. Thgdast danger when someone has a
fit is that their tongue will roll back and they3lffocate. The owner of the restaurant
knew what to do, so it's obviously happened thefete. It's not that unusual. But your
diagnosis is wrong. I'm not an epileptic. It happevhenever | get in touch with the
Energy.”

Of course he was an epileptic, but there was notpoicontradicting him. | was trying to
act normally. |1 needed to keep the situation ugdatrol. | was surprised how easily he
had agreed to this second meeting.

“I need you. | need you to write something aboetithportance of love,” said Mikhail.

“Everyone knows that love is important. That's whaist books are about.”

“All right, let me put my request another way. kxeyou to write something about the
new Renaissance.”

“What's the new Renaissance?”

“It's similar to the Italian Renaissance of theédénth and sixteenth centuries, when
geniuses like Erasmus, Leonardo, and Michelanggézted the limitations of the
present and the oppressive conventions of theirtowa and turned instead to the past.
We're beginning to see a return to a magical lagguto alchemy and the idea of the



Mother Goddess, to people reclaiming the freedodotwhat they believe in and not
what the church or the government demand of thesrinAifteenth- and sixteenth-
century Florence, we are discovering that the paistains the answers to the future.

“Your story about the railway tracks, for examgdlehow many other areas of our lives
are we obeying rules we don’t understand? Peopbwdat you write—couldn’t you
introduce the subject somewhere?”

“I never make deals over what | write,” | repliedmembering once more that | needed
to keep my self-respect. “If it's an interestindpgct, if it's in my soul, if the boat called
The Wordcarries me to that particular island, | might e@tbout it. But none of this has
anything to do with my search for Esther.”

“I know, and I’'m not trying to impose any condit®n’m just suggesting something that
seems important to me.”

“Did she tell you about the Favor Bank?”

“She did. But this isn’'t a matter for the Favor Ral's to do with a mission that | can’t
fulfill on my own.”

“What you do in the Armenian restaurant, is thairymission?”

“That’s just a tiny part of it. We do the same thion Fridays with a group of beggars.
And on Wednesdays we work with a group of new nariad

New nomads? It was best not to interrupt; the Miklvho was talking to me now had
none of the arrogance he had shown in the pizzasize of the charisma he had revealed
on stage or the vulnerability he had revealed ahékening at the book signing. He was
a normal person, a colleague with whom we alwaysugn late at night, talking over the
world’s problems.

“I can only write about things that really touch sgul,” I insist.

“Would you like to come with us to talk to the begsf?”

| remembered Esther’'s remark about the phony sadnéke eyes of those who should
be the most wretched people in the world.

“Let me think about it first.”

We were approaching the Louvre, but he pausecatode the parapet, and we both
stood there contemplating the passing boats, wdaelzled us with their spotlights.

“Look at them,” | said, because | needed to taludlsomething, afraid that he might get
bored and go home. “They only see what the spadlighow them. When they go home,



they’ll say they know Paris. Tomorrow, they’ll gnchsee the Mona Lisa and claim
they've visited the Louvre. But they don’t know RBaand have never really been to the
Louvre. All they did was go on a boat and look @aating, one painting, instead of
looking at a whole city and trying to find out wisahappening in it, visiting the bars,
going down streets that don’t appear in any oftthueist guides, and getting lost in order
to find themselves again. It's the difference betwevatching a porn movie and making
love.”

“I admire your self-control. There you are talkialgout the boats on the Seine, all the
while waiting for the right moment to ask the qu@sthat brought you to me. Feel free
to talk openly about anything you like.”

There was no hint of aggression in his voice, antdecided to come straight to the
point.

“Where is Esther?”

“Physically, she’s a long way away, in Central ASairitually, she’s very close,
accompanying me day and night with her smile aedtlemory of her enthusiastic words.
She was the one who brought me here, a poor twergyyear-old with no future, an
aberration in the eyes of the people in my villaweglse a madman or some sort of
shaman who had made a pact with the devil, anitheiryes of the people in the city, a
mere peasant looking for work.

“I'll tell you my story another day, but the longdthe short of it is that | knew English
and started working as her interpreter. We were tineaborder of a country where the
Americans were building a lot of military basesgparing for the war in Afghanistan,

and it was impossible to get a visa. | helped hes<the mountains illegally. During the
week we spent together, she made me realize Was$ hot alone, that she understood me.

“l asked her what she was doing so far from honfterf few evasive answers, she
finally told me what she must have told you: tHa svas looking for the place where
love had hidden itself away. | told her about mgsion to make the energy of love
circulate freely in the world again. Basically, were both looking for the same thing.

“Esther went to the French embassy and arrangéshdar me, as an interpreter of the
Kazakh language, even though no one in my coupieglss anything but Russian. | came
to live here. We always met up when she returnaa fner missions abroad; we made
two more trips together to Kazakhstan. She wasrfased by the Tengri culture, and by a
nomad she had met and whom she believed held thlexerything.”

| would have liked to know what Tengri was, but theestion could wait. Mikhail
continued talking, and in his eyes | saw the sammgihg to be with Esther that | myself
was feeling.



“We started working here in Paris. It was her ittieget people together once a week.
She said, ‘The most important thing in all humaatrenships is conversation, but people
don’t talk anymore, they don’t sit down to talk drelen. They go to the theater, the
cinema, watch television, listen to the radio, rbadks, but they almost never talk. If we
want to change the world, we have to go back tma when warriors would gather
around a fire and tell stories.”

| remember Esther saying that all the really im@otrrthings in our lives had arisen out of
long conversations we’d had sitting at a tableome bar or walking along a street or in a
park.

“It was my idea that these meetings should be dhuasday because that's how it is in
the tradition in which | was brought up. But it waer idea to make occasional forays
into the Paris streets at night. She said that érsggere the only ones who never pretend
to be happy; on the contrary, they pretend to de sa

“She gave me your books to read. | sensed thatomu-possibly unconsciously—
imagined the same world as we did. | realized thatsn’'t alone, even if | was the only
one to hear the voice. Gradually, as more and mpeople started coming to the meetings,
| began to believe that | really could fulfill myission and help the energy of love to
return, even if that meant going back into the aetk to the moment when that Energy
left or went into hiding.”

“Why did Esther leave me?”
Was that all | was interested in? The questiotaiied Mikhail slightly.

“Out of love. Today, you used the example of thbviay tracks. Well, she isn't just
another track running along beside you. She doésifowv rules, nor, | imagine, do you.
| miss her too, you know.”

“So...”

“So if you want to find her, | can tell you whereesis. I've already felt the same impulse,
but the voice tells me that now is not the moménatt no one should interrupt her
encounter with the energy of love. | respect thee,ahe voice protects us, protects me,
you, Esther.”

“When will the moment be right?”

“Perhaps tomorrow, in a year’s time, or never, ahithat were the case, then we would
have to respect that decision. The voice is thednand that is why she only brings
people together when they are both truly prepasethiat moment. And yet we all try
and force the situation even if it means hearimgvitry words we don’t want to hear:
‘Go away.” Anyone who fails to obey the voice amdvees earlier or later than he should,
will never get the thing he wants.”



“I'd rather hear her tell me to go away than bektwith the Zahir day and night. If she
said that, she would at least cease to hidé&amfixeand become a woman who now has a
different life and different thoughts.”

“She would no longer be the Zahir, but it wouldebgreat loss. If a man and a woman
can make the Energy manifest, then they are hekldirige men and women of the
world.”

“You're frightening me. | love her, you know | dand you say that she still loves me. |
don’t know what you mean by being prepared; | cavé according to other people’s
expectations, not even Esther’s.”

“As | understand it from conversations | had wittr,;at some point you got lost. The
world started revolving exclusively around you.”

“That’s not true. She was free to forge her owrhp8he decided to become a war
correspondent, even though | didn’t want her tae it driven to find out why people
were unhappy, even though | told her this was irajds. Does she want me to go back
to being a railway track running alongside anotladway track, always keeping the
same stupid distance apart, just because the Ramearded that was the way it should
be?”

“On the contrary.”
Mikhail started walking again, and | followed him.
“Do you believe that | hear a voice?”

“To be perfectly honest, | don’t know. But now thet’'re here, let me show you
something.”

“Everyone thinks I'm just having an epileptic fnd | let them believe that because it's
easier. But the voice has been speaking to mesavez | was a child, when | first saw
the Lady.”

“What lady?”

“I'll tell you later.”

m

“Whenever | ask you something, you say: ‘I'll tgtu later.

“The voice is telling me something now. | know tlyati're anxious and frightened. In
the pizzeria, when | felt that warm wind and saw lights, | knew that these were
symptoms of my connection with the Power. | knewass there to help us both. If you
think that all the things I've been telling you gust the ravings of a young epileptic who
wants to manipulate the feelings of a famous writkibring you a map tomorrow



showing you where Esther is living, and you caragd find her. But the voice is telling
us something.”

“Are you going to say what exactly, or will youltete later?”
“I'll tell you in a moment. | haven't yet properlynderstood the message.”
“But you promise to give me the address and the.'map

“I promise. In the name of the divine energy ofdpVpromise. Now what was it you
wanted to show me?”

| pointed to a golden statue of a young woman gdirhorse.

“This. She used to hear voices. As long as pe@dpeacted what she said, everything was
fine. When they started to doubt her, the windiofory changed direction.”

Joan of Arc, the Maid of Orléans, the heroine efitundred Years War, who, at the age
of seventeen, was made commander of the Frencpsttmecause she heard voices and
the voices told her the best strategy for defedtiegenglish. Two years later, she was
condemned to be burned at the stake, accuseddfonatft. | had used part of the
interrogation, dated February 24, 1431, in one phaoks.

She was questioned by Maitre Jean Beaupére. Askedomg it had been since she had
heard the voice, she replied:

“I heard it three times, yesterday and today. inrtforning, at Vespers, and again when
the Ave Maria rang in the evening...”

Asked if the voice was in the room, she replied st did not know, but that she had
been woken by the voice. It wasn't in the room, ibutas in the castle.

She asked the voice what she should do, and tlte @asked her to get out of bed and
place the palms of her hands together.

Then she said to the bishop who was questioning her

“You say you are my judge. Take care what you aiag] for in truth | am sent by God,
and you place yourself in great danger. My voiaeghentrusted to me certain things to
tell to the King, not to you. The voice comes tofnmen God. | have far greater fear of
doing wrong in saying to you things that would ¢ksise it than | have of answering
you.”

Mikhail looked at me: “Are you suggesting...”



“That you're the reincarnation of Joan of Arc? Ndpn't think so. She died when she
was barely nineteen, and you're twenty-five. Slektcommand of the French troops and,
according to what you’ve told me, you can’t eveketaommand of your own life.”

We sat down on the wall by the Seine.

“I believe in signs,” | said. “I believe in fatebklieve that every single day people are
offered the chance to make the best possible daca&out everything they do. | believe
that | failed and that, at some point, | lost mymection with the woman | loved. And
now, all I need is to put an end to that cycle.tBhwahy | want the map, so that | can go
to her.”

He looked at me and he was once more the persorappeared on stage and went into a
trancelike state. | feared another epileptic fit-the middle of the night, here, in an
almost deserted place.

“The vision gave me power. That power is almosibles palpable. | can manage it, but |
can't control it.”

“It's getting a bit late for this kind of convergat. I'm tired, and so are you. Will you
give me that map and the address?”

“The voice...Yes, I'll give you the map tomorrow afteon. What's your address?”

| gave him my address and was surprised to retiletehe didn’t know where Esther and
| had lived.

“Do you think | slept with your wife?”
“I would never even ask. It's none of my business.”
“But you did ask when we were in the pizzeria.”

| had forgotten. Of course it was my business,|bvdas no longer interested in his
answer.

Mikhail’'s eyes changed. | felt in my pocket for setimng to place in his mouth should he
have a fit, but he seemed calm and in control.

“l can hear the voice now. Tomorrow | will bringwyehe map, detailed directions, and
times of flights. | believe that she is waiting fau. | believe that the world would be
happier if just two people, even two, were happi@t the voice is telling me that we
will not see each other tomorrow.”

“I'm having lunch with an actor over from the Sttand | can’t possibly cancel, but I'll
be home during the rest of the afternoon.”



“That’s not what the voice is telling me.”

“Is the voice forbidding you to help me find Est®er

“No, | don’t think so. It was the voice that encaged me to go to the book signing.
From then on, | knew more or less how things wautd out because | had reAdlime

to Rend and a Time to Séw.

“Right, then,” and | was terrified he might charige mind, “let’s stick to our
arrangement. I'll be at home from two o’clock ondiar

“But the voice says the moment is not right.”
“You promised.”
“All right.”

He held out his hand and said that he would cormeytapartment late tomorrow
afternoon. His last words to me that night were:

“The voice says that it will only allow these thetp happen when the time is right.”

As | walked back home, the only voice | could heas Esther’s, speaking of love. And
as | remembered that conversation, | realizedghathad been talking about our
marriage.

When | was fifteen, | was desperate to find out &lsed. But it was a sin, it was

forbidden. | couldn’t understand why it was a siould you? Can you tell me why all
religions, all over the world, even the most priwatof religions and cultures, consider
that sex is something that should be forbidden?”

“How did we get onto this subject? All right, whyysex something to be forbidden?”
“Because of food.”

“Food?”

“Thousands of years ago, tribes were constantlhermove; men could make love with
as many women as they wanted and, of course, haigeen by them. However, the

larger the tribe, the greater chance there wasdidappearing. Tribes fought among
themselves for food, killing first the children atigen the women, because they were the



weakest. Only the strongest survived, but they vaéinmen. And without women, men
cannot continue to perpetuate the species.

“Then someone, seeing what was happening in a peigiy tribe, decided to avoid the
same thing happening in his. He invented a stocgraing to which the gods forbade
men to make love indiscriminately with any of themen in a tribe. They could only
make love with one or, at most, two. Some men wapdtent, some women were sterile,
some members of the tribe, for perfectly naturakoms, thus had no children at all, but
no one was allowed to change partners.

“They all believed the story because the person teltbit to them was speaking in the
name of the gods. He must have been differentimeseay: he perhaps had a deformity,
an iliness that caused convulsions, or some spgifiasomething, at any rate, that
marked him out from the others, because that isthevirst leaders emerged. In a few
years, the tribe grew stronger, with just the righinber of men needed to feed everyone,
with enough women capable of reproducing and enabdtren to replace the hunters
and reproducers. Do you know what gives a womart pleasure within marriage?”

“Sex.”

“No, making food. Watching her man eat. That isan&n’s moment of glory, because
she spends all day thinking about supper. Andeasan must lie in that story hidden in
the past—in hunger, the threat of extinction, dredgath to survival.”

“Do you regret not having had any children?”
“It didn’t happen, did it? How can | regret someiipithat didn’t happen?”
“Do you think that would have changed our marridge?

“How can | possibly know? | look at my friends, bahale and female. Are they any
happier because they have children? Some are, a@ni. And if they are happy with
their children that doesn’t make their relationshither better or worse. They still think
they have the right to control each other. Thdytsink that the promise to live happily
ever after must be kept, even at the cost of dailyappiness.”

“War isn’t good for you, Esther. It brings you intontact with a very different reality
from the one we experience here. | know I'll dieealay, but that just makes me live
each day as if it were a miracle. It doesn’t malethink obsessively about love,
happiness, sex, food, and marriage.”

“War doesn’t leave me time to think. | simply amll stop. Whenever it occurs to me
that, at any moment, | could be hit by a strayddulljust think: ‘Good, at least | don't
have to worry about what will happen to my chilut | think too: ‘What a shame, I'm
going to die and nothing will be left of me. | amlypcapable of losing a life, not
bringing a life into the world.”



“Do you think there’s something wrong with our t&aship? | only ask because | get
the feeling sometimes that you want to tell me gbing, but that you keep stopping
yourself.”

“Yes, there is something wrong. We feel obligethéchappy together. You think you
owe me everything that you are, and | feel priveélégo have a man like you at my side.”

“I have a wife whom | love, but | don’t always rembker that and find myself asking:
‘What's wrong with me?””

“It's good that you'’re able to recognize that, bdbn’t think there’s anything wrong

with you, or with me, because | ask myself the sgoestion. What's wrong is the way

in which we show our love now. If we were to acciatt this creates problems, we could
live with those problems and be happy. It wouldalm®nstant battle, but it would at least
keep us active, alive and cheerful, with many ursgs to conquer; the trouble is we're
heading toward a point where things are becomingtonfortable, where love stops
creating problems and confrontations and beconstsad merely a solution.”

“What's wrong with that?”

“Everything. | can no longer feel the energy ofdpwhat people call passion, flowing
through my flesh and through my soul.”

“But something is left.”

“Left? Does every marriage have to end like thighyassion giving way to something
people call ‘a mature relationship’? | need yomiss you. Sometimes I'm jealous. | like
thinking about what to give you for supper, eveouijh sometimes you don’t even notice
what you're eating. But there’s a lack of joy.”

“No, there isn’t. Whenever you're far away, | wigbu were near. | imagine the
conversations we’ll have when you or | come baokfia trip. | phone you to make sure
everything’s all right. | need to hear your voicer day. I'm still passionate about you,
| can guarantee you that.”

“It's the same with me, but what happens when wegether? We argue, we quarrel
over nothing, one of us wants to change the otbempose his or her view of reality.
You demand things of me that make no sense arall] do the same. Sometimes, in the
silence of our hearts, we say to ourselves: ‘Hoadgio would be to be free, to have no
commitments.”

“You're right. And at moments like that, | feel tpdecause | know that I'm with the
woman | want to be with.”

“And I'm with the man | always wanted to have by sige.”



“Do you think that could change?”

“As | get older, and fewer men look at me, | fingisalf thinking: ‘Just leave things as
they are.” I'm sure | can happily deceive myselftloe rest of my life. And yet, whenever
| go off to cover a war, | see that a greater lexists, much greater than the hatred that
makes men kill each other. And then, and only tlklen, think | can change things.”

“But you can’t be constantly covering wars.”

“Nor can | live constantly in the sort of peacetthéind with you. It's destroying the one
important thing | have: my relationship with yowea if the intensity of my love remains
undiminished.”

“Millions of people the world over are thinking tsame thing right now, they resist
fiercely and allow those moments of depressioragspThey withstand one, two, three
crises and, finally, find peace.”

“You know that isn’t how it is. Otherwise you woultl have written the books you've
written.”

I had arranged to meet the American actor-directoluhch at Roberto’s pizzeria. |

needed to go back there as soon as possible intordespel any bad impression | might
have made. Before | left, | told the maid and taestaker of the apartment building that
if | was not back in time and a young man with Molmgn features should deliver a
package for me, they must take him up to my apartnask him to wait in the living
room, and give him anything he needed. If, for soeason, the young man could not
wait, then they should ask him to leave the packeteone of them.

Above all, they must not let him leave without heugdover the package!

| caught a taxi and asked to be dropped off orctineer of Boulevard St-Germain and
Rue des Sts-Péres. A fine rain was falling, butas only a few yards to the restaurant,
its discreet sign, and Roberto’s generous smitehéosometimes stood outside, smoking
a cigarette. A woman with a baby stroller was carioward me along the narrow
pavement, and because there wasn’t room for botis,dfstepped off the curb to let her
pass.

It was then, in slow motion, that the world gavgiant lurch: the ground became the sky,
the sky became the ground; I had time to notianadrchitectural details on the top of
the building on the corner—I had often walked pgmefbre, but had never looked up. |
remember the sensation of surprise, the feelirmwind blowing hard in my ear, and the
sound of a dog barking in the distance; then ehergtwent dark.



| was bundled abruptly down a black hole at the @nathich was a light. Before | could
reach it, however, invisible hands were draggingoughly back up, and | woke to
voices and shouts all around me: it could only Hasted a matter of seconds. | was
aware of the taste of blood in my mouth, the smiellet asphalt, and then | realized that
| had had an accident. | was conscious and uncmnseit the same time; | tried without
success to move; | could make out another persog dn the ground beside me; | could
smell that person’s smell, her perfume; | imagiredust be the woman who had been
pushing her baby along the pavement. Oh, dear God!

Someone came over and tried to help me up; | yaliedem not to touch me, any
movement could be dangerous. | had learned durtngial conversation one trivial
night that if | ever injured my neck, any suddenveroent could leave me permanently
paralyzed.

| struggled to remain conscious; | waited for anghiat never came; | tried to move, then
thought better of it. | experienced a feeling ldtamp, like torpor. | again asked not to be
moved. | heard a distant siren and knew then thatld sleep, that | no longer needed to
fight to save my life; whether it was won or lastwas no longer up to me, it was up to
the doctors, to the nurses, to fate, to “the thitggGod.

| heard the voice of a child—she told me her ndoo¢ ] couldn’t quite grasp it—telling
me to keep calm, promising me that | wouldn’t dieranted to believe what she said, |
begged her to stay by my side, but she vanishedslaware of someone placing
something plastic around my neck, putting a mask aw face, and then | went to sleep
again, and this time there were no dreams.

When | regained consciousness, all | could hearaNasrible buzzing in my ears;

the rest was silence and utter darkness. Suddefely everything moving, and | was
sure | was being carried along in my coffin, thatas about to be buried alive!

| tried banging on the walls, but | couldn’t movenascle. For what seemed an eternity, |
felt as if | were being propelled helplessly fordiathen, mustering all my remaining
strength, | uttered a scream that echoed aroundntiesed space and came back to my
own ears, almost deafening me; but | knew that dtheel screamed, | was safe, for a
light immediately began to appear at my feet: thag realized | wasn't dead!

Light, blessed light—which would save me from thatrst of all tortures, suffocation—
was gradually illuminating my whole body: they wéreally removing the coffin lid. |
broke out in a cold sweat, felt the most terrilkdénp but was also happy and relieved that
they had realized their mistake and that joy ceatdrn to the world!



The light finally reached my eyes: a soft hand tmetmine, someone with an angelic
face was wiping the sweat from my brow.

“Don’t worry,” said the angelic face, with its gad hair and white robes. “I'm not an
angel, you didn't die, and this isn’t a coffinsifust a body scanner, to find out if you
suffered any other injuries. There doesn’t appedretanything seriously wrong, but
you’ll have to stay in for observation.”

“No broken bones?”

“Just general abrasions. If | brought you a miryoa’'d be horrified, but the swelling
will go down in a few days.”

| tried to get up, but she very gently stopped ten | felt a terrible pain in my head
and groaned.

“You've had an accident; it's only natural that yshould be in pain.”

“I think you’re lying to me,” | managed to say. fif a grown man, I've had a good life, |
can take bad news without panicking. Some bloodetles my head is about to burst,
isn't it?”

Two nurses appeared and put me on a stretchalized that | had an orthopedic collar
around my neck.

“Someone told us that you asked not to be movedd’ the angel. “Just as well. You'll
have to wear this collar for a while, but barrimy ainforeseen events—because one can
never tell what might happen—you’ll just have haabaty shock. You're very lucky.”

“How long? | can't stay here.”

No one said anything. Marie was waiting for me wéghe radiology unit, smiling. The
doctors had obviously already told her that myriegiwere not, in principle, very
serious. She stroked my hair and carefully disgu&s®y shock she might feel at my
appearance.

Our small cortége proceeded along the corridor—&jdhie two nurses pushing the
stretcher, and the angel in white. The pain in mgdcwas getting worse all the time.

“Nurse, my head...”

“I'm not a nurse. I’'m your doctor for the momente¥é waiting for your own doctor to
arrive. As for your head, don’t worry. When you bBan accident, your body closes
down all the blood vessels as a defense mechatosampid loss of blood. When it sees
that the danger is over, the vessels open up atp@inlood starts to flow, and that feels



painful, but that’s all it is. Anyway, if you likd,can give you something to help you
sleep.”

| refused. And as if surfacing from some dark cowfany soul, | remembered the words
| had heard the day before:

“The voice says that it will only allow these thetp happen when the time is right.”

He couldn’t have known. It wasn’t possible thatrgtteng that had happened on the
corner of Boulevard St-Germain and Rue des StssReas the result of some universal
conspiracy, of something predetermined by the gatis, despite being fully occupied
in taking care of this precariously balanced plarethe verge of extinction, had all
downed tools merely to prevent me from going inrcdeaf the Zahir. Mikhail could not
possibly have foreseen the future, unless he rballiiyheard a voice and thevasa plan
and this was all far more important than | imagined

Everything was beginning to be too much for me:iBlarsmiles, the possibility that
someone really had heard a voice, the increasagyizing pain in my head.

“Doctor, I've changed my mind. | want to sleepahtt stand the pain.”

She said something to one of the nurses pushingadhey, who went off and returned
even before we had reached my room. | felt a priaky arm and immediately fell
asleep.

When | woke up, | wanted to know exactly what haggened; | wanted to know if the
woman passing me on the pavement had escaped afjdrwhat had happened to her
baby. Marie said that | needed to rest, but, by tbe. Louit, my doctor and friend, had
arrived and felt that there was no reason notltone. | had been knocked down by a
motorbike. The body | had seen lying on the grobeside me had been the young male
driver. He had been taken to the same hospitallikedne, had escaped with only minor
abrasions. The police investigation carried out edrately after the accident made it
clear that | had been standing in the middle ofrtfzel at the time of the accident, thus
putting the motorcyclist’s life at risk.

It was, apparently, all my fault, but the motordégthad decided not to press charges.
Marie had been to see him and talk to him; shelémthed that he was an immigrant
working illegally and was afraid of having any dagt with the police. He had been
discharged twenty-four hours later, because heébkad wearing a helmet, which
lessened the risk of any damage to the brain.

“Did you say he left twenty-four hours later? Daleat mean I've been in here more than
a day?”



“You've been in here for three days. When you caueof the body scanner, the doctor
here phoned me to ask if she could keep you ortigedalt seemed to me that you'd
been rather tense, irritated, and depressed latety/so | told her she could.”

“So what happens next?”

“Two more days in the hospital and then three weakts that contraption around your
neck; you're through the critical forty-eight-hqueriod. Of course, part of your body
could still rebel against the idea of continuind&have itself and then we’d have a
problem on our hands. But let’s face that emergeéinayd when it arises; there’s no
point in worrying unnecessarily.”

“So, | could still die?”

“As you well know, all of us not only can, but witie.”
“Yes, but could I still die as a result of the atemt?”
Dr. Louit paused.

“Yes. There’s always the chance that a blood adold have formed which the machines
have failed to pick up and that it could break fat@ny moment and cause an embolism.
There’s also the possibility that a cell has goeesérk and is starting to form a cancer.”

“You shouldn’t say things like that,” said Marie.

“We’'ve been friends for five years. He asked meiestjon and | gave him an answer.
And now, if you don’t mind, | have to get back ty wifice. Medicine isn’t quite as you
think. In the world we live in, if a boy goes ootliuy five apples, but arrives home with
only two, people would conclude that he had edtertliree missing apples. In my world,
there are other possibilities: he could have etitem, but he could also have been
robbed; the money he’d been given might not haes lemough to buy the five apples
he’d been sent for; he could have lost them omtne home; he could have met someone
who was hungry and decided to share the fruit Wit person, and so on. In my world,
everything is possible and everything is relative.”

“What do you know about epilepsy?”

Marie knew at once that | was talking about Mikteaitl could not conceal a flicker of
displeasure. She said she had to go, there whas arw waiting.

Dr. Louit, however, having picked up his thingsde#o leave, stopped to answer my
guestion.

“It's an excess of electrical impulses in one sfeeirea of the brain, which provokes
convulsions of greater or lesser severity. Theme'slefinitive study on the subject, but



they think attacks may be provoked when the persander great strain. But don’t
worry, while epileptic symptoms can appear at ayg, &pilepsy itself is unlikely to be
brought on by colliding with a motorcycle.”

“So what causes it?”
“I'm not a specialist, but, if you like, | can finolut.”

“Yes, if you would. And | have another question,tbat please don’t go thinking that my
brain’s been affected by the accident. Is it pdedihat epileptics can hear voices and
have premonitions?”

“Did someone tell you this accident was going tpgen?”
“Not exactly, but that's what | took it to mean.”

“Look, | can’t stay any longer, I'm giving Marieldt, but I'll see what | can find out
about epilepsy for you.”

For the two days that Marie was away, and despéeshock of the accident, the Zahir
took up its usual space in my life. | knew thatlikhail had kept his word, there would
be an envelope waiting for me at home containindéts address; now, however, the
thought frightened me.

What if Mikhail was telling the truth about the eel?

| started trying to remember the details of thadet: | had stepped down from the curb,
automatically looking to see if anything was comihd seen a car approaching, but it
had appeared to be a safe distance away. Andhget $till been hit, possibly by a
motorbike that was trying to overtake the car aad wutside my field of vision.

| believe in signs. After | had walked the roadStantiago, everything had changed
completely: what we need to learn is always thefere us, we just have to look around
us with respect and attention in order to discavieere God is leading us and which step
we should take next. | also learned a respect f@teny. As Einstein said, God does not
play dice with the universe; everything is intengeated and has a meaning. That
meaning may remain hidden nearly all the time vireialways know we are close to our
true mission on earth when what we are doing ishlied with the energy of enthusiasm.

If it is, then all is well. If not, then we had b&t change direction.
When we are on the right path, we follow the sigms] if we occasionally stumble, the

Divine comes to our aid, preventing us from malkangistake. Was the accident a sign?
Had Mikhail intuited a sign that was intended fog’tn



| decided that the answer to these questions was ye

And perhaps because of this, because | acceptatksatyny and allowed myself to be
guided by something greater than myself, | notited, during the day, the Zahir began
to diminish in intensity. | knew that all | haddo was open the envelope, read her
address, and go and knock on her door, but the sijimdicated that this was not the
moment. If Esther really was as important in mg BE | thought, if she still loved me (as
Mikhail said she did), why force a situation thaiudd simply lead me into making the
same mistakes | had made in the past?

How to avoid repeating them?

By knowing myself better, by finding out what hathaged and what had provoked this
sudden break in a road that had always been ménkgxy.

Was that enough?

No, | also needed to know who Esther was, what gdsshe had undergone during the
time we were together.

And was it enough to be able to answer these tvestqpns?
There was a third: Why had fate brought us togéther

| had a lot of free time in that hospital room, aadl made a general review of my life. |
had always sought both adventure and security, kigothat the two things did not really
mix. | was sure of my love for Esther and yet ligdgll in love with other women,
merely because the game of seduction is the miesesting game in the world.

Had | shown my wife that | loved her? Perhaps fahde, but not always. Why?
Because | didn’t think it was necessary; she mnet\kl loved her; she couldn’t possibly
doubt my feelings.

| remember that, many years ago, someone askeflthe¥e was a common denominator
among all the various girlfriends | had had in nfg.IThe answer was easye.And

when | realized this, | saw how much time | had t@ddooking for the right person—the
women changed, but | remained the same and sootfuhg from those shared
experiences. | had lots of girlfriends, but | wasays waiting for the right person. |
controlled and was controlled and the relationst@per went any further than that, until
Esther arrived and changed everything.

| was thinking tenderly of my ex-wife; | was no s obsessed with finding her, with
finding out why she had left without a word of exipation. A Time to Rend and a Time
to Sewhad been a true account of my marriage, but it afasve all, my own testimony,
declaring that | am capable of loving and needmmeone else. Esther deserved more
than just words, especially since | had never gade words while we were together.



It is always important to know when something reeched its end. Closing circles,
shutting doors, finishing chapters, it doesn’t miatthat we call it; what matters is to
leave in the past those moments in life that asx.dslowly, | began to realize that |
could not go back and force things to be as theg evere: those two years, which up
until then had seemed an endless inferno, wereb®smnning to show me their true
meaning.

And that meaning went far beyond my marriage: ahrand all women are connected by
an energy which many people call love, but whighndact, the raw material from which
the universe was built. This energy cannot be madaiged, it leads us gently forward, it
contains all we have to learn in this life. If wg to make it go in the direction we want,
we end up desperate, frustrated, disillusionedalrse that energy is free and wild.

We could spend the rest of our life saying thalawe such a person or thing, when the
truth is that we are merely suffering becausega$iof accepting love’s strength, we are
trying to diminish it so that it fits the world imhich we imagine we live.

The more | thought about this, the weaker the Zadoame and the closer | moved to
myself. | prepared myself mentally to do a greatl dé work, work that would require
much silence, meditation, and perseverance. Thdexddad helped me understand that
| could not force something that had not yet reddtsetime to sew.

| remembered what Dr. Louit had said: after suttaama to the body, death could come
at any moment. What if that were true? What ifein minutes’ time, my heart stopped
beating?

A nurse came into the room to bring me my suppdrlasked him:

“Have you thought about your funeral?”

“Don’t worry,” he replied. “You'll survive; you akady look much better.”

“I'm not worried. | know I'm going to survive. A voe told me | would.”

| mentioned the “voice” deliberately, just to pr&eeohim. He eyed me suspiciously,
thinking that perhaps it was time to call for arestexamination and check that my brain
really hadn’t been affected.

“I know I'm going to survive,” | went on. “Perhagsr a day, for a year, for thirty or

forty years, but one day, despite all the scientfivances, I'll leave this world and I'll

have a funeral. | was thinking about it just novd dmvondered if you had ever thought
about it.”



“Never. And | don’t want to either; besides, that/kat really terrifies me, knowing that
everything will end.”

“Whether you like it or not, whether you agree @agree, that is a reality none of us can
escape. Do you fancy having a little chat abotit it?

“I've got other patients to see, I'm afraid,” hadsgutting the food down on the table
and leaving as quickly as possible, as if runniwwgya—not from me, but from my words.

The nurse might not want to talk about it, but hedwout me thinking about it alone? |
remembered some lines from a poem | had learnacchgd:

When the Unwanted Guest arrives...

I might be afraid.

I might smile or say:

My day was good, let night fall.

You will find the fields ploughed, the house clean,
the table set,

and everything in its place.

It would be nice if that were true—everything ia gilace. And what would my epitaph
be? Esther and | had both made wills, in which, mgnather things, we had chosen
cremation: my ashes were to be scattered to theésmma place called Cebreiro, on the
road to Santiago, and her ashes were to be schtieee the sea. So there would be no
inscribed headstone.

But what if | could choose an epitaph? | would sskave these words engraved:
“He died while he was still alive.”

That might sound like a contradiction in terms, bkimew many people who had ceased
to live, even though they continued to work andazat engage in their usual social
activities. They did everything automatically, efdus to the magic moment that each
day brings with it, never stopping to think abdu tiracle of life, never understanding
that the next minute could be their last on the faicthis planet.

It was pointless trying to explain this to the ryrargely because it was a different nurse
who came to collect the supper dish. This new nstageed bombarding me with
guestions, possibly on the orders of some doctenwveinted to know if I could remember
my name, if | knew what year it was, the name efghesident of the United States, the
sort of thing they ask when they're assessing yoemtal state.



And all because | asked the questions that evemanubeing should ask: Have you
thought about your funeral? Do you realize thahso®r later you're going to die?

That night, | went to sleep smiling. The Zahir vdisappearing, and Esther was returning,
and if | were to die then, despite all that haddeaqed in my life, despite all my failures,
despite the disappearance of the woman | lovednjbstices | had suffered or inflicted

on others, | had remained alive until the last matnand could, with all certainty, affirm:
“My day was good, let night fall.”

Two days later, | was back home. Marie went to prepanch, and | glanced through

the accumulated correspondence. The entry phomge Itamas the caretaker to say that
the envelope | had expected the previous week bad belivered and should be on my
desk.

| thanked him, but, contrary to all my expectatidnsas not in a rush to open it. Marie
and | had lunch; I asked her how filming had gone she asked me about my immediate
plans, given that | wouldn’t be able to go out mugtile | was wearing the orthopedic
collar. She said that she could, if necessary, cangestay.

“I'm supposed to do an appearance on some Koreaoh&vinel, but | can always put it
off or even cancel it altogether. That's, of coyisgou need my company.”

“Oh, | do, and it would be lovely to have you ardun

She smiled broadly and picked up the phone tohealimanager and ask her to change
her engagements. | heard her say: “Don’t tell thiemill though. I'm superstitious, and
whenever I've used that excuse in the past, I'veagsé come down with something really
horrible. Just tell them I've got to look after therson | love.”

| had a series of urgent things to do too: intergi¢o be postponed, invitations that
required replies, letters to be written thankingaas people for the phone calls and
flowers I'd received, things to read, prefaces ssmbmmendations to write. Marie spent
the whole day on the phone to my agent, reorgagiziy diary so that no one would be
left without a response. We had supper at homeyexaaing, talking about the
interesting and the banal, just like any other é®upuring one of these suppers, after a
few glasses of wine, she remarked that | had clthnge

“It's as if having a brush with death had somehaaulght you back to life,” she said.

“That happens to everyone.”



“But | must say—and, don’t worry, | don’t want ttag an argument and I’'m not about to
have an attack of jealousy—you haven’'t mentiongtigtsonce since coming home. The
same thing happened when you finisike@lime to Rend and a Time to Séle book

acted as a kind of therapy, the effects of whitdss,alidn’t last very long.”

“Are you saying that the accident has affected mayn®”

My tone wasn’'t aggressive, but she neverthelessle@to change the subject and started
telling me about a terrifying helicopter trip shdidd from Monaco to Cannes. Later, in
bed, we made love—with great difficulty given myhmpedic collar—but we made love
nevertheless and felt very close.

Four days later, the vast pile of paper on my deskdisappeared. There was only a
large, white envelope bearing my name and the nuofliay apartment. Marie went to
open it, but | told her it could wait.

She didn’t ask me about it; perhaps it was inforamaabout my bank accounts or some
confidential correspondence, possibly from anoti@man. | didn’t explain either. |
simply removed it from the desk and placed it amelf among some books. If | kept
looking at it, the Zahir would come back.

At no point had the love | felt for Esther dimingsh but every day spent in the hospital
had brought back some intriguing memory: not ofversations we had had, but of
moments we had spent together in silence. | remezdleer eyes, which reflected her
inner being. Whenever she set off on some new adrershe was an enthusiastic young
girl, or a wife proud of her husband’s success murnalist fascinated by every subject
she wrote about. Later, she was the wife who ngdoseemed to have a place in my life.
That look of sadness in her eyes had started bef@dold me she wanted to be a war
correspondent; it became a look of joy every tilme game back from an assignment, but
it was only a matter of days before the look ofress returned.

One afternoon, the phone rang.
“It's that young man,” Marie said, passing me thempe.

At the other end | heard Mikhail’s voice, first &y how sorry he was about the accident
and then asking me if | had received the envelope.

“Yes, it's here with me.”
“Are you going to go and find her?”
Marie was listening to our conversation and saultyht it best to change the subject.

“We can talk about that when | see you.”



“I'm not nagging or anything, but you did promisehtelp me.”
“And | always keep my promises. As soon as I'mdaetive’ll get together.”

He left me his cell phone number, and when | hynd looked across at Marie, who
seemed a different woman.

“So nothing’s changed then,” she said.
“On the contrary. Everything’'s changed.”

| should have expressed myself more clearly anth@xgd that | still wanted to see
Esther, that | knew where she was. When the tinengat, | would take a train, taxi,
plane, or whatever just to be by her side. Thisldjoaf course, mean losing the woman
who was there by my side at that moment, steagfdsthg all she could to prove how
important | was to her.

| was, of course, being a coward. | was ashameualyself, but that was what life was
like, and—in a way | couldn’t really explain—I logéMarie too.

The other reason | didn’t say more was becausd hlveays believed in signs, and when
| recalled the moments of silence | had shared mytwife, | knew that—with or

without voices, with or without explanations—thead to find Esther had still not yet
arrived. | needed to concentrate more on thoseedlglences than on any of our
conversations, because that would give me the dredcheeded to understand the time
when things had gone right between us and the mowtegn they had started to go
wrong.

Marie was there, looking at me. Could | go on baligjoyal to someone who was doing
so much for me? | started to feel uncomfortable,lwouldn’t tell her everything,
unless...unless | could find an indirect way of sgyivhat | was feeling.

“Marie, let’'s suppose that two firemen go into eeft to put out a small fire. Afterward,
when they emerge and go over to a stream, theofamee is all smeared with black,
while the other man’s face is completely clean. ddgstion is this: Which of the two
will wash his face?”

“That’s a silly question. The one with the dirtycéa of course.”
“No, the one with the dirty face will look at théher man and assume that he looks like
him. And, vice versa, the man with the clean fadesge his colleague covered in grime

and say to himself: | must be dirty too. I'd bettewve a wash.”

“What are you trying to say?”



“I'm saying that, during the time | spent in thespdal, | came to realize that | was
always looking for myself in the women | lovedobked at their lovely, clean faces and
saw myself reflected in them. They, on the otherdh#ooked at me and saw the dirt on
my face and, however intelligent or self-confiddrey were, they ended up seeing
themselves reflected in me and thinking that theyewvorse than they were. Please,
don’t let that happen to you.”

| would like to have added: that's what happeneHsther, and I've only just realized it,
remembering now how the look in her eyes changedlivays absorbed her life and her
energy, and that made me feel happy and confidéfg,to go forward. She, on the other
hand, had looked at me and felt ugly, diminishegtdoise, as the years passed, my
career—the career that she had done so much to avaadity—had relegated our
relationship to second place.

If | was to see her again, my face needed to lmteasm as hers. Before | could find her, |
must first find myself.

ARIADNE'S THREAD

I am born in a small village, some kilometers froslightly larger village where they

have a school and a museum dedicated to a poeliweldcthere many years before. My
father is nearly fifty years old, my mother is twyefive. They met only recently when he
was selling carpets; he had traveled all the wamnfRussia, but when he met her he
decided to give up everything for her sake. Shddcbe his daughter, but she behaves
more like his mother, even helping him to sleepaining he has been unable to do
properly since he was seventeen and was senthiotfig Germans in Stalingrad, one of
the longest and bloodiest battles of the SeconddWar. Out of a battalion of three
thousand men, only three survived.”

Oddly, Mikhail speaks almost entirely in the presense. He doesn’t say “l was born”
but “I am born.” It is as if everything were happenhere and now.

“In Stalingrad, my father and his best friend amaght in an exchange of fire on their
way back from a reconnaissance patrol. They takerda a bomb crater and spend two
days in the mud and snow, with no food and no meékeeping warm. They can hear
other Russians talking in a nearby building andvktizat they must try to reach them,
but the firing never stops, the smell of bloodsfilhe air, the wounded lie screaming for
help day and night. Suddenly, everything fallsrgil®ly father’s friend, thinking that the



Germans have withdrawn, stands up. My father tu@ssdegs, yelling, ‘Get down!” But
it's too late; a bullet pierces his friend’s skull.

“Another two days pass, my father is alone, withfhiend’s corpse beside him. He can’t
stop yelling, ‘Get down!” At last, someone resches and takes him to the nearby
building. There is no food, only ammunition andacigites. They eat the tobacco. A week
later, they start to eat the flesh of their deamzén companions. A third battalion arrives
and shoots a way through to them; the survivorseseued, the wounded are treated and
then immediately sent back to the front. Stalingracst not fall; the future of Russia is at
stake. After four months of intense fighting, oho#@alism, of limbs being amputated
because of frostbite, the Germans finally surrerderis the beginning of the end for
Hitler and his Third Reich. My father returns omfdo his village, almost a thousand
kilometers from Stalingrad. He now finds it almoapossible to sleep, and when he does
manage to drop off, he dreams every night of tieaé he could have saved.

“Two years later, the war ends. He receives a méddicannot find employment. He
takes part in services of commemoration, but ha®st nothing to eat. He is considered
one of the heroes of Stalingrad, but can only sy doing odd jobs, for which he is
paid a pittance. In the end, someone offers hinkwelling carpets. Suffering as he does
from insomnia, he chooses to travel at night; e ggeknow smugglers, wins their
confidence, and begins to earn some money.

“He is caught out by the Communist government, wbcuse him of consorting with
criminals and, despite being a war hero, he spdredsext ten years in Siberia labeled ‘a
traitor of the people.” When he is finally releasbkd is an old man and the only thing he
knows anything about is carpets. He manages ttatdesh his old contacts, someone
gives him a few carpets to sell, but no one isregd in buying—times are hard. He
decides to go a long way away, begging as he goelsends up in Kazakhstan.

“He is old and alone, but he needs to work in otderat. He spends the days doing odd
jobs and, at night, sleeps only fitfully and is wokby his own cries of ‘Get down!’
Strangely enough, despite all that he has beenghralespite the insomnia, the poor
food, the frustrations, the physical wear and taad the cigarettes that he smokes
whenever he can scrounge them, he still has arcoostitution.

“In a small village, he meets a young woman. Shesliwith her parents; she takes him to
her house, for, in that region, hospitality is pacaint. They let him sleep in the living
room, but are woken by his screams. The girl godsr, says a prayer, strokes his head,
and for the first time in many decades, he sleepsgfully.

“The following day, she says that, when she waslashhe had dreamed that a very old
man would give her a child. She waited for yeasasl tarious suitors, but was always
disappointed. Her parents were terribly worried they did not want to see their only
daughter end up a spinster, rejected by the contguni



“She asks him if he will marry her. He is taken @haafter all, she is young enough to be
his granddaughter, and so he says nothing. At sungde small living room, she asks if
she can stroke his head before he goes to sleegnjbgs another peaceful night.

“The following day, the subject of marriage comesagain, this time in the presence of
her parents, who seem to think it a good idea; jhstywant their daughter to find a
husband and to cease being a source of family shEmeg invent a story about an old
man who has come from far away and who is, in &@egtealthy trader in carpets, but has
grown weary of living a life of luxury and comfodnd has given it all up in order to go
in search of adventure. People are impressed,tha&yine a generous dowry, huge bank
accounts, and think how lucky my mother is to htavally found someone who can take
her away from that village in the back of beyond; féther listens to these stories with a
mixture of fascination and surprise; he thinkslbftee years he has spent alone, traveling,
of all he has suffered, of how he never again fauisdwn family, and he thinks that
now, for the first time in his life, he could haaénome of his own. He accepts the
proposal, colludes with the lies about his padt, ey get married according to the
Muslim tradition. Two months later, she is pregnaith me.

“I live with my father until | am seven years olte sleeps well, works in the fields, goes
hunting, and talks to the other villagers aboutrh@ey and his lands; and he looks at
my mother as if she were the only good thing tlet éver happened to him. | grow up
believing that | am the son of a rich man, but oight, by the fire, he tells me about his
past and why he married, but begs me not to tgthiae else. Soon, he says, he will die,
and four months later he does. He breathes higlasy mother's arms, smiling, as if he
had never known a moment’s sadness. He dies a magpy

Mikhail is telling his story on a very cold springght, although it is certainly not as cold
as in Stalingrad, where temperatures can plumm&stC. We are sitting with some
beggars who are warming themselves before an inggdwonfire. | had gone there after
a second phone call from Mikhail, asking me to kesppart of the promise. During our
conversation, he did not once mention the envehgpead left at my apartment, as if he
knew—perhaps through the voice—that | had, in tiag eecided to follow the signs and
allow things to happen in their own time and thhee fmyself from the power of the Zahir.

When he asked me to meet him in one of the mogietans parts of Paris, my first
reaction was one of alarm. Normally, | would haa&ghat | was far too busy and tried
to convince him that we would be better off goingsbme cozy bar where we could
safely discuss important matters. | was still afthiat he might have another epileptic fit
in public, even though | now knew what to do, hattwas preferable to the risk of being
mugged when | was wearing an orthopedic collartaaino way of defending myself.

Mikhail insisted: | had to meet the beggars; theyawpart of his life and part of Esther’s
life too. | had realized while | was in the hospttaat there was something wrong with
my own life and that change was urgently neededv Biest to achieve that change? By



doing something totally different; for example, mgito dangerous places and meeting
social outcasts.

There is a story about a Greek hero, Theseus, wb® igto a labyrinth in order to slay a
monster. His beloved, Ariadne, gives him one end thfread so that he can unroll it as
he goes and thus be able to find his way out a@aiting with those people, listening to
Mikhail's story, it occurs to me that | have nopexienced anything like this for a long
time—the taste of the unknown, of adventure. Whovwksy perhaps Ariadne’s thread was
waiting for me in precisely the kind of place thatould never normally visit, or only if |
was convinced that | had to make an enormous dffahange my story and my life.

Mikhail continued his story, and | saw that the vehgroup was listening to what he was
saying: the most satisfying encounters do not aweppen around elegant tables in nice,
warm restaurants.

“Every day, | have to walk nearly an hour to thikagie where | go to school. | see the
women going to fetch water, the endless steppefRtissian soldiers driving past in long
convoys, the snow-capped mountains which, | am tmldceal a vast country: China.
The village | walk to each day has a museum deslictt its one poet, a mosque, a
school, and three or four streets. We are taughitabhe existence of a dream, an ideal:
we must fight for the victory of Communism and émyuality among all human beings. |
do not believe in this dream, because even invtheschedly poor village, there are
marked differences: the Party representativeslayeeaeveryone else; now and again,
they visit the big city, Almaty, and return bearipgckages of exotic food, presents for
their children, expensive clothes.

“One afternoon, on my way home, | feel a strongdabtowing, see lights all around me,
and lose consciousness for a few moments. Wheméco, | am sitting on the ground,
and a very white little girl, wearing a white dregish a blue belt, is floating in the air
above me. She smiles but says nothing, then disappe

“I run home, interrupt my mother’s work, and tefirtwhat | have seen. She is terrified
and asks me never to repeat what | have just ®d3he explains to me—as well as one
can explain such a complicated concept to an sigat-old boy—that it was just a
hallucination. I tell her that | really did see tijel, that | can describe her in every detail.
| add that | wasn't afraid and came home at oncalse | wanted her to know what had
happened.

“The following day, coming back from school, | lo&k the girl, but she isn't there.
Nothing happens for a whole week, and | begin iaktthat perhaps my mother was right:
| must simply have dropped asleep and dreamed it al

“Then, this time very early one morning, on my wayschool, | again see the girl
floating in the air and surrounded by a white haldon't fall to the ground or see any



flashing lights. We stand for a while, looking ach other; she smiles and | smile back; |
ask her name, but receive no answer. At schogk hay classmates if they have ever
seen a girl floating in the air. They all laugh.

“During class, | am summoned to the headmastefiseofHe explains to me that | must
have some mental problem—there is no such thingsiens’; the only reality is what
we see around us; religion was merely inventedobthe people. | ask about the
mosque in the city; he says that only the old anmksstitious go there, ignorant, idle
people who lack the necessary energy to rebuilddbalist world. Then he issues a
threat: if | repeat the story about the little ginwill be expelled. Terrified, | beg him not
to say anything to my mother, and he agrees, agderi tell my classmates that | made
the whole thing up.

“He keeps his promise and | keep mine. My frienga much interested anyway and
don’t even ask me to show them the place where itba girl. However, she continues
to appear to me for the whole of the following nforBometimes | faint first, sometimes
| don’t. We never talk, we simply stay together &srlong as she chooses to stay. My
mother is beginning to grow worried because | aksvaryive home at a different time.
One night, she forces me to explain what | do betweaving school and getting home. |
again tell her about the little girl.

“To my surprise, this time, instead of scolding rslee says that she will go to the place
with me. The following day, we wake early and, wienarrive, the girl appears, but my
mother cannot see her. My mother tells me to aslgith something about my father. |
don’t understand the question, but | do as sheestguand then, for the first time, | hear
the voice. The girl does not move her lips, butdw she is talking to me: She says that
my father is fine and is watching over us, and teais being rewarded now for all his
sufferings on earth. She suggests that | reminanoher about the heater. | do so, and
my mother starts to cry and explains that becatibesanany hardships during the war,
the thing my father most enjoyed was sitting nexa heater. The girl says that the next
time my mother passes that way she should tieasgo sdfrfabric and a prayer around the
small tree growing there.

“The visions continue for a whole year. My mothelts some of her closest friends, who
tell other friends, and soon the tree is coverestmaps of fabric. Everything is done in
the greatest secrecy; the women ask about loveslwhe have died; | listen to the
voice’s answers and pass on the messages. Udhalilyloved ones are fine, and on only
two occasions does the girl ask the group to gortearby hill at sunrise and say a
wordless prayer for the souls of those people. Ay, | sometimes go into a trance,
fall to the ground, and babble incomprehensibly,llman never remember anything
about it. I only know that when | am about to gtwia trance, | feel a warm wind
blowing and see bubbles of light all around me.

“One day, when | am taking a group to meet thielgirl, we are prevented from doing
so by the police. The women protest and shoutweutannot get through. | am escorted



to school, where the headmaster informs me thavé fust been expelled for provoking
rebellion and encouraging superstition.

“On the way back, | see that the tree has beedauh and the ribbons scattered on the
ground. | sit down alone and weep, because thaséden the happiest days of my life.
At that moment, the girl reappears. She tells mdmworry, that this was all part of the
plan, even the destruction of the tree, and thawsh accompany me now for the rest of
my days and will always tell me what | must do.”

“Did she never tell you her name?” asks one ofathggars.
“Never. But it doesn’'t matter because | always kvawen she’s talking to me.”
“Could we find out something about our dead?”

“No. That only happened during one particular pgeridow my mission is different. May
| go on with my story?”

“Absolutely,” | say. “But can | just ask one thingfRere’s a town in southwest France
called Lourdes. A long time ago, a shepherdessasittle girl, who seems to correspond
to your vision.”

“No, you're wrong,” says one of the older beggarkp has an artificial leg. “The
shepherdess, whose name was Bernadette, saw tiie Miary.”

“I've written a book about her visions and | hadstady the matter closely,” | say. “I

read everything that was published about it aetie of the nineteenth century; | had
access to Bernadette’s many statements to thesptdiche church, and to scholars. At no
point does she say that she saw a woman,; shesiitsigis a girl. She repeated the same
story all her life and was deeply angered by thaustthat was placed in the grotto; she
said it bore no resemblance to her vision, becalisédhad seen a little girl, not a woman.
Nevertheless, the church appropriated the stoeyyidions, and the place and
transformed the apparition into the Mother of Jeausl the truth was forgotten. If a lie is
repeated often enough, it ends up convincing everydhe only difference is that ‘the
little gir'—as Bernadette always referred to heradha name.”

“What was it?” asks Mikhail.
“l am the Immaculate Conception.” Obviously thenit a name like Beatriz or Maria or
Isabelle. She describes herself as a fact, an eaér@ippening, which is sometimes

translated as ‘I am birth without sex.” Now, pleage on with your story.”

“Before he does, can | ask you something?” saythendeggar, who must be about my
age. “You just said that you’'ve written a book; whahe title?”



“I've written many books.”

And | tell him the title of the book in which | meon the story of Bernadette and her
vision.

“So you're the husband of the journalist?”

“Are you Esther’s husband?” asks a female beggale-@yed; she is dressed garishly, in
a green hat and a purple coat.

| don’t know what to say.

“Why hasn’t she been back here?” asks someone“elsape she isn't dead. She was
always going to such dangerous places. | oftenitefdshe shouldn’t. Look what she
gave mel!”

And she shows me a scrap of bloodstained fabrit,ob#he dead soldier’s shirt.

“No, she’s not dead,” | say. “But I'm surprisedhear that she used to come here.”

“Why? Because we’re different?”

“No, you misunderstand me. I'm not judging you. durprised and pleased to know that
she did.”

However, the vodka we have been drinking to wafdhaf cold is having an effect on all
of us.

“Now you're being ironic,” says a burly man withig hair, who looks as if he hasn’t
shaved for several days. “If you think you're irtklbad company, why don’t you leave.”

| have been drinking too and that gives me courage.

“Who are you? What kind of life is this? You're fibg, you could work, but instead you
prefer to hang around doing nothing!”

“We choose to stay outside, outside a world thé&ss collapsing, outside people who
live in constant fear of losing something, who wal&ng the street as if everything was
fine, when, in fact, everything is bad, very badead! Don’t you beg too? Don't you ask
for alms from your boss to pay the owner of yousrapent?”

“Aren’t you ashamed to be wasting your life?” a#iks woman in the purple coat.

“Who said I'm wasting my life? | do precisely wHawant to do.”

The burly man interrupts, saying:



“And what is it you want? To live on top of the wa? Who told you that the mountain is
necessarily better than the plain? You think we'tdamow how to live, don’t you? Well,
your wife understood that we knaxactlywhat we want from life. Do you know what
we want? Peace! Freedom! And not to be obligedltow the latest fashions—we make
our own fashions here! We drink when we want to sledp whenever we feel like it!

Not one person here chose slavery and we're prbiidaven though you and people like
you may think we're just a lot of pathetic freeless!”

The voices are beginning to grow aggressive. Mikdtaps in:
“Do you want to hear the rest of my story or skadlleave now?”

“He’s criticizing us!” says the man with the artital leg. “He came here to judge us, as if
he were God!”

There are a few more rumbles of complaint, someatapes me on the back, | offer
around my cigarettes, the bottle of vodka is plaoedy hand again. People gradually
calm down, and | am still surprised and shockedttiese people knew Esther,
apparently better than | did, since she gave thend-rat me—a piece of that
bloodstained shirt.

Mikhail goes on with his story.

“Since | have nowhere to go and study and I'm s&tifl young to look after horses—

which are the pride of our region and our countryse¢ome a shepherd. During the first
week, one of the sheep dies and a rumor goes atbahtim cursed, that I'm the son of

a man who came from far away and promised my majreat wealth, then ended up
leaving us nothing. The Communists may have taddntithat religion is just a way of
giving false hopes to the desperate, they mayaakbeen brought up to believe that

only reality exists and that anything our eyes taeé is just the fruit of the human
imagination; but the ancient traditions of the pepremain untouched and are passed by
word of mouth across the generations.

“Now that the tree has been felled, | no longertbedittle girl, although I still hear her
voice. | ask her to help me in tending the flocksd she tells me to be patient; there are
difficult times ahead, but before | am twenty-twavaman from far away will come and
carry me off to see the world. She also tells na¢ kinave a mission to fulfill, and that
mission is to spread the true energy of love thnowg the world.

“The owner of the sheep is worried by the increglginvild rumors. Oddly, the people
spreading these rumors and trying to destroy neydit the very people whom the little
girl had helped during the whole of the previouary®ne day, he decides to go to the
Communist Party office in the next village, wheeelbéarns that both | and my mother are
considered to be enemies of the people. | am imaegtidismissed. Not that this greatly
affects our life, because my mother does embroitterg company in the largest city in
the region and there no one knows that we are exseafithe people and of the working



classes; all the factory owners want is for hezdntinue working on her embroidery
from dawn to dusk.

“I now have all the time in the world and so | wanthe steppes with the hunters, who
know my story and believe that | have magical pewbecause they always find foxes
when I’'m around. | spend whole days at the museltieopoet, studying his possessions,
reading his books, listening to the people who ctimeee to recite his verses. Now and
then, | feel the warm wind blowing, see the liglatsd fall to the ground, and then the
voice tells me concrete facts—when the next drouglhtome, when the animals will

fall sick, when the traders will arrive. | tell mme except my mother, who is becoming
ever more anxious and concerned about me.

“One day, she takes me to see a doctor who isngdibe area. After listening attentively
to my story, taking notes, peering into my eyedwaitstrange instrument, listening to my
heart, and tapping my knee, he diagnoses a foepitdpsy. He says it isn’t contagious
and that the attacks will diminish with age.

“I know it isn’t an illness, but | pretend to belehim so as to reassure my mother. The
director of the museum, who notices me strugglongéarn, takes pity on me and
becomes my teacher. With him I learn geographyliéeéture and the one thing that
will prove vital to me in the future: English. Oaéiernoon, the voice asks me to tell the
director that he will shortly be offered an impaortpost. When | tell him this, all | hear is
a timid laugh and a firm response: there isn’trraotest chance of this ever happening
because not only has he never been a Party meh#sra devout Muslim.

“I am fifteen years old. Two months after this cersation, | sense that something is
changing in the region. The normally arrogant ce@ivants are suddenly much kinder
and ask if | would like to go back to school. Greanhvoys of Russian soldiers head off
to the frontier. One evening, while | am studyinghe little office that once belonged to
the poet, the director comes running in and lodke@awith a mixture of alarm and
embarrassment. He tells me that the one thing tilel ceever imagine happening—the
collapse of the Communist regime—is happening nigivt, and with incredible speed.
The former Soviet republics are becoming independeuntries; the news from Almaty
is all about the formation of a new government, adhas been appointed to govern the
province!

“Instead of joyfully embracing me, he asks me hdwmew this was going to happen. Had
| overheard someone talking about it? Had | begyaged by the secret services to spy
on him because he did not belong to the Party? Gorstvof all—had I, at some point in
my life, made a pact with the devil?

“I remind him that he knows my story: the littlelgthe voice, the attacks that allow me
to hear things that other people do not know. Hs #ais is just part of my illness; there
is only one prophet, Mohammed, and everything leatded to be said has already been
revealed. This, he goes on, does not mean thaketikis not still abroad in the world,
using all kinds of tricks—including a supposed ipiio foresee the future—to deceive



the weak and lure people away from the true féihhad given me a job because Islam
demands that we should be charitable, but now bplgeegretted it: | am clearly either
a tool of the secret services or an envoy of thel.de

“He dismisses me there and then.

“Life had not been easy before and it now beconaegddr still. The factory for which my
mother works, and which once belonged to the gawent, falls into private hands, and
the new owners have very different ideas; theyuesire the whole business and she,
too, is dismissed. Two months later, we have ngtharlive on, and all that remains for
us is to leave the village where | have spent mgleshife and go in search of work.

“My grandparents refuse to leave; they would rattierof hunger on the land where they
were born and have spent their entire lives. Myhapand | go to Almaty and | see my
first big city: | am amazed at the cars, the hugidings, the neon signs, the escalators
and—above all—the elevators. My mother gets anfad $hop and | go to work at a
garage as a trainee mechanic. Much of the monesaweis sent back to my
grandparents, but there is enough left over fdouse able to eat and for me to see things
| have never seen before: films, fairs, and fodtipaines.

“When we move to the city, my attacks vanish, lmtises the voice and the little girl's
presence. It's better that way, | decide. | amfeszinated by Almaty and too busy
earning a living to miss the invisible friend whashbeen my companion since | was
eight years old; | realize that all it takes tod®e someone in the world is a little
intelligence. Then, one Sunday night, | am sitig@ur small apartment’s only window,
which looks out onto a small dirt alleyway. | antyw&orried because, the day before, |
dented a car as | was maneuvering it inside thaggaand am so frightened | might get
the sack that | haven’t eaten all day.

“Suddenly, | feel the warm wind and see the lighiscording to my mother, | fell to the
floor and spoke in a strange language and thedra@emed to last longer than usual. |
remember that it was then that the voice remindedfimy mission. When | come to, |
can feel the presence of the little girl again, altldough | cannot see her, | can talk to
her.

“A change of home has meant a change of worldsaid,| am no longer interested in all
this. Nevertheless, | ask her what my missionhie:Moice tells me that it is the mission
shared by all human beings—to fill the world wikie tenergy of total love. | ask about
the one thing that is really worrying me at thagqise moment: the dented car and the
owner’s reaction. She tells me not to worry, jedtthe truth and he will understand.

“I work at the garage for five more years. | makerfds, have my first girlfriends,
discover sex, get involved in street fights; inrshbhave an entirely normal adolescence.
| have a few fits and, at first, my friends aremiged, but then | invent some story about
being in possession of ‘higher powers’ and thisigane their respect. They ask for my
help, consult me when they have problems with thielfriends or with their families,



but | never ask the voice for advice—the traumetigerience of seeing the tree cut down
all those years ago has made me realize that wiiehelp someone you get only
ingratitude in return.

“If my friends probe further, I tell them | belontg a ‘secret society.’” After decades of
religious repression in Kazakhstan, mysticism dredesoteric are now very fashionable
in Almaty. Books are published about people witkcatbed higher powers, about gurus
and teachers from India and China; courses ofisgifovement abound. | go to a few,
but realize that | have nothing to learn. The dhing | really trust is the voice, but | am
too busy to pay attention to what it is saying.

“One day, a woman in a four-wheel drive stops atgarage where | work and asks me
to fill up the tank. She addresses me in haltiegwily accented Russian, and | respond
in English. She seems relieved and asks if | knbandnterpreter who could go with her
into the interior of Kazakhstan.

“The moment she says this, the little girl's presefills the whole place, and |

understand that this is the person | have beenngdir all my life. She is my way out,
and | must not miss this opportunity. | tell heatthf she wants, | can be her interpreter.
She says that | obviously have a job already aesides, she needs someone older, more
experienced, someone who is free to travel. | Bayltknow every path in the steppes
and the mountains, and | lie, saying that the jbaJe is only temporary. | beg her to

give me a chance; reluctantly, she arranges to medater in the city’s most luxurious
hotel.

“We meet in the lounge; she tests my knowledgengfligh, asks a series of questions
about the geography of Central Asia, wants to katw | am and where | come from.
She is suspicious and will not say exactly whatdies or where she wants to go. | try to
play my part as best | can, but | can see she’samtinced.

“And | am surprised to realize that, for no appareason, | am in love with her, with
this woman | have only known for a matter of holiontrol my anxiety and once more
place my trust in the voice. | plead for help frdme invisible girl and ask her to
enlighten me; | promise that, if | get this jolwill carry out the mission entrusted to me;
she had told me that one day a woman would comeakedne far away from there; she
had been there with me when the woman stopped teefitank; | need a positive
response.

“After Esther’s intense questioning, | sense thatl beginning to win her confidence;
she warns me that what she wants to do is compld#iegjal. She explains that she is a
journalist and wants to write an article aboutAmeerican bases being built in a
neighboring country in preparation for a war tlsalbout to begin. Her application for a
visa has been turned down and so we will haveatgetron foot, crossing the border at
points where there are no guards. Her contacts fisee her a map and shown her
where it is safe to cross, but she says she wilaenone of this until we are far from
Almaty. If | want to go with her, | must be at thetel in two days’ time at eleven o’clock



in the morning. She promises me only a week’s wagesware that | have a permanent
job, earn enough to help out my mother and my grarehts, and that my boss trusts me
despite having been witness to several of the deivauattacks—what he calls my
“epileptic fits"—that always accompany my contawith the unknown world.

“Before saying goodbye, the woman tells me her raiasther—and warns me that if |
go to the police to report her, she will be arrésted deported. She also says that there
are moments in life when we need to trust blindlynituition, which is what she is doing
now. | tell her not to worry. | feel tempted to ssgmething about the voice and the
presence, but decide against it. | go home, tatkyanother, and tell her I've found a
new job as an interpreter, which is better paidvailtinvolve me going away for a while.
She doesn’t seem in the least concerned; everytrmgnd me is developing as if it had
long been planned and we were all just waitingtierright moment.

“I sleep badly and the following day | arrive earlthan usual at the garage. | tell my
boss that I'm sorry, but I've found a new job. Hg/sthat, sooner or later, they’ll find
out about my iliness, that it's very risky giving steady employment for something less
certain, but, just as happened with my mother, hkas no real fuss about letting me go,
as if the voice were manipulating the minds otladl people | have to talk to that day,
facilitating things, helping me take the first step

“When Esther and | meet at the hotel, | tell hrw/e’re caught, you'll just be deported
but I'll get put in prison, possibly for many yeag&nce I'm running the greater risk, you
really ought to trust me.” She seems to understdmat I'm saying. We walk for two
days; a group of men are waiting for her on theo#iide of the frontier; she goes off
with them and returns shortly afterward, frustraaed angry. The war is about to start,
all the roads are being guarded, and it's imposgiblgo any farther without being
arrested as a spy.

“We start the journey back. The usually self-coefitEsther seems suddenly sad and
confused. To distract her, | recite some linestemibby the poet who used to live close to
my village, at the same time thinking that in feeight hours this whole experience will
be over. However, | prefer to trust in the voicewdst do everything | can to prevent
Esther leaving as suddenly as she came; perhdwsildsshow her that | have always
been waiting for her, that she is important to me.

“That night, after rolling out our sleeping bag@neome rocks, | reach out and touch her
hand. She gently pulls back, saying that she’sietrt realize that | have made a foolish
blunder; then, since | now have nothing to loge]llher about the visions | had as a child,
about my mission to spread love throughout the dy@bout the doctor’s diagnosis of

epilepsy.

“To my surprise, she understands exactly what 8tkimg about. She tells me a little
about her life. She says that she loves her hustadidhat he loves her, but that, with the
passing of time, something important has been éos&t,she prefers now to be far away
from him, rather than watch her marriage slowlyrdeggrate. She had everything in life,



and yet she was unhappy; although she could egsillirough the rest of her life
pretending that this unhappiness didn’t exist,\shs terrified of falling into a depression
from which she might never emerge.

“That is why she decided to give up everything gadn search of adventure, in search
of things that leave her no time to think about\gelthat is dying. However, the more she
looked, the more confused she became, the more alenfelt. She feels she has
completely lost her way, and the experience we astehad seems to be telling her that
she is on the wrong track and should go back taaiy routine.

“l suggest trying a less closely guarded trail, &t | know smugglers in Almaty who
could help us, but she seems to have no energyilinm go on.

“At that moment, the voice tells me to bless Estnat to dedicate her to the earth.
Without really knowing what | am doing, | get umem my backpack, dip my fingers in
the small bottle of oil we have taken with us fooking, place my hand on her head and
pray in silence, asking, at the end, that she oaoather search, because it is important for
all of us. The voice is telling me—and | repeatwwrds out loud to her—that if just one
person changes, the whole human race is changegusé her arms around me, and |
can feel the earth blessing her, and we stay hi&etbgether for several hours.

“Afterward, | ask if she believes what | told héxoait the voice. She says that she both
does and doesn’t. She believes that we all hawepthat we never use and that | have
clearly come into contact with that power throug epileptic fits, but this is something
we can find out about together. She has been tigndd interviewing a nomad who lives
to the north of Almaty and who is said by everytméave magical powers. | am
welcome to accompany her. When she tells me thésmame, | realize that | know his
grandson and that this could greatly facilitatetarat

“We drive through Almaty, stopping only to fill theank with gas and buy some food,
then we drive on in the direction of a tiny villagear an artificial lake constructed by the
Soviet regime. | find out where the nomad is stgybut despite telling one of his
assistants that | know the man’s grandson, welgtile to wait many hours, for there is a
large crowd wanting the advice of this man theysider to be a saint.

“At last, we are ushered in. By acting as interpreit that interview and by reading and
rereading Esther’s article when it was publishddatn several things | needed to know.

“Esther asks why people are sad.

“That's simple,” says the old man. ‘They are thespners of their personal history.
Everyone believes that the main aim in life isdabbdw a plan. They never ask if that plan
is theirs or if it was created by another persdreyfaccumulate experiences, memories,
things, other people’s ideas, and it is more tihay tan possibly cope with. And that is
why they forget their dreams.’



“Esther remarks that many people say to her, “Yolicky, you know what you want
from life, whereas | don’t even know what | wantdo.’

“Of course they know,’ replies the nomad. ‘How nygreople do you know who say:
I've never done what | wanted, but then, that's.lif they say they haven’t done what
they wanted, then, at some point, they must haegvkrnwhat it was that they did want.
As for life, it’s just a story that other peopld t&s about the world and about how we
should behave in the world.’

“Even worse are those people who say: I'm happsabee I'm sacrificing my life for
those | love.’

“And do you think that the people who love us wemsee us suffering for their sakes?
Do you think that love is a source of suffering?’

“To be honest, yes.’
“Well, it shouldn’t be.’

“If | forget the story other people have told nidl,also forget a lot of very important
things life has taught me. What was the point rfggling to learn so much? What was
the point of struggling to gain experience, socalse able to deal with my career, my
husband, my various crises?’

“Accumulated knowledge is useful when it comestoking or living within your
means or wrapping up warm in winter or respectiegain limits or knowing where
particular bus and train lines go. Do you beligvat tyour past loves have taught you to
love better?’

“They’ve taught me to know what | want.’
“l didn’t ask that. Have your past loves taughtyto love your husband better?’

“No, on the contrary. In order to surrender myselhim, | had to forget all the scars left
by other men. Is that what you mean?’

“In order for the true energy of love to penetrgtair soul, your soul must be as if you
had just been born. Why are people unhappy? Bed¢heagavant to imprison that energy,
which is impossible. Forgetting your personal mgtmeans leaving that channel clear,
allowing that energy to manifest itself each dayhmatever way it chooses, allowing
yourself to be guided by it.’

“That’s all very romantic, but very difficult todjecause that energy gets blocked by all
kinds of things: commitments, children, your sosidaliation...’



“...and, after a while, by despair, fear, lonelinessd your attempts to control the
uncontrollable. According to the tradition of thegpes—which is known as the
Tengri—in order to live fully, it is necessary te Im constant movement; only then can
each day be different from the last. When they gé#srough cities, the nomads would
think: The poor people who live here, for them gtleng is always the same. The people
in the cities probably looked at the nomads andght Poor things, they have nowhere
to live. The nomads had no past, only the presart that is why they were always
happy, until the Communist governors made them stoeling and forced them to live
on collective farms. From then on, little by littihey came to believe that the story
society told them was true. Consequently, they tasteall their strength.’

“No one nowadays can spend their whole life tranggl

“Not physically, no, but they can on a spirituddpe. Going farther and farther,
distancing yourself from your personal historynfravhat you were forced to become.’

“How does one go about abandoning the story one taial?’

“By repeating it out loud in meticulous detail. Aras we tell our story, we say goodbye
to what we were and, as you'll see if you try, weate space for a new, unknown world.
We repeat the old story over and over until itadanger important to us.’

“Is that all?’

“There is just one other thing: as those spacew/git is important to fill them up
quickly, even if only provisionally, so as not te keft with a feeling of emptiness.’

“How?’

“With different stories, with experiences we newdared to have or didn’t want to have.
That is how we change. That is how love grows. hen love grows, we grow with it.’

“Does that mean we might lose things that are irtgpa?’

“Never. The important things always stay; what lage are the things we thought were
important but which are, in fact, useless, likeftlee power we use to control the energy
of love.’

“The old man tells her that her time is up and tltehas other people to see. Despite my
pleas he proves inflexible, but tells Esther thahe ever comes back, he will teach her
more.”

“Esther is only staying in Almaty for another weékit promises to return. During that
time, | tell her my story over and over and shistele hers, and we see that the old man



is right: something is leaving us, we are lightdthough we could not really say that we
are any happier.

“The old man had given us another piece of advitehat space up quickly. Before she
leaves, she asks if | would like to go to Francéhsd we can continue this process of
forgetting. She has no one with whom she can slhtiis; she can'’t talk to her husband;
she doesn’t trust the people she works with; sleel;isomeone from outside, from far
away, who has, up until then, had nothing to dd\Wwier personal history.

“I say that | would like to do that and only themmntion what the voice had prophesied. |
also tell her that | don’t know French and thatemjy work experience so far has been
tending sheep and working in a garage.

“At the airport, she asks me to take an intensoug@rse in French. | ask her why she
wants me to go to France. She repeats what sh&aithand admits she’s afraid of the
space opening up around her as she erases hengldnstory; she’s afraid that
everything will rush back in more intensely thaiidoe, and then there will be no way of
freeing herself from her past. She tells me netaory about buying a ticket or getting a
visa; she will take care of everything. Before gpihrough passport control, she looks at
me, smiles, and says that, although she may net kiaawn it, she had been waiting for
me as well. The days we had spent together hadthedrappiest she had known in the
last three years.

“| start working at night, as a bouncer at a sé@se joint, and during the day | devote
myself to learning French. Oddly enough, the atatikninish, but the presence also goes
away. | tell my mother that I've been invited to glaroad, and she tells me not to be so
naive, I'll never hear from the woman again.

“A year later, Esther returns to Almaty. The expectvar has begun, and someone else
has written an article about the secret Americaebabut Esther’s interview with the old
man had been a great success and now she hassBedrt@write a long article on the
disappearance of the nomads. ‘Apart from that, ssid, ‘it's been ages since | told my
story to anyone and I'm starting to get depressed.’

“I help put her in touch with the few tribes whdlgtavel, with the Tengri tradition, and
with local shamans. | am now fluent in French, amdr supper she gives me various
forms from the consulate to fill in, gets me a yisays me a ticket, and | come to Paris.
We both notice that, as we empty our minds of tddies, a new space opens up, a
mysterious feeling of joy slips in, our intuitiogsow sharper, we become braver, take
more risks, do things which might be right or whiolght be wrong, we can’t be sure,
but we do them anyway. The days seem longer and mtanse.

“When | arrive in Paris, | ask where I'm going t@sk, but she has already made plans:
she has persuaded the owner of a bar to allow rapgear there once a week, telling him
that | specialize in an exotic kind of performamaecefrom Kazakhstan which consists of
encouraging people to talk about their lives andrnpty their minds.



“At first, it is very difficult to get the sparseudience to join in, but the drunks enjoy it
and word spreads. ‘Come and tell your old story @dsdover a new one,’” says the small
handwritten notice in the window, and people, tijifer novelty, start to come.

“One night, | experience something strange: itasme on the small improvised stage in
one corner of the bar, it is the presence. Anceaf telling stories from my own
country and then moving on to suggest that theyttelr stories, | merely say what the
voice tells me to. Afterward, one of the spectatersying and speaks about his marriage
in intimate detail to the other strangers there.

“The same thing happens the following week—the @@ipeaks for me, asking people to
tell stories not about love, but about the lackowk, and the energy in the air is so
different that the normally discreet French begstdssing their personal lives in public.
| am also managing to control my attacks bettewifen I'm on stage, | start to see the
lights or feel that warm wind, | immediately goord trance, lose consciousness, and no
one notices. | only have ‘epileptic fits’ at momemthen | am under great nervous strain.

“Other people join the group. Three young men t#raesage as me, who had nothing to
do but travel the world—the nomads of the Westeonldy and a couple of musicians
from Kazakhstan, who have heard about their febowntryman’s ‘success,’ ask if they
can join the show, since they are unable to finckvebsewhere. We include percussion
instruments in the performance. The bar is becotmogmall, and we find a room in the
restaurant where we currently appear; but now westarting to outgrow that space too,
because when people tell their stories, they fesmldy; when they dance, they are
touched by the energy and begin to change radjdalrg—which, in theory, should be
threatened by all these changes—becomes stromgkthay recommend our meetings to
their friends.

“Esther continues traveling in order to write hdrcdes, but always comes to the
meetings when she is in Paris. One night, shertedl$hat our work at the restaurant is no
longer enough; it only reaches those people whe ti@a& money to go there. We need to
work with the young. Where will we find them, | &Khey drift, travel, abandon
everything, and dress as beggars or characterd sat-fi movies.

“She says that beggars have no personal histowwhgalon’t we go to them and see
what we can learn. And that is how | came to méeif gou.

“These are the things | have experienced. You naver asked me who | am or what |
do, because you're not interested. But today, mrawe have a famous writer in our
midst, | decided to tell you.”

“But you're talking about your past,” said the wamia the clashing hat and coat. “Even
though the old nomad...”

“What's a nomad?” someone asks.



“People like us,” she responds, proud to know tleammg of the word. “People who are
free and manage to live with only what they camycar

| correct her:
“That’s not quite true. They’re not poor.”

“What do you know about poverty?” The tall, aggressnan, who now has even more
vodka in his veins, looks straight at me. “Do yeally think that poverty has to do with
having no money? Do you think we’re miserable wretcjust because we go around
begging money from rich writers and guilt-ridderuptes, from tourists who think how
terribly squalid Paris has become or from idealigtung people who think they can save
the world? You're the one who’s poor—you have notom over your time, you can’t do
what you want, you're forced to follow rules yowldit invent and which you don’t
understand...”

Mikhail again interrupted the conversation and dske woman:
“What did you actually want to know?”

“I wanted to know why you're telling us your stomhen the old nomad said you should
forget it.”

“It's not my story anymore: whenever | speak altbetpast now, | feel as if | were
talking about something that has nothing to do \wmth All that remains in the present
are the voice, the presence, and the importanfidfiiing my mission. | don’t regret the
difficulties | experienced; | think they helped noebecome the person | am today. | feel
the way a warrior must feel after years of training doesn’t remember the details of
everything he learned, but he knows how to strikemthe time is right.”

“And why did you and that journalist keep comingvisit us?”

“To take nourishment. As the old nomad from th@gés said, the world we know today
is merely a story someone has told to us, butriibtghe true story. The other story
includes special gifts and powers and the abitityd beyond what we know. | have lived
with the presence ever since | was a child anda fime, was even capable of seeing her,
but Esther showed me that | was not alone. Shedated me to other people with
special gifts, people who could bend forks by slieexe of will, or carry out surgery

using rusty penknives and without anaesthesidyaatiie patient could get up after the
operation and leave.

“I am still learning to develop my unknown potettiaut | need allies, people like you
who have no personal history.”



| felt like telling my story to these strangers tooorder to begin the process of freeing
myself from the past, but it was late and | hagdgbup early the next day to see the
doctor and have him remove the orthopedic collar.

| asked Mikhail if he wanted a lift, but he said he needed to walk a little, because he
felt Esther’'s absence particularly acutely thabhigVe left the group and headed for a
street where | would be able to find a taxi.

“I think that woman was right,” | said. “If you ek story, then that means you're still not
really free of it.”

‘I am free, but, as I'm sure you’ll understand,rifia lies the secret; there are always
some stories that are ‘interrupted,” and they leestories that remain nearest to the
surface and so still occupy the present; only wihierclose that story or chapter can we
begin the next one.”

| remembered reading something similar on the ha&tent was attributed to me, although
| didn’t write it:

That is why it is so important to let certain thengp. To release them. To cut loose.
People need to understand that no one is playittgmarked cards; sometimes we win
and sometimes we lose. Don’t expect to get anytbagk, don’t expect recognition for
your efforts, don’t expect your genius to be dissr@d or your love to be understood.
Complete the circle. Not out of pride, inability, @rrogance, but simply because
whatever it is no longer fits in your life. Closeetdoor, change the record, clean the
house, get rid of the dust. Stop being who you va@become who you are.

But | had better find out what Mikhail means.
“What are ‘interrupted stories’?”

“Esther isn’t here. She reached a point where sh&lgo no further in the process of
emptying herself of unhappiness and allowing jofida in. Why? Because her story,
like that of millions of other people, is boundwiih the energy of love. It can’t evolve
on its own: she must either stop loving or waitlumgr beloved comes to her.

“In failed marriages, when one person stops walkiihg other is forced to do the same.
And while he or she is waiting, other lovers appeathere is charitable work to get
involved in, there are the children to worry abahbgre are long hours at the office, etc. It



would be much easier to talk openly about thingsnsist, to yell: ‘Let's move on, we’re
dying of tedium, anxiety, fear.”

“Are you telling me that Esther can’t continue wikie process of freeing herself from
sadness because of me?”

“No, that's not what | meant. | don’t believe tluate person can blame another, under
any circumstances. All | said was that she haso&cetbetween stopping loving you or
making you come to her.”

“That’s what she’s doing.”

“I know, but, if it were up to me, we would only go her when the voice allows us to.”

Right, this should be the last you see of the ortlgapcollar. | certainly hope so

anyway. But, please, avoid making any sudden mowu&sn¥&our muscles need to get
used to working on their own again. By the way, ihgppened to the girl who made
those predictions?”

“What girl? What predictions?”

“Didn’t you tell me at the hospital that someonel lskaimed to hear a voice warning that
something was going to happen to you?”

“Oh, it wasn’t a girl. And you said you were goitggfind out about epilepsy for me.”

“Yes, | got in touch with a specialist and askeuh ffihe knew of any such cases. His
answer surprised me a bit, but let me just remimdthat medicine has its mysteries. Do
you remember the story | told you about the boy wbes out to buy five apples and
returns with two?”

“Yes, and how he might have lost them or given tlaeway, or else they might have
turned out to be more expensive than expectedDettt worry, | know there are no
absolute answers. But, first, did Joan of Arc gufifem epilepsy?”

“Oddly enough, my friend mentioned her during ooneersation. Joan of Arc started
hearing voices when she was thirteen. Her statesmeneal that she saw lights, which is
one of the symptoms of an attack. According tortberologist, Dr. Lydia Bayne, the
warrior-saint’s ecstatic experiences were causedtat we now call musicogenic
epilepsy, which is provoked by hearing a partickiad of sound or music: in Joan’s
case, it was the sound of bells. Were you therenvthe boy had a fit?”



“Yes.”
“Was there any music playing?”

“I can’t remember. But even if there was, the eatif cutlery and the buzz of
conversation would have drowned it out.”

“Did he seem tense?”
“Yes, very.”

“That’s another thing that can provoke an attagkldpsy has been around for longer
than you might think. In Mesopotamia, there aread@bly accurate descriptions of
what they called ‘the falling sickness,” which wialowed by convulsions. Ancient
people believed that it was caused by demons ingaaliperson’s body; only much later
on did the Greek Hippocrates relate these conwussio some dysfunction of the brain.
Even so, epileptics are still the victims of preged”

“I'm sure. | was absolutely terrified when it hapee.”

“You mentioned the word prophecy, and so | askedmeynd to concentrate his
researches in that area. According to him, mosihsisits agree that, although a lot of
famous people have suffered from epilepsy, theadisé@self does not confer greater or
lesser powers on anyone. Nevertheless, the moreusepileptics did succeed in
persuading other people to see their fits as haaimystical aura.”

“Give me an example of some famous epileptics.”

“Napoleon, Alexander the Great, Dante...| didn't makiill list, since what you were
interested in was the boy’s prophecy. What's him@&gby the way?”

“You don’t know him, and since you've nearly always another appointment to go to,
perhaps you'd better just finish your explanation.”

“All right. Medical scientists who study the Bibége sure that the apostle Paul was an
epileptic. They base this on the fact that, onrtieel to Damascus, he saw a brilliant light
near him which caused him to fall to the groundyieg him temporarily blind and
unable to eat or drink for some days. In medicahge this is known as ‘temporal lobe

epilepsy.”
“I don’t think the church would agree.”

“I'm not even sure that | agree, but that's what thedical literature says. Other
epileptics develop their self-destructive sidewas the case with van Gogh. He
described his convulsions as ‘the storm within.Skint-Rémy, where he was a patient,
one of the nurses saw him having a convulsive seizu



“At least he managed in his paintings to transfbisiself-destruction into a
reconstruction of the world.”

“Some people suspect that Lewis Carroll wraliee in Wonderlandn order to describe
his own experiences of epilepsy. The story at #ggriming of the book, when Alice falls
down a black hole, is an experience familiar to nepsleptics. During her journey
through Wonderland, Alice often sees things flyamgl she herself feels very light—
another very precise description of the effectaroépileptic attack.”

“So it would seem epileptics have a propensityafidr”

“Not at all, it's just that because artists tendé&xome famous, art and epilepsy become
linked in people’s minds. Literature is full of erples of writers with a suspected or
confirmed diagnosis of epilepsy: Moliere, EdgarafillPoe, Flaubert.... Dostoevsky had
his first attack when he was nine years old, amdl that it brought him moments when he
felt utterly at peace with the world as well as neonts of terrible depression. Don't take
all of this too seriously, and don’t go thinkingatlyou might develop epilepsy because of
your accident. | haven’'t come across a single oaseilepsy being caused by colliding
with a motorbike.”

“As | said, this is someone | actually know.”

“Does the boy with the predictions really existdwt you invent all this simply because
you think you might have passed out when you stepfiethe pavement?”

“On the contrary, | hate knowing about illnessefhiéiever | read a medical book, |
immediately start to get all the symptoms.”

“Let me tell you something, but please don't takiné wrong way. | think this accident
did you a lot of good. You seem calmer, less olesess brush with death always helps
us to live our lives better; that's what your witéd me when she gave me a bit of
bloodstained fabric, which | always carry with regen though, as a doctor, | see death,
close to, every day.”

“Did she say why she gave you the cloth?”

“She was very generous in her description of mykw8he said that | was capable of
combining technique with intuition, discipline wikthve. She told me that a soldier,
before he died, had asked her to take his blooKesbshirt, cut it into pieces, and share
those pieces among people who were genuinely ttgimgveal the world as it is. |
imagine you, with all your books, must also havstaf this shirt.”

“No, | haven't.”

“Do you know why?”



“I do, or, rather, I'm beginning to find out.”

“And since I'm not only your doctor, but your friepmay | give you some advice? If this
epileptic boy did tell you that he can foreseefttiare, then he knows nothing about
medicine.”

Z agreb, Croatia. 6:30 a.m.

Marie and | are sitting by a frozen fountain. Ipaprs that, this year, spring has decided
not to happen; indeed, it looks as if we will justpaight from winter into summer. In the
middle of the fountain stands a column with a sain top.

| have spent the entire afternoon giving interviand cannot bear to say another word
about my new book. The journalists all ask the biguastions: Has my wife read the
book (I don’'t know)? Do | feel I've been unfairlseated by the critics (what?)? Has
Time to Rend and a Time to Sslwocked my readers at all, given that | reveakatgleal
about my personal life (a writer can only write abbis own life)? Will the book be
made into a film (I repeat for thgh time that the film happens in the reader’s nand
that | have forbidden the sale of film rights ory afh my books)? What do | think about
love? Why did | choose to write about love? How oae be happy in love, love, love,
love?...

Once the interviews are over, there’s the publisterpper—it’s part of the ritual. The
table is packed with local worthies who keep inipting me just as I’'m about to put my
fork in my mouth, and usually ask the same thinMghére do you find your inspiration?”
| try to eat, but | must also be pleasant, | mibsit cfulfill my role as celebrity, tell a few
interesting stories, make a good impression. | ktieavthe publisher is a real hero,
because he can never tell whether a book willaetiot; he could be selling bananas or
soap instead; it would certainly be easier: thegwevain, they don’t have inflated egos,
they don’t complain if they don't like the publigitampaign or if their book doesn’t
appear in a particular bookshop.

After supper, it's the usual routine: they wanstmw me their city’s monuments, historic
places, fashionable bars. There is always a guidekmows absolutely everything and
fills my head with information, and | have to loak if I'm really listening and ask the
occasional question just to show interest. | kn@arty all the monuments, museums,
and historic places of all the many cities | hais#ted to promote my work—and | can’t
remember any of them. What | do remember are tegpected things, the meetings with
readers, the bars, perhaps a street | happenealkalawn, where | turned a corner and
came upon something wonderful.



One day, I'm going to write a travel guide contagnonly maps and addresses of hotels,
and with the rest of the pages blank. That way [geapl have to make their own
itinerary, to discover for themselves restauramisnuments, and all the magnificent
things that every city has, but which are nevertineed because “the history we have
been taught” does not include them under the hgablings You Must See.

I've been to Zagreb before. And this fountain ddegppear in any of the local tourist
guides, but it is far more important to me thantaimg else | saw here—because it is
pretty, because | discovered it by chance, anduseci is linked to a story in my life.
Many years ago, when | was a young man traveliagnbrld in search of adventure, |
sat in this very spot with a Croatian painter wiad traveled with me for much of the
journey. | was heading off into Turkey and he wasmg home. We said goodbye here,
drank two bottles of wine between us, and talkesuabverything that had happened
while we had been together, about religion, wonnemsic, the price of hotels, drugs. We
talked about everything except love, because alfhdliere were people we loved, there
was no need to talk about it.

After the painter had returned to his house, | angbung woman and we spent three days
together and loved each other with great interistiyause we both knew that it would not
last very long. She helped me to understand thiea$a@bose people and | never forgot
her, just as | never forgot the fountain or saygogdbye to my traveling companion.

This was why—atfter the interviews, the autograpies,supper, the visits to monuments
and historic places—I pestered my publishers initogiing me to this fountain. They
asked me where it was, and | had no idea, jushas ho idea that Zagreb had so many
fountains. After nearly an hour of searching, weliy managed to locate it. | asked for a
bottle of wine, we said goodbye to everyone, andidfnd | sat down together in silence,
our arms about each other, drinking wine and waitor the sun to come up.

“You seem to get happier and happier by the daw’says, resting her head on my
shoulder.

“That’'s because I'm trying to forget who | am. @threr, | don’t need to carry the weight
of my whole history on my shoulders.”

| tell her about Mikhail’s conversation with themad.

“It’'s rather like that with actors,” she says. “Wikach new role, we have to stop being
who we are in order to become the character. Wettteend up confused and neurotic. Is
it such a good idea to abandon your personal lyistlar you think?”

“Didn’t you say | seemed better?”

“Less egotistical, yes. Although it amused me tlag wou wouldn't let us rest until you

found this fountain, but that goes against whatwejust said, since the fountain is part
of your past.”



“For me, it's a symbol. But | don’t carry this fotamn around with me, | don’t think about
it all the time, | don’t take photos of it to shomy friends, | don’t long for the painter or
for the young woman | fell in love with. It's regljood to come back here again, but if |
hadn’t come back, it wouldn’t make any differencdhat initial experience.”

“| see what you’re saying.”
“I'm glad.”

“And I'm sad, because it makes me think that yoabeut to leave. I've known you
would ever since we first met, but it’s still diftilt, because I've got used to being with
you.”

“That’s the problem, we do get used to things.”
“It's human too.”

“That’s why the woman | married became the Zahmtild had that accident, | had
convinced myself that | could only be happy with, ot because | loved her more than
anything and anyone in the world, but becauseughbonly she could understand me;
she knew my likes, my eccentricities, my way ofisgehe world. | was grateful for what
she had done for me, and | thought she shoulddiefgt for what | had done for her. |
was used to seeing the world through her eyes.dbagmember that story about the two
firemen who emerge from the fire and one has s &l blackened by smoke?”

She sat up straight. | noticed that her eyes wdreftears.

“Well, that is what the world was like for me,” lent on. “A reflection of Esther’s beauty.
Is that love? Or is that dependency?”

“I don’t know. I think love and dependency go handhand.”

“Possibly. But let's suppose that instead of wgthaTime to Rend and a Time to Sew,
which is really just a letter to a woman who isdaray, | had chosen a different plot, for
example, a husband and wife who have been togkthtan years. They used to make
love every day, now they only make love once a wbakthat doesn’t really matter
because there is also solidarity, mutual supporqpanionship. He feels sad when he has
to have supper alone because she is working lageh&tes it when he has to go away,
but accepts that it is part of his job. They féglttsomething is missing, but they are both
grown-ups, they are both mature people, and thewkrow important it is to keep their
relationship stable, even if only for the childresake. They devote more and more time
to work and to the children, they think less arsslabout their marriage. Everything
appears to be going really well, and there’s celgano other man or woman in their
lives.



“Yet they sense that something is wrong. They cquite put their finger on the problem.
As time passes, they grow more and more dependesdch other; they are getting older;
any opportunities to make a new life are vanisiiasg. They try to keep busy doing
reading or embroidery, watching television, sedirends, but there is always the
conversation over supper or after supper. He idyaa#tated, she is more silent than
usual. They can see that they are growing furthdrfarther apart, but cannot understand
why. They reach the conclusion that this is whatriage is like, but won't talk to their
friends about it; they are the image of the happypte who support each other and share
the same interests. She takes a lover, so do&sihi¢'s never anything serious, of course.
What is important, necessary, essential, is t@aadt nothing is happening, because it's
too late to change.”

“I know that story, although I've never experiencgechyself. And | think we spend our
lives being trained to put up with situations likat.”

| take off my coat and climb onto the edge of theentain. She asks me what I'm doing.
“I'm going to walk over to that column in the mi@dof the fountain.”

“You're mad. It's spring now, the ice will be getj really thin.”

“I need to walk over to the column.”

| place one foot on the surface, the whole she&teofoves, but does not crack. With
one eye on the rising sun, | make a kind of wagér @od: if | manage to reach the
column and come back without the ice cracking, wilitbe a sign that | am on the right
path, and that his hand is showing me where | shgal

“You'll fall in the water.”

“So? The worst that can happen is that I'll gettabld, but the hotel isn’t far away and |
won't have to suffer for long.”

| put my other foot on the ice: | am now in theritain. The ice breaks away from the
edges and a little water laps onto the surfacbefde, but the ice does not break. | set
off toward the column. It's only about four metéinere and back, and all | risk is getting
a very cold bath. However, | mustn’t think aboutatvimight happen: I've taken the first
step and | must continue to the end.

| reach the column, touch it with my hand, heamgieng around me creaking, but I'm
still on the ice. My first instinct is to run badbut something tells me that if | do that, my
steps will become heavier, firmer, and I'll faltinthe water. | must walk back slowly, at
the same pace.

The sun is rising ahead of me; it dazzles me glightan see only Marie’s silhouette and
the shapes of the buildings and the trees. Thd shé keeps shifting, water spills over



onto the surface, but I know—uwith absolute certatathat | will reach the edge. | am in
communion with the day, with my choices. | know lingits of the frozen water; | know
how to deal with it, how to ask for its help, taeeme from falling. | begin to enter a
kind of trance, a euphoric state; | am a child mgdoing something that is wrong,
forbidden, but which gives me enormous pleasurendfédul! Crazy pacts with God,
along the lines of “If | manage to do this, thenasal so will happen,” signs provoked not
by anything that comes from outside, but by ingfibg my capacity to forget the old
rules and create new situations.

| am grateful for having met Mikhail, the epileptidio thinks he can hear voices. | went
to his meeting at the restaurant in search of nfg amnd discovered that | was turning

into a pale reflection of myself. Is Esther stiiportant? | think so, for it was her love
that changed my life once and which is transforrmmegnow. My history had grown old
and was becoming ever heavier to carry, and faséoi@us for me ever to take risks like
walking on ice, making a wager with God, forcingign to appear. | had forgotten that
one has to continue walking the road to Santiagdjdcard any unnecessary baggage, to
keep only what you need in order to live each day, to allow the energy of love to flow
freely, from the outside in and from the inside.out

Another cracking sound, and a fault line appearssacthe surface, but | know | will

make it, because | am light, so light that | coeden walk on a cloud and not fall to earth.
| am not carrying with me the weight of fame, adrgts | have told, of itineraries to

follow. | am so transparent that the sun’s raysmametrate my body and illumine my
soul. | see that there are still many dark aresislénme, but with perseverance and
courage they will gradually be washed away.

Another step, and | remember the envelope on miy alelsome. Soon | will open it and,
instead of walking on ice, | will set off along tpath that leads me to Esther. | will do so
not because | want her by my side, for she istiveemain where she is. It is not because
| dream day and night of the Zahir; that lovingstilective obsession seems to have
vanished. It is not because | am used to my pastwass and passionately want to go
back to it.

Another step, more sounds of cracking, but safetiythe edge of the fountain are close.

| will open the envelope and go and find her beeatas Mikhail, the epileptic, the seer,
the guru of the Armenian restaurant, says—thisysteeds to reach its end. When
everything has been told and retold countless tinvben the places | have visited, the
things | have experienced, the steps | have takeause of her are all transformed into
distant memories, nothing will remain but pure lov&on’t feel as if | owe anything, |
won't feel that | need her because only she caerstand me, because I'm used to her,
because she knows my vices and my virtues, knoatd tike to have a slice of toast
before | go to bed and to watch the internatiomavswhen | wake up, that | have to go
for a walk every morning, or that she knows abowytaailection of books on archery,
about the hours spent in front of the computerestrerriting, about how annoyed | get
when the maid keeps calling me to tell me the fisash the table.



All that will disappear. What remains will be thevé that moves the heavens, the stars,
people, flowers, insects, the love that obligealu® walk across the ice despite the
danger, that fills us with joy and with fear, andeg meaning to everything.

| touch the edge of the fountain, a hand reachesoaue, | grab hold of it, and Marie
helps to steady me as | step down.

“I'm proud of you. | would never do anything likbat.”

“Not so long ago, | wouldn’t have either; it seesaschildish, irresponsible, unnecessary,
pointless. But | am being reborn and | need to tadw® risks.”

“The morning light is obviously good for you; yoa’talking like a wise man.”

“No wise man would do what I've just done.”

I have to write an important article for a magazhed is one of my major creditors in

the Favor Bank. | have hundreds, thousands of imheiay head, but | don’t know which
of them merits my effort, my concentration, my ldoo

It is not the first time this has happened, bwdlfas if | have said everything of
importance that | need to say. | feel as if I'mih@gsmy memory and forgetting who | am.

| go over to the window and look out at the stré@ty to convince myself that | am
professionally fulfilled and have nothing more toye, that | can justifiably withdraw to
a house in the mountains and spend the rest offenyehding, walking, and talking about
food and the weather. | tell myself over and obat 1 have achieved what almost no
other writer has achieved—my books have been ttatsinto nearly every written
language in the world. Why worry about a mere maggearticle, however important the
magazine itself might be? Because of the Favor B&oM really do need to write
something, but what have | got to say to peoplesushl tell them that they need to
forget all the stories that have been told to tlaemh take more risks?

They'll all say, “I'm an independent being, thankuyvery much. I'll do as | please.”
Should | tell them that they must allow the eneo§iove to flow more freely?
They'll say, “I feel love already. In fact, | feelore and more love,” as if love could be

measured the way we measure the distance betweemitway tracks, the height of
buildings, or the amount of yeast needed to madkafeof bread.



| return to my desk. The envelope Mikhail left foe is open. | now know where Esther
is; I just need to know how to get there. | phome and tell him about my walk across
the ice. He is impressed. | ask him what he’s deamight, and he says he’s going out
with his girlfriend, Lucrecia. | suggest taking théoth to supper. No, not tonight, but, if
| like, 1 could go out with him and his friends nexeek.

| tell him that next week I'm giving a talk in thénited States. There’s no hurry, he says,
we can wait two weeks.

“You must have heard a voice telling you to walktbe ice,” he says.

“No, | heard no voice.”

“So why did you do it?”

“Because | felt it needed to be done.”

“That’s just another way of hearing the voice.”

“I made a bet. If | could cross the ice, that mdamas ready. And | think | am.”
“Then the voice gave you the sign you needed.”

“Did the voice say anything to you about it?”

“No, it didn’t have to. When we were on the bankshe Seine and | said that the voice
would tell us when the time had come, | knew thatduld also tell you.”

“As | said, | didn't hear a voice.”

“That’s what you think. That's what everyone think&d yet, judging by what the
presence tells me, everyone hears voices allitie fThey are what help us to know
when we are face to face with a sign, you see.”

| decide not to argue. | just need some practietdits: where to hire a car, how long the
journey takes, how to find the house, because wikerall | have, apart from the map,
are a series of vague indications—follow the lakeshlook for a company sign, turn
right, etc. Perhaps he knows someone who can help m

We arrange our next meeting. Mikhail asks me tesles discreetly as possible—the
“tribe” is going for a walkabout in Paris.

| ask him who this tribe is. “They’re the peopleawvork with me at the restaurant,” he
replies, without going into detail. | ask him if n@nts me to bring him anything from the
States, and he asks for a particular remedy fatthea. There are, | think, more
interesting things | could bring, but | make a notéis request.



And the article?

| go back to the desk, think about what I’'m goiognrite, look again at the open
envelope, and conclude that | was not surprisedhmst | found inside. After a few
meetings with Mikhalil, it was pretty much what Idhexpected.

Esther is living in the steppes, in a small villag€entral Asia; more precisely, in a
village in Kazakhstan.

| am no longer in a hurry. | continue reviewing own story, which | tell to Marie in
obsessive detail; she has decided to do the sardd,aam surprised by some of the things
she tells me, but the process seems to be worghegis more confident, less anxious.

| don’t know why | so want to find Esther, now thmay love for her has illumined my life,
taught me new things, which is quite enough red@lyt | remember what Mikhail said:
“The story needs to reach its end,” and | decidgaton. | know that | will discover the
moment when the ice of our marriage cracked, amdwe carried on walking through
the chill water as if nothing had happened. | kribat | will discover this before | reach
that village, in order to close the circle or makarger still.

The article! Has Esther become the Zahir agairs graventing me from concentrating
on anything else?

No, when | need to do something urgent, somethiagrequires creative energy, this is
my working method: | get into a state of near hiyatelecide to abandon the task
altogether, and then the article appears. I'veltdeing things differently, preparing
everything carefully, but my imagination only wonkéen it's under enormous pressure.
| must respect the Favor Bank, | must write thraggs about—guess what!'—the
problems of male-female relationships. Me, of albple! But the editors believe that the
man who wrotéA Time to Rend and a Time to Sewst know the human soul well.

| try to log on to the Internet, but it's not wonkj. It's never been the same since |
destroyed the connection. | called various teclnij but when they finally turned up,
they could find nothing wrong with the computer eytasked me what | was
complaining about, spent half an hour doing tedtanged the configuration, and assured
me that the problem lay not with me but with thevee | allowed myself to be

convinced that everything was, in fact, fine, arielt ridiculous for having asked for help.
Two or three hours later, the computer and the eatmon would both crash. Now, after
months of physical and psychological wear and tesimply accept that technology is
stronger and more powerful than me: it works whemaints to, and when it doesn't, it's
best to sit down and read the paper or go for & veaid just wait until the cables and the
telephone links are in a better mood and the coenplécides to work again. | am not, |
have discovered, my computer’'s master: it haseaofifits own.



| try a few more times, but | know from experierthat it's best just to give up. The
Internet, the biggest library in the world, hasseld its doors to me for the moment. What
about reading a few magazines in search of inspinati pick up one that has just arrived
in the post and read a strange interview with a amho has recently published a book
about—qguess what?—Ilove. The subject seems to Iseipgrme everywhere.

The journalist asks if the only way a human beiag find happiness is by finding his or
her beloved. The woman says no.

The idea that love leads to happiness is a modeention, dating from the end of the
seventeenth century. Ever since then, people hese taught to believe that love should
last forever and that marriage is the best plasehich to exercise that love. In the past,
there was less optimism about the longevity of jpas®omeo and Juligsn’t a happy
story, it's a tragedy. In the last few decadesgeefqtions about marriage as the road to
personal fulfilment have grown considerably, asehdigappointment and dissatisfaction.

It's quite a brave thing to say, but no good for angcle, mainly because | don’t agree
with her at all. | search my shelves for a book ttes nothing to do with male-female
relationshipsMagical Practices in North Mexic&ince obsession will not help me to
write my article, | need to refresh my mind, tcevel

| start leafing through it and suddenly | read stimmg that surprises me:

Theacomodadoor giving-up point: there is always an event im Ibtes that is
responsible for us failing to progress: a traumaaricularly bitter defeat, a
disappointment in love, even a victory that we mld quite understand, can make
cowards of us and prevent us from moving on. As @iathe process of increasing his
hidden powers, the shaman must first free himsethfthat giving-up point and, to do so,
he must review his whole life and find out wheredturred.

TheacomodadorThis fit in with my experience of learning archerthe only sport |
enjoyed—for the teacher of archery says that no cdno ever be repeated, and there is no
point trying to learn from good or bad shots. Winaitters is repeating it hundreds and
thousands of times, until we have freed ourselv@® the idea of hitting the target and
have ourselves become the arrow, the bow, thettakgéhat moment, the energy of the
“thing” (my teacher okyudo—the form of Japanese archery | practiced—never tsed
word “God”) guides our movements and then we bégirelease the arrow not when we
want to, but when the “thing” believes that the nemnhas come.



TheacomodadorAnother part of my personal history resurfacesnlfy Marie were
here! | need to talk about myself, about my chilothao tell her how, when | was little, |
was always fighting and beating up the other childsecause | was the oldest in the
class. One day, my cousin gave me a thrashingl wad convinced from then on that |
would never ever win another fight, and since thieave avoided any physical
confrontation, even though this has often meanbet&ving like a coward and being
humiliated in front of girlfriends and friends adik

TheacomodadorFor two years, | tried to learn how to play thetgu To begin with, |
made rapid progress, but then reached a point wioenéld progress no further, because
| discovered that other people were learning fasi@n | was, which made me feel
mediocre; and so as not to have to feel ashandstided that | was no longer interested
in learning. The same thing happened with snodketball, bicycle racing. | learned
enough to do everything reasonably well, but theae always a point where | got stuck.

Why?

Because according to the story we are told, thierays comes a moment in our lives
when we reach “our limit.” | often recalled my gigle to deny my destiny as a writer
and how Esther had always refused to allowatt@modadoto lay down rules for my
dream. The paragraph | had just read fit in withittea of forgetting one’s personal
history and being left only with the instinct titEvelops out of the various difficulties
and tragedies one has experienced. This is whatidn@mans of Mexico did and what the
nomads on the steppes of Central Asia preached.

Theacomodadorthere is always an event in our lives that is oesjble for us failing to
progress.

It described exactly what happens in marriage®iregal and what had happened in my
relationship with Esther in particular.

| could now write my article for that magazine. émt over to the computer and within
half an hour | had written a first draft and wagmawith the result. | wrote a story in the
form of a dialogue, as if it were fiction, but whiwas, in fact, a conversation | had had
in a hotel room in Amsterdam, after a day spentq@ting my books and after the usual
publishers’ supper and the statutory tour of tightsi, etc.

In my article, the names of the characters anditation in which they find themselves
are omitted. In real life, Esther is in her nigletsk and is looking out at the canal outside
our window. She has not yet become a war corresggunter eyes are still bright with
joy, she loves her work, travels with me wheneVver can, and life is still one big
adventure. | am lying on the bed in silence; mydnsfar away, worrying about the next
day’s appointments.



L ast week, | interviewed a man who's an expert iicpanterrogations. He told me

that they get most of their information by usinggehnique they call ‘cold-hot.” They
always start with a very aggressive policeman ways $ie has no intention of sticking to
the rules, who shouts and thumps the table. Whdrabecared the prisoner nearly
witless, the ‘good cop’ comes in and tells hiseajue to stop, offers the prisoner a
cigarette, pretends to be his friend, and getsntfoeemation he wants.”

“Yes, I've heard about that.”

“Then he told me about something else that reaiijrtened me. In 1971, a group of
researchers at Stanford University, in Califordiegided to create a simulated prison in
order to study the psychology of interrogationseykelected twenty-four student
volunteers and divided them into ‘guards’ and ‘énats.’

“After just one week, they had to stop the experim&he ‘guards’—qirls and boys with
normal decent values, from nice families—had becozaémonsters. The use of torture
had become routine and the sexual abuse of ‘prnisowas seen as normal. The students
who took part in the project, both ‘guards’ andrianals,’ suffered major trauma and
needed long-term medical help, and the experimestvever repeated.”

“Interesting.”

“What do you mean ‘interesting’? I'm talking abaamething of real importance: man’s
capacity to do evil whenever he’s given the chatioetalking about my work, about the
things I've learned!”

“That’'s what | found interesting. Why are you gedtiso angry?”

“Angry? How could | possibly get angry with someameo isn’t paying the slightest bit
of attention to what I'm saying? How can | possibg/angry with someone who isn’t
even provoking me, who's just lying there, starimigp space?”

“How much did you have to drink tonight?”

“You don’t even know the answer to that, do yowe Ibeen by your side all evening, and
you’ve no idea whether I've had anything to drimknot! You only spoke to me when
you wanted me to confirm something you had samfoen you needed me to tell some
flattering story about you!”

“Look, I've been working all day and I'm exhaust&uhy don’t you come to bed and
sleep? We can talk in the morning.”

“Because I've been doing this for weeks and morftirghe last two years in fact! | try
to have a conversation, but you're always tiredyscsay, all right, we’ll go to sleep and



talk tomorrow. But tomorrow there are always ottiengs to do, another day of work
and publishers’ suppers, so we say, all right, vgglto sleep and talk tomorrow. That's
how I'm spending my life, waiting for the day wheocan have you by my side again,
until I've had my fill; that’s all | ask, to createworld where | can always find refuge if |
need it: not so far away that | can’t be seen thdeang an independent life, and not so
close that it looks as if I'm invading your univers

“What do you want me to do? Stop working? Give uprgthing we’ve struggled so hard
to achieve and go off on a cruise to the Caribb&r?t you understand that | enjoy
what I’'m doing and haven't the slightest intentafrchanging my life?”

“In your books, you talk about the importance ofdpthe need for adventure, the joy of
fighting for your dreams. And who do | have befare now? Someone who doesn’t read
what he writes. Someone who confuses love with eoi@nce, adventure with taking
unnecessary risks, joy with obligation. Where &silan | married, who used to listen to
what | was saying?”

“Where is the woman | married?”

“You mean the one who always gave you support, @ageement, and affection? Her
body is here, looking out at the Singel Canal insfendam, and she will, | believe, stay
with you for the rest of her life. But that womassul is standing at the door ready to
leave.”

“But why?”

“Because of those three wretched words: We’'ll tatkorrow. Isn’t that enough? If not,
just consider that the woman you married was edatsout life, full of ideas and joy and
desires, and is now rapidly turning into a housewif

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Of course it is! It's nonsense! A trifle, espetyatonsidering that we have everything
we could possibly want. We're very fortunate, wedianoney, we never discuss any

little flings we might have, we never have jealoages. Besides, there are millions of
children in the world starving to death, thereaegs, diseases, hurricanes, tragedies
happening every second. So what can | possibly ttagemplain about?”

“Do you think we should have a baby?”
“That’'s how all the couples | know resolve theioblems—Dby having a baby! You're the
one who has always prized your freedom and putaifng children for later on. Have

you really changed your mind?”

“I think the time is right.”



“Well, in my opinion, you couldn’t be more wrongtbn’t want your child. | want a
child by the man | knew, who had dreams, who wasws by my side! If | ever do
become pregnant it will be by someone who undedstame, keeps me company, listens
to me, who truly desires me!”

“You havebeen drinking. Look, | promise, we’ll talk tomowgpbut, please, come to bed
now, I'm tired.”

“All right, we’ll talk tomorrow. And if my soul, wkch is standing at the door, does
decide to leave, | doubt it will affect our livesry much.”

“Your soul won't leave.”

“You used to know my soul very well, but you hawespoken to it for years, you don’t
know how much it has changed, hdesperatelyt’s begging you to listen. Even to banal
topics of conversation, like experiments at Amearicaiversities.”

“If your soul has changed so much, how come yoilieesame?”

“Out of cowardice. Because | genuinely think tlehorrow wewill talk. Because of
everything we’ve built together and which | don'amt to see destroyed. Or for that worst
of all possible reasons, because I've simply giveri

“That’s just what you’ve been accusing me of dding.

“You're right. I looked at you, thinking it was ydwas looking at, but the truth is | was
looking at myself. Tonight I'm going to pray withl eny might and all my faith and ask
God not to let me spend the rest of my days like'th

I hear the applause, the theater is packed. I'mtabalo the one thing that always
gives me sleepless nights, I'm about to give aulect

The master of ceremonies begins by saying tha¢thao need to introduce me, which is
a bit much really, since that’s what he’s therednd he isn't taking into account the
possibility that there might be lots of peoplehe taudience who have simply been
invited along by friends. Despite what he says, évav, he ends up giving a few
biographical details and talking about my qualiassa writer, the prizes I've won, and
the millions of books I've sold. He thanks the spans, turns to me, and the floor is mine.

| thank him too. I tell the audience that the mogtortant things | have to say are in my
books, but that | feel | have an obligation to nuplic to reveal the man who lies behind
those words and paragraphs. | explain that our huroadition makes us tend to share



only the best of ourselves, because we are alwesyslsing for love and approval. My
books, however, will only ever be the mountaintgpble in the clouds or an island in

the ocean: the light falls on it, everything seé¢mbe in its place, but beneath the surface
lies the unknown, the darkness, the incessanttséarself.

| describe how difficult it was to writ& Time to Rend and a Time to Sewd that there
are many parts of the book which | myself am ordgihning to understand now, as |
reread it, as if the created thing were alwaystgreend more generous than its creator.

| say that there is nothing more boring than regditerviews or going to lectures by
authors who insist on explaining the charactetbéir books: if a book isn't self-
explanatory, then the book isn’'t worth reading. Whewriter appears in public, he
should attempt to show the audience his univemseiryto explain his books; and in this
spirit, | begin talking about something more peedon

“Some time ago, | was in Geneva for a series @rnnews. At the end of a day’s work,
and because a woman friend | was supposed to h@apeswith canceled at the last
minute, | set off for a stroll around the citywlas a particularly lovely night, the streets
were deserted, the bars and restaurants stilbfuifie, and everything seemed utterly
calm, orderly, pretty, and yet suddenly...suddenbalized that | was utterly alone.

“Needless to say, | had been alone on other oaessioring the year. Needless to say,
my girlfriend was only two hours away by plane. Nless to say, after a busy day, what
could be better than a stroll through the narraoeets and lanes of the old city, without
having to talk to anyone, simply enjoying the bgaround me. And yet the feeling that
surfaced was one of oppressive, distressing loesdir-not having someone with whom |
could share the city, the walk, the things I'd litkesay.

“I got out my cell phone; after all, | had a reagble number of friends in the city, but it
was too late to phone anyone. | considered goitogane of the bars and ordering a drink;
someone was bound to recognize me and invite noértohem. But | resisted the
temptation and tried to get through that momersgaiering, in the process, that there is
nothing worse than the feeling that no one caresthdr we exist or not, that no one is
interested in what we have to say about life, &ad the world can continue turning
without our awkward presence.

“I began to imagine how many millions of people et that moment, feeling utterly
useless and wretched—however rich, charming, ahghdiel they might be—because
they were alone that night, as they were yeste@ay as they might well be tomorrow.
Students with no one to go out with, older peopiteng in front of the TV as if it were
their sole salvation, businessmen in their hotehrs, wondering if what they were doing
made any sense, women who spent the afternoorutbarabplying their makeup and
doing their hair in order to go to a bar only tetend that they’re not looking for
company; all they want is confirmation that theyst#l attractive; the men ogle them and
chat them up, but the women reject them all didd#yn because they feel inferior and
are afraid the men will find out that they're siaghothers or lowly clerks with nothing to



say about what's going on in the world because thay from dawn to dusk to scrape a
living and have no time to read the newspaperspleewho look at themselves in the
mirror and think themselves ugly, believing thainigebeautiful is what really matters,
and spend their time reading magazines in whichyewe is pretty, rich, and famous.
Husbands and wives who wish they could talk ovepsuas they used to, but there are
always other things demanding their attention, nimgortant things, and the
conversation can always wait for a tomorrow thateneomes.

“That day, | had lunch with a friend who had just divorced and she said to me: ‘Now |
can enjoy the freedom I've always dreamed of haviBgt that's a lie. No one wants that
kind of freedom: we all want commitment, we all wanmeone to be beside us to enjoy
the beauties of Geneva, to discuss books, intesyilms, or even to share a sandwich
with because there isn’t enough money to buy oob.d2etter to eat half a sandwich
than a whole one. Better to be interrupted by the mho wants to get straight back
home because there’s a big game on TV tonight dhéyvoman who stops outside a
shop window and interrupts what we were saying atfmicathedral tower, far better
that than to have the whole of Geneva to yoursih all the time and quiet in the world
to visit it.

“Better to go hungry than to be alone. Because wloerre alone—and I'm talking here
about an enforced solitude not of our choosing—agsf you were no longer part of the
human race.

“A lovely hotel awaited me on the other side of tiver, with its luxurious rooms, its
attentive employees, its five-star service. And trdy made me feel worse, because |
should have felt contented, satisfied with all ¢l lrehieved.

“On the way back, | passed other people in the sstuation and noticed that they fell
into two categories: those who looked arrogantabse they wanted to pretend they had
chosen to be alone on that lovely night, and thwdse looked sad and ashamed of their
solitary state.

“I'm telling you all this because the other dayhrembered being in a hotel room in
Amsterdam with a woman who was talking to me albautlife. I'm telling you all this
because, although in Ecclesiastes it says theréinse to rend and a time to sew,
sometimes the time to rend leaves deep scars. Bgihggomeone else and making that
person feel as if they were of no importance inlderns far worse than feeling alone and
miserable in the streets of Geneva.”

There was a long moment of silence before the appla



I arrived in a gloomy part of Paris, which was néweless said to have the most

vibrant cultural life of the whole city. It took mewhile to recognize the scruffy group of
people before me as the same ones who appearduuosdays in the Armenian
restaurant immaculately dressed in white.

“Why are you all wearing fancy dress? Is this sdune of tribute to a movie?”

“It's not fancy dress,” replied Mikhail. “Don’t yoahange your clothes to go to a gala
supper? Would you wear a jacket and tie to plaj?gol

“All right, let me put the question another way: Winave you decided to dress like
young homeless people?”

“Because, at this moment, we are young homelegsig@ear, rather, four young
homeless people and two homeless adults.”

“Let me put the question a third way, then: Why yoa dressed like that?”

“In the restaurant, we feed our body and talk alteeitEnergy to people with something
to lose. Among the beggars, we feed our soul dkddahose who have nothing to lose.
Now, we come to the most important part of our waonketing the members of the
invisible movement that is renewing the world, deogho live each day as if it were
their last, while the old live each day as if itre¢heir first.”

He was talking about something | had already ndtared which seemed to be growing
by the day: this was how young people dressediublyy, but highly imaginative outfits,
based on military uniforms or sci-fi movies. Theiyvegent in for body piercing too and
sported highly individual haircuts. Often, the gopswere accompanied by threatening-
looking Alsatian dogs. | once asked a friend whgsthpeople always had a dog with
them and he told me—although | don’t know if itsg—that the police couldn’t arrest
the owners because they had nowhere to put the dogs

A bottle of vodka began doing the rounds; we hachkivodka when we were with the
beggars and | wondered if this had to do with Mikbarigins. | took a sip, imagining
what people would say if they saw me there.

| decided they would say, “He’s probably doing eesé for his next book,” and felt
more relaxed.

“I'm ready now to go and find Esther, but | needhgomore information, because | know
nothing about your country.”

“I'll go with you.”



“What?”

That wasn't in my plans at all. My journey was aura to everything | had lost in myself,
and would end somewhere in the Central Asian seepgpwas something intimate and
personal, something that did not require witnesses.

“As long as you pay for my ticket, of course. | dée go back to Kazakhstan. | miss my
country.”

“I thought you had work to do here. Don’t you hdagée at the restaurant on Thursdays
for the performances.”

“You keep calling it a performance. I've told yoafbre, it's a meeting, a way of
reviving what we have lost, the tradition of corsation. But don’t worry. Anastasia
here,” and he pointed to a girl wearing a nose,siadlready developing her gift. She
can take care of everything while I'm away.”

“He’s jealous,” said Alma, the woman who played itngrument that looked like a
cymbal and who told stories at the end of each imget

“Understandable, really,” said another boy, who d@essed in a leather outfit adorned
with metal studs, safety pins, and buckles madedk like razor blades. “Mikhail is
younger, better-looking, and more in touch with Brergy.”

“He’s also less famous, less rich, and less intiomith those in power,” said Anastéasia.
“From the female point of view, things are pretierly balanced, so | reckon they're
both going with what they've got.”

Everyone laughed and the bottle went the roundmalyaas the only one who didn’t see
the joke. | was surprising myself, though; it hagb many years since | had sat on a
pavement in Paris, and this pleased me.

“The tribe is bigger than you think. They're evehave, from the Eiffel Tower down as
far as the town of Tarbes where | was staying rieBut | can’t honestly say |
understand what it's all about.”

“They can be found farther south than Tarbes, hayg follow routes every bit as
interesting as the road to Santiago. They setroffifsomewhere in France or somewhere
else in Europe, swearing that they're going to & pf a society that exists outside of
society. They're afraid of going back home andiggta job and getting married—they’ll
fight against all that for as long as they can.réhae rich and poor among them, but
they’re not that interested in money. They look ptetely different, and yet when people
walk past them, they usually pretend not to semthecause they're afraid.”

“Do they have to look so aggressive?”



“Yes, because the passion to destroy is a crep#igsion. If they weren’t aggressive, the
boutiques would immediately fill up with clothekdithese; publishers would soon be
producing magazines about the new movement ‘swgepaworld with its

revolutionary attitudes’; TV programs would havsteand devoted to the tribe;
sociologists would write learned articles; psyatsss would counsel the families of tribe
members, and it would lose all its impact. So #ss lthey know about us, the better: our
attack is really a defense.”

“Actually, 1 only came tonight so that | could agbu for some information, but, who
knows, perhaps spending the night with you wilhtauot to be just the kind of rich and
novel experience to move me on from a personabtyishat no longer allows for new
experiences. As for the journey to Kazakhstan, fi@entention of taking anyone with
me. If | can’t get help from you, the Favor BanKl\grovide me with all the necessary
contacts. I'm going away in two days’ time and Bnguest at an important supper
tomorrow night, but after that, I'm free for two aks.”

Mikhail appeared to hesitate.

“It's up to you. You've got the map, the name dé thllage, and it shouldn’t be hard to

find the house where she’s staying. I'm sure theoF8ank can help get you as far as
Almaty, but | doubt it will get you much fartherath that, because the rules of the steppes
are different. Besides, | reckon I've made a feywa$#s in your account at the Favor

Bank too. It's time to reclaim them. | miss my meitfi

He was right.
“We’'ve got to start work,” said Alma’s husband.

“Why do you want to go with me, Mikhail? Is it r&ajust because you miss your
mother?”

He didn’t reply. The man started playing the drumd Alma was clanging the cymbal,
while the others begged for money from passershyy W he want to go with me? And
how would | be able to draw on the Favor Bank mdteppes, if | knew absolutely no
one? | could get a visa from the Kazakhstan emb&s®ya car and a guide from the
French consulate in Aimaty—what else did | need?

| stood there observing the group, not knowingejuibat to do. It wasn’t the right
moment to discuss the trip, and | had work to di agirlfriend waiting for me at home.
Why didn’t I just leave now?

| didn’t leave because | was feeling free, doinigdlk | hadn’t done for years, opening up
a space in my soul for new experiences, drivingattenodadowout of my life,
experiencing things that might not interest me vanch, but which were at least
different.



The vodka ran out and was replaced by rum. | hate but since that was all there was,

it was best to adapt to the circumstances. Themwsicians continued to play and
whenever anyone was brave enough to come neaofdhe girls would hold out her

hand and ask if they had any spare change. Therpapproached would normally
guicken their pace, but would always receive a fiksa have a nice evening.” One
person, seeing that he had been offered thanksrridithn abuse, turned back and gave us
some money.

After watching this scene for more than ten minu@thout anyone in the group
addressing a single word to me, | went into a baught two bottles of vodka, came back,
and poured the rum into the gutter. Anastasia sdgrieased by my gesture and so | tried
to start a conversation.

“Can you explain why you all use body piercing?”
“Why do other people wear jewels or high heelsoar-tut dresses even in winter?”
“That’s not an answer.”

“We use body piercing because we're the new baabarsacking Rome. We don’t wear
uniforms and so we need something to identify usresof the invading tribes.”

She made it sound as if they were part of a impbhestorical movement, but for the
people going home, they were just a group of uneygal young people with nowhere to
sleep, cluttering up the streets of Paris, botlgettye tourists who were so good for the
local economy, and driving to despair the motheasfathers who had brought them into
the world and now had no control over them.

| had been like that once, when the hippie movem@astat its height—the huge rock
concerts, the big hair, the garish clothes, thanglsymbol, the peace sign. As Mikhalil
said, the whole hippie thing had turned into justther consumer product and had
vanished, destroying its icons.

A man came down the street. The boy in leathersafety pins went over to him with his
hand outstretched. He asked for money. Howeveteansof hurrying on or muttering
something like “I haven’t any change,” the man peghand looked at us and said very
loudly:

“I wake up every morning with a debt of approxiniate00,000 euros, because of my
house, because of the economic situation in EulmgEguse of my wife’s expensive
tastes. In other words, I'm worse off than you amnd with far more on my mind! How
about you givingnea bit of change to help me decrease my debt jligie®”

Lucrecia—whom Mikhail claimed was his girlfriend—egluced a fifty-euro note and
gave it to the man.



“Buy yourself some caviar. You need a bit of joyour miserable life.”

The man thanked her and walked off, as if it waeerhost natural thing in the world to
be given fifty euros by a beggar. The Italian pad had a fifty-euro note in her bag and
here we were begging in the street!

“Let’'s go somewhere else,” said the boy in leather.
“Where?” asked Mikhail.
“We could see if we can find the others. North auth?”

Anastasia chose west. After all, she was, accorirdikhail, developing her gift.

We passed by the Tour Saint-Jacques where, centafere, pilgrims heading for
Santiago de Compostela used to gather. We pasdeel Dame, where there were a few
more “new barbarians.” The vodka had run out anbveent to buy two more bottles,
even though | wasn't sure that everyone in the greas over eighteen. No one thanked
me; they seemed to think it was perfectly normal.

| started to feel a little drunk and began eyeing of the girls who had just joined us.
Everyone talked very loudly, kicked a few littenbi—strange metal objects with a
plastic bag dangling from them—and said absolutelyning of any interest.

We crossed the Seine and were suddenly broughb&dt &y one of those orange-and-
white tapes that are used to mark off an area ucwlestruction. It prevented people from
walking along the pavement, forcing them to stdphe curb into the road and then
rejoin the pavement five meters further on.

“It’s still here,” said one of the new arrivals.

“What's still here?” | asked.

“Who’s he?”

“A friend of ours,” replied Lucrecia. “In fact, yote probably read one of his books.”

The newcomer recognized me, but showed neitherisarpor reverence; on the contrary,
he asked if | could give him some money, a requiestantly refused.

“If you want to know why the tape is there, youitive to give me a euro. Everything in
life has its price, as you know better than anydwel information is one of the most
expensive products in the world.”



No one in the group came to my aid, so | had tolpaya euro for his answer.

“The tape is here because we put it there. As wousee, there are no repairs going on at
all, just a stupid orange-and-white tape blockimg $tupid pavement. But no one asks
what it's doing there; they step off the pavemeralk along the road at the risk of being
knocked down, and get back on farther up. By thg, Wweead somewhere that you'd had
an accident. Is that true?”

“Yes, | did, and all because | stepped off the pamet.”

“Don’t worry, when people step off the pavementeh¢hey're always extra careful. It
was one of the reasons we put the tape up, to ped@e more aware of what was going
on around them.”

“No, it wasn't,” said the girl | was attracted tdt’'s just a joke, so that we can laugh at
the people who obey without even thinking abouttwhay're obeying. There’s no
reason, it's not important, and no one will get ¢ked down.”

More people joined the group. Now there were elexfams and two Alsatian dogs. We
were no longer begging, because no one dared gamedand of savages who seemed
to enjoy the fear they aroused. The drink had utagain and they all looked at me and
asked me to buy another bottle, as if | had a thuigeep them drunk. | realized that this
was my passport to the pilgrimage, so | set offaarch of a shop.

The girl | was interested in—and who was young ghaio be my daughter—seemed to
notice me looking at her and started talking to hikeew it was simply a way of
provoking me, but | joined in. She didn’t tell mey#hing about her personal life, she just
asked me how many cats and how many lamppostsweeeon the back of a ten-dollar
bill.

“Cats and lampposts?”

“You don’t know, do you? You don't give any realwato money at all. Well, for your
information, there are four cats and eleven lam{gobs

Four cats and eleven lampposts. | promised mysatfltwould check this out the next
time | saw a ten-dollar bill.

“Do any of you take drugs?”

“Some, but mainly it’s just alcohol. Not much al ai fact, it's not our style. Drugs are
more for people of your generation, aren’t they? iilyther, for example, drugs herself
on cooking for the family, compulsively tidying theuse, and suffering over me. When
something goes wrong with my dad’s business, sfiersuCan you believe that? She
suffers over me, my father, my brothers and sis&rsrything. | was wasting so much
energy pretending to be happy all the time, | thugwas best just to leave home.”



Another personal history.

“Like your wife,” said a young man with fair haind an eyebrow ring. “She left home
too, didn’'t she? Was that because she had to prébdoe happy all the time?”

So she had been here too. Had she given somesaf yloeng people a piece of that
bloodstained shirt?

“She suffered too,” laughed Lucrecia. “But as fama know, she’s not suffering
anymore. That's what | call courage!”

“What was my wife doing here?”

“She came with the Mongolian guy, the one withtladl strange ideas about love that
we’re only just beginning to understand. And shedu® ask questions and tell us her
story. One day, she stopped doing both. She saigvah tired of complaining. We
suggested that she give up everything and comeusitbecause we were planning a trip
to North Africa. She thanked us, but said she hhdrglans and would be heading off in
the opposite direction.”

“Didn’t you read his latest book?” asked Anastésia.

“No, | didn’t fancy it. People told me it was toormantic. Now when are we going to get
some more booze?”

People made way for us as if we were samurai righit@a village, bandits arriving in a
frontier town, barbarians entering Rome. The tdlmln’'t make any aggressive gestures,
the aggression was all in the clothes, the bodicinig, the loud conversations, the sheer
oddness. We finally found a minimart: to my greiacdmfort and alarm, they all went in
and started rummaging around on the shelves.

| didn’t know any of them, apart from Mikhail, aregten then | didn’t know if what he
had told me about himself was true. What if th@jessomething? What if one of them
was armed? As the oldest member of the group, wespbnsible for their actions?

The man at the cash register kept glancing upeaséicurity mirror suspended from the
ceiling in the tiny shop. The group, knowing thatwas worried, spread out, gesturing to
each other, and the tension grew. To cut thingst shpicked up three bottles of vodka
and walked quickly over to the cash register.

A woman buying cigarettes said that, in her dayisHead been full of bohemians and
artists, not threatening bands of homeless pe§ple.suggested that the cashier call the
police.



“I've got a feeling something bad is going to happ@y minute now,” she muttered.

The cashier was terrified by this invasion of el world, the fruit of years of work and
many loans, where perhaps his son worked in tha@imgrhis wife in the afternoon, and
he at night. He nodded to the woman, and | realiratihe had already called the police.

| hate getting involved in things that are nonenyfbusiness, but | also hate being a
coward. Every time it happens, | lose all self-extgor a week.

“Don’t worry...” | began.
It was too late.

Two policemen came in and the owner beckoned thean but the young people
disguised as extraterrestrials paid no attentiorwas all part of standing up to
representatives of the established order. It mage lhappened to them many times
before. They knew they hadn’t committed any criggaft from crimes against fashion,
but that could all change with next season’s haategure). They must have been afraid,
but they didn’t show it and continued talking loydl|

“I saw a comedian the other day. He said that dtppbple should have the word ‘stupid’
written on their identity card,” said Anastasiantmone in particular. “That way, we’d
know who we were talking to.”

“Yeah, stupid people are a real danger to socisid the girl with the angelic face and
vampire clothing, who, shortly before, had beekitg to me about the number of
lampposts and cats to be found on the back of-daéar bill. “They should be tested
once a year and have a license for walking thetstréke drivers do to drive.”

The policemen, who couldn’t have been very mucleoldan the tribe, said nothing.
“Do you know what I'd like to do,” it was Mikhail'soice, but | couldn’t see him
because he was concealed behind a shelf. “I'ditikshange the labels on everything in
this shop. People would be completely lost. Theuldwt know whether things should
be eaten hot or cold, boiled or fried. If they dawad the instructions, they don’t know
how to prepare a meal. They've lost all their catininstincts.”

Everyone who had spoken up until then had done peilifect Parisian French. Only
Mikhail had a foreign accent.

“May | see your passport,” said one of the policeme
“He’s with me.”

The words emerged naturally, even though | knewtvtltuld mean—another scandal.
The policeman looked at me.



“I wasn't talking to you, but since you’re obvioyskith this lot, | hope you’ve got some
kind of document to prove who you are, and a geagon for being surrounded by
people half your age and buying vodka.”

| could refuse to show my papers. | wasn'’t legalhjiged to have them with me. But |
was thinking about Mikhail. One of the policemensvetanding next to him now. Did he
really have permission to stay in France? What &itbw about him apart from the
stories he had told me about his visions and hilepgy? What if the tension of the
moment provoked an attack?

| stuck my hand in my pocket and took out my drivéicense.
“‘Soyou're...”
“lam.”

“I thought it was you. I've read one of your booBsit that doesn’t put you above the
law.”

The fact that he had read one of my books threveaongpletely. Here was this shaven-
headed young man in a uniform, albeit a very d#féione from that worn by the tribes
in order to tell each other apart. Perhaps he &mbdmce dreamed of having the freedom
to be different, of subtly challenging authoritithaugh never disrespectfully enough to
end up in jail. He probably had a father who hadeneffered him any alternative, a
family who needed his financial support, or perhlag@svas just afraid of going beyond
his own familiar world.

| said gently:

“No, I'm not above the law. In fact, no one heres baoken the law. Unless the
gentleman at the cash register or the lady buyigayrettes would like to make some
specific complaint.”

When | turned around, the woman who had mentiohedttists and bohemians of her
day, that prophet of imminent doom, the embodinoémtuth and good manners, had
disappeared. She would doubtless tell her neighthersext day that, thanks to her, an
attempted robbery had been averted.

“I've no complaints,” said the man behind the régis“l got worried because they were
talking so loudly, but it looks like they werenttaally doing any harm.”

“Is the vodka for you, sir?”

| nodded. They knew that everyone there was droakthey didn’'t want to make a big
deal out of a harmless situation.



“A world without stupid people would be completeaols!” said the boy wearing leather
and metal studs. “Instead of all the unemployedfeewe have today, there would be too
many jobs and no one to do the work!”

“Shut up!”

My voice sounded authoritative, decisive.

“Just stop talking, all of you!”

To my surprise, silence fell. My heart was beafumipusly, but | continued talking to the
policemen as if | were the calmest person in thddvo

“If they were really dangerous, they wouldn’t bikitag like that.”

The policeman turned to the cashier:

“If you need us, we’ll be around.”

And before going out, he said to his colleaguehsb his voice echoed around the whole
shop, “I love stupid people. If it wasn't for theme might be having to tackle some real
criminals.”

“You're right,” said the other policeman. “Stupiégple are a nice safe distraction.”
They gave their usual salute and left.

The only thing that occurred to me to do when wethe shop was to smash the bottles
of vodka. | saved one of them, though, and it wasspd rapidly from mouth to mouth.
By the way they were drinking, | could see theyevigightened, as frightened as | was.
The only difference was that they had gone on ffensive when threatened.

“I don't feel good,” said Mikhail to one of themLét’'s go.”

| didn’t know what he meant by “Let’s go”: eachhis own home or town or bridge? No
one asked me if | wanted to go with them, so | $ymipllowed after. Mikhail's remark “I
don’t feel good” unsettled me; that meant we wolildave another chance that night to
talk about the trip to Central Asia. Should | jlestve? Or should | stick it out and see
what “Let’'s go” meant? | discovered that | was gmg myself and that I'd like to try
seducing the girl in the vampire outfit.

Onward, then.

| could always leave at the first sign of danger.



As we headed off—where, | didn’t know—I was thingsiabout this whole experience. A
tribe. A symbolic return to a time when men tradele protective groups and required
very little to survive. A tribe in the midst of ather hostile tribe called society, crossing
society’s lands and using aggression as a defg@esa rejection. A group of people
who had joined together to form an ideal societgu which | knew nothing beyond the
body piercing and the clothes that they wore. Wiexe their values? What did they
think about life? How did they earn their money® Biey have dreams or was it enough
just to wander the world? All this was much morneiasting than the supper | had to go
to the following evening, where | knew exactly wiaaduld happen. | was convinced that
it must be the effect of the vodka, but | was fegliree, my personal history was
growing ever more remote, there was only the ptas@ment, instinct; the Zahir had
disappeared....

The Zahir?

Yes, it had disappeared, but now | realized thatahir was more than a man obsessed
with an object, with a vein in the marble of onelwé twelve hundred columns in the
mosque in Cérdoba, as Borges puts it, or, as imwry painful case for the last two years,
with a woman in Central Asia. The Zahir was a fimaton everything that had been
passed from generation to generation; it left nestjon unanswered; it took up all the
space; it never allowed us even to consider theibpitisy that things could change.

The all-powerful Zahir seemed to be born with evesynan being and to gain full
strength in childhood, imposing rules that wouldrdafter always be respected:

People who are different are dangerous; they beloagother tribe; they want our lands
and our women.

We must marry, have children, reproduce the species

Love is only a small thing, enough for one persord any suggestion that the heart
might be larger than this is considered perverse.

When we marry, we are authorized to take possessithe other person, body and soul.

We must do jobs we detest because we are partafganized society, and if everyone
did what they wanted to do, the world would coma &iandstill.

We must buy jewelry; it identifies us with our teijust as body piercing identifies those
of a different tribe.

We must be amusing at all times and sneer at tlvbseexpress their real feelings; it's
dangerous for a tribe to allow its members to shtweir feelings.

We must at all costs avoid saying no because peguwpfer those who always say yes,
and this allows us to survive in hostile territory.



What other people think is more important than whateel.
Never make a fuss—it might attract the attentioaroenemy tribe.

If you behave differently, you will be expelled fnathe tribe because you could infect
others and destroy something that was extremedigulifto organize in the first place.

We must always consider the look of our new cawd,ibwe don’t have a clear idea of
our own, then we must call in a decorator who dallhis best to show others what good
taste we have.

We must eat three meals a day, even if we’re noghy and when we fail to fit the
current ideal of beauty we must fast, even if wstaving.

We must dress according to the dictates of fasimake love whether we feel like it or
not, kill in the name of our country, wish time anso that retirement comes more
quickly, elect politicians, complain about the costiving, change our hairstyle, criticize
anyone who is different, go to a religious senoceSunday, Saturday, or Friday,
depending on our religion, and there beg forgiveriesour sins and puff ourselves up
with pride becausee know the truth and despise the other tribe, whoships a false
god.

Our children must follow in our footsteps; aftel; ale are older and know about the
world.

We must have a university degree even if we negeagob in the area of knowledge we
were forced to study.

We must study things that we will never use, buiclwisomeone told us were important
to know: algebra, trigonometry, the code of Hamroura

We must never make our parents sad, even if thesimgiving up everything that makes
us happy.

We must play music quietly, talk quietly, weep nivpte, because | am the all-powerful
Zahir, who lays down the rules and determines tbiace between railway tracks, the
meaning of success, the best way to love, the itapoe of rewards.

We stop outside a relatively chic building in apersive area. One of the group taps in
the code at the front door and we all go up tahivel floor. | thought we would find one
of those understanding families who put up withrteen’s friends in order to keep him
close to home and keep an eye on him. But whenelcieopened the door, everything
was in darkness. As my eyes grew accustomed tiigtitefrom the street filtering in



through the windows, | saw a large empty livingnod'he only decoration was a
fireplace that probably hadn’t been used for years.

A fair-haired boy, who was nearly six feet tall amdre a long rain cape and a mohawk,
went into the kitchen and returned with some lightandles. We all sat around in a
circle on the floor and, for the first time thaght, | felt afraid: it was like being in a
horror movie in which a satanic ritual is aboubegin, and where the victim will be the
stranger who was unwise enough to tag along.

Mikhail was looking pale and his eyes kept dar@bgut, unable to fix on any one place,
and that only increased my feeling of unease. Heamathe point of having an epileptic
fit. Would the people there know what to do in thiaiation? Wouldn't it be better just to
leave now and not get involved in a potential tchfe

That would perhaps be the most prudent thing tordkeeping with a life in which | was
a famous author who writes about spirituality ahdudd therefore be setting an example.
Yes, if | was being sensible, | would say to Lu@ebat, in case of an attack, she should
place something in her boyfriend’s mouth to staptbingue rolling back and prevent him
choking to death. She must know this already, ttihé world of the followers of the
social Zahir, we leave nothing to chance, we nediktat peace with our conscience.

That is how | would have acted before my accideat,now my personal history had
become unimportant. It had stopped being histodyvaais once more becoming a legend,
a search, an adventure, a journey into and away fmyself. | was once more in a time

in which the things around me were changing antishiaow | wanted it to be for the rest
of my days. (I remembered one of my ideas for ataphp: “He died while he was still
alive.”) I was carrying with me the experiencesmf past, which allowed me to react
with speed and precision, but | wasn’t botherecuabize lessons | had learned. Imagine a
warrior in the middle of a fight, pausing to decigdkich move to make next? He would

be dead in an instant.

And the warrior in me, using intuition and techregdecided that | needed to stay, to
continue the night’'s experiences, even if it was &nd | was tired and drunk and afraid
that a worried or angry Marie might be waiting op iine. | sat down next to Mikhail so
that | could act quickly if he had a fit.

| noticed that he seemed to be in control of hiteppc attack. He gradually grew calmer,
and his eyes took on the same intensity as whevalsdghe young man in white standing
on the stage at the Armenian restaurant.

“We will start with the usual prayer,” he said.
And the young people, who, up until then, had beggressive, drunken misfits, closed

their eyes and held hands in a large circle. Elertwo Alsatian dogs sitting in one
corner of the room seemed calmer.



“Dear Lady, when | look at the cars, the shop wimglathe people oblivious to everyone
else, when | look at all the buildings and the nmoeats, | see in them your absence.
Make us capable of bringing you back.”

The group continued as one: “Dear Lady, we recagypaur presence in the difficulties
we are experiencing. Help us not to give up. Halpauthink of you with tranquility and
determination, even when it is hard to acceptwetove you.”

| noticed that everyone there was wearing the ssymiol

somewhere on their clothing. Sometimes it was énftiim of a brooch, or a metal badge,
or a piece of embroidery, or was even drawn orfahgac with a pen.

“I would like to dedicate tonight to the man sigion my right. He sat down beside me
because he wanted to protect me.”

How did he know that?

“He’s a good man. He knows that love transforms lamallows himself to be
transformed by love. He still carries much of hisgonal history in his soul, but he is
continually trying to free himself from it, whick ivhy he stayed with us tonight. He is
the husband of the woman we all know, the woman Mfiane a relic as proof of her
friendship and as a talisman.”

Mikhail took out the piece of bloodstained clotldgut it down in front of him.

“This is part of the unknown soldier’s shirt. Be#dne died, he said to the woman: ‘Cut
up my clothes and distribute the pieces among thwbsebelieve in death and who, for
that reason, are capable of living as if today wkedr last day on earth. Tell those people
that | have just seen the face of God; tell themtomde afraid, but not to grow
complacent either. Seek the one truth, which iglawe in accordance with its laws.”

They all gazed reverently at the piece of cloth.

“We were born into a time of revolt. We pour alr@nthusiasm into it, we risk our lives
and our youth, and suddenly, we feel afraid, aad ithitial joy gives way to the real
challenges: weariness, monotony, doubts aboutwarabilities. We notice that some of
our friends have already given up. We are obligecbinfront loneliness, to cope with
sharp bends in the road, to suffer a few falls wibthone near to help us, and we end up
asking ourselves if it's worth all that effort.”

Mikhail paused.



“Itis. And we will carry on, knowing that our squdven though it is eternal, is at this
moment caught in the web of time, with all its ogpaities and limitations. We will, as
far as possible, free ourselves from this web. Wthenproves impossible and we return
to the story we were told, we will nevertheless eatber our battles and be ready to
resume the struggle as soon as the conditionsgirte Amen.”

“Amen,” echoed the others.
“I need to talk to the Lady,” said the fair youngumwith the Mohawk.
“Not tonight. I'm tired.”

There was a general murmur of disappointment. @rtllose people at the Armenian
restaurant, they knew Mikhail’s story and knew dlibe presence he felt by his side. He
got up and went into the kitchen to get a glassatkr. | went with him.

| asked how they had come by that apartment, arekplained that in French law
anyone can legally move into a building that is loeihg used by its owner. It was, in
short, a squat.

| began to be troubled by the thought that Marieide waiting up for me. Mikhail
took my arm.

“You said today that you were going to the steppksay this one more time: Please,
take me with you. | need to go back to my courgren if only for a short time, but |
haven’'t any money. | miss my people, my mother frignds. | could say, ‘The voice
tells me that you will need me,” but that wouldbé true: you could find Esther easily
enough and without any help at all. But | needrduasion of energy from my homeland.”

“I can give you the money for a return ticket.”

“I know you can, but I'd like to be there with yaio, go with you to the village where
she’s living, to feel the wind on my face, to hgtu along the road that will lead you
back to the woman you love. She was—and still isp+#mportant to me. | learned so
much from the changes she went through, from higreknation, and | want to go on
learning. Do you remember me talking once abouérmipted stories’? | would like to
be by your side right up until the moment we relehhouse. That way, | will have lived
through to the end this period of your—and my—Iif¢hen we reach her house, | will
leave you alone.”

| didn’t know what to say. I tried to talk aboutnsething else and asked about the people
in the living room.

“They’re people who are afraid of ending up likeuygeneration, a generation that
dreamed it could revolutionize the world, but endedjiving in to ‘reality.” We pretend
to be strong because we're weak. There are stijl @few of us, very few, but I think



that’s only a passing phase; people can’t go oridieg themselves forever. Now what's
your answer to my question?”

“Mikhail, you know how much | want to free mysetbfn my personal history. If you
had asked me a while ago, | would have found itlmmore comfortable, more
convenient even, to travel with you, since you krntbe/country, the customs, and the
possible dangers. Now, though, | feel that | shoalbdup Ariadne’s thread into a ball and
escape from the labyrinth | got myself into, anatthshould do this alone. My life has
changed; | feel as if | were ten or even twentyygaunger, and that in itself is enough
for me to want to set off in search of adventure.”

“When will you leave?”
“As soon as | get my visa. In two or three daysidi”

“May the Lady go with you. The voice is saying titas the right moment. If you change
your mind, let me know.”

| walked past the group of people lying on the floeady to go to sleep. On the way
home, it occurred to me that life was a much moyéuj thing than | had thought it

would be at my age: it's always possible to go hadBeing young and crazy again. |
was so focused on the present moment that | wasised when | saw that people didn’t
recoil from me as | passed, didn’t fearfully lovtkeir eyes. No one even noticed me, but
| liked the idea. This city was once again the aibput which Henry IV had said, when
he was accused of betraying his Protestant religyomarrying a Catholic, “Paris is well
worth a mass.”

It was worth much more than that. | could see ag@Ireligious massacres, the
bloodlettings, the kings, the queens, the musethes;astles, the tortured artists, the
drunken writers, the philosophers who took theindiwes, the soldiers who plotted to
conquer the world, the traitors who, with a gestbreught down a whole dynasty, the
stories that had once been forgotten and were eovembered and retold.

For the first time in ages, | arrived home andridlimmediately go over to the computer
to find out if anyone had e-mailed me, if there wame pressing matter requiring urgent
action: nothing was that urgent. | didn’t go inb@ tbedroom to see if Marie was asleep
either, because | knew she would only be pretentdirsieep.

| didn’t turn on the TV to watch the late-night nevibecause the news was exactly the
same news | used to listen to as a child: one cpuwvds threatening another country;
someone had betrayed someone else; the econonyoimgsbadly; some grand passion
had come to an end; Israel and Palestine had fafest fifty long years, to reach an
agreement; another bomb had exploded; a hurricadéelft thousands of people
homeless.



| remembered that the major networks that morrnagjng no terrorist attacks to report,
had all chosen as their main item a rebellion iitiH&hat did | care about Haiti? What
difference would that make to my life or to thathoy wife, to the price of bread in Paris,
to Mikhail's tribe? How could | have spent five mites of my precious life listening to
someone talking about the rebels and the presidetthing the usual scenes of street
protests being repeated over and over, and bepuytesl as if it were a great event in the
history of humanity—a rebellion in Haiti! And | haavallowed it whole! | had watched
until the end! Stupid people really should be isktieir own special identity cards
because they are the ones who feed the colledtipaigy.

| opened the window and let in the icy night aitodk off my clothes and told myself
that | could withstand the cold. | stood there, thinking anything, just aware of my feet
on the floor, my eyes fixed on the Eiffel Tower, ears hearing barking dogs, police
sirens, and conversations | couldn’t quite underkta

| was not |, | was nothing—and that seemed to meanarvelous.

Y ou seem strange.”

“What do you mean ‘strange’?”
“You seem sad.”
“I'm not sad. I'm happy.”

“You see? Even your tone of voice is false: yosae about me, but you don’t dare say
anything.”

“Why should | be sad?”

“Because | came home late last night and | waskdrdau haven’t even asked me where
| went.”

“I'm not interested.”

“Why aren’t you interested? | told you | was gomg with Mikhail, didn’t 1?”
“Didn’t you go out with him, then?”

“Yes, | did.”

“So what's there to ask?”



“Don’t you think that when your boyfriend, whom yaclaim you love, comes home late,
you should at least try to find out what happened?”

“All right, then, what happened?”

“Nothing. | went out with Mikhail and some of higends.”
“Fine.”

“Do you believe me?”

“Of course | do.”

“I don’t think you love me anymore. You're not jeak. You don’t care. Do | normally
get back home at two in the morning?”

“Didn’t you say you were a free man?”

“And | am.”

“In that case, it's normal that you should get bhokne at two in the morning and do
whatever you want to do. If | were your mother, el worried, but you’re a grown-up,
aren’t you? You men should stop behaving as ifwanted the women in your life to
treat you like children.”

“I don’t mean that kind of worried. I'm talking abbjealousy.”

“Would you prefer it if | made a scene right nowgo breakfast?”

“No, don't do that, the neighbors will hear.”

“I don’t care about the neighbors. | won’'t makecarse because | don't feel like it. It's
been hard for me, but I've finally accepted what yold me in Zagreb, and I'm trying to
get used to the idea. Meanwhile, if it makes yopgyal can always pretend to be jealous,

angry, crazy, or whatever.”

“As | said, you seem strange. I'm beginning to khiim not important in your life
anymore.”

“And I'm beginning to think you've forgotten therea journalist waiting for you in the
sitting room, who is quite possibly listening tor@enversation.”



/ \h, the journalist. | go on automatic pilot, becaukeow what questions he will ask.
| know how the interview will begin (“Let’s talk @oit your new novel. What's the main

message?”), and | know how | will respond (“If Imtad to put across a message, I'd
write a single sentence, not a book.”).

| know he’ll ask me what | feel about the critieg)o are usually very hard on my work. |
know that he will end by asking: “And have you ablg started writing a new book?
What projects are you working on now?” To whichill vespond: “That’s a secret.”
The interview begins as expected:

“Let’s talk about your new book. What's the mainssage?”

“If | wanted to put across a message, I'd writengle sentence, not a book.”

“And why do you write?”

“Because that’'s my way of sharing my feelings vathers.”

This phrase is also part of my automatic pilotgtout | stop and correct myself:

“Although that particular story could be told irdéferent way.”

“In a different way? Do you mean you're not happytvA Time to Rend and a Time to
Sewp”

“No, on the contrary, I'm very pleased with the kpbut I'm not so pleased with the
answer I've just given you. Why do | write? Thelraaswer is this: | write because |
want to be loved.”

The journalist eyed me suspiciously: What kind afifession was this?

“ write because when | was an adolescent, | wateas at football, | didn’t have a car or
much of an allowance, and | was pretty much of adve

| was making a huge effort to keep talking. Thevaysation with Marie had reminded
me of a past that no longer made any sense; | ddedalk about my real personal
history, in order to become free of it. | went on:

“I didn’t wear trendy clothes either. That's alktlyirls in my class were interested in, and
so they just ignored me. At night, when my friemase out with their girlfriends, | spent
my free time creating a world in which | could beplpy: my companions were writers
and their books. One day, | wrote a poem for onth@firls in the street where | lived. A



friend found the poem in my room and stole it, aretn we were all together, he showed
it to the entire class. Everyone laughed. Theyghbit was ridiculous—I was in love!

“The only one who didn’t laugh was the girl | wrdtee poem for. The following evening,
when we went to the theater, she managed to firgghso that she sat next to me, and she
held my hand. We left the theater hand in handrd s ugly, puny, untrendy me
strolling along with the girl all the boys in thiass fancied.”

| paused. It was as if | were going back into thstpto the moment when her hand
touched mine and changed my life.

“And all because of a poem,” | went on. “A poemikd me that by writing and
revealing my invisible world, | could compete oruabterms with the visible world of
my classmates: physical strength, fashionable etbars, being good at sports.”

The journalist was slightly surprised, and | wasremore surprised. He managed to
compose himself, though, and asked:

“Why do you think the critics are so hard on yowri?”

My automatic pilot would normally reply: “You jusiave to read the biography of any
writer from the past who is now considered a ctassiot that I'm comparing myself

with them, you understand—to see how implacable tn#ics were then. The reason is
simple: Critics are extremely insecure, they dogilly know what's going on, they’re
democrats when it comes to politics, but fascigtemit comes to culture. They believe
that people are perfectly capable of choosing wdwems them, but have no idea when it
comes to choosing films, books, music.”

| had abandoned my automatic pilot again, knowirlpwell that the journalist was
unlikely to publish my response.

“Have you ever heard of the law of Jante?”
“No, | haven't,” he said.

“Well, it’'s been in existence since the beginnirigigilization, but it was only officially
set down in 1933 by a Danish writer. In the sm@alr of Jante, the powers that be came
up with ten commandments telling people how theyukhbehave, and it seems to exist
not only in Jante, but everywhere else too. Ifd kmsum it up in one sentence, I'd say:
‘Mediocrity and anonymity are the safest choiceudfi opt for them, you’ll never face
any major problems in life. But if you try to befdrent...”

“I'd like to know what these Jante commandments’aad the journalist, who seemed
genuinely interested.

“I don’t have them here, but | can summarize if yiga.”



| went over to my computer and printed out a cosddrand edited version.

“You are nobody, never even dare to think that keow more than we do. You are of no
importance, you can do nothing right, your workiso significance, but as long as you
never challenge us, you will live a happy life. Alys take what we say seriously and
never laugh at our opinions.”

The journalist folded up the piece of paper anditpuathis pocket.

“You're right. If you're a nobody, if your work haso impact, then it deserves to be
praised. If, however, you climb out of that statenediocrity and are a success, then
you're defying the law and deserve to be punished.”

| was so pleased that he had reached this conolosidis own.

“And it isn’t only the critics who say that,” | add. “More people, far more people than
you might think, say exactly the same thing.”

L ater that afternoon, | rang Mikhail's cell phonemher:

“Let’s travel to Kazakhstan together.”

He didn’t seem in the least surprised; he merenkied me and asked what had made me
change my mind.

“For two years, my life has consisted of nothing the Zahir. Since | met you, I've been
following a long-forgotten path, an abandoned rajvrack with grass growing between
the rails, but which can still be used by trainsaven’t yet reached the final station, so |
have no way of stopping along the way.”

He asked me if | had managed to get a visa. | engithat the Favor Bank had once
again come to my aid: a Russian friend had phomeditfriend, who was the director of
a major newspaper company in Kazakhstan. She hatkpithe ambassador in Paris, and
the visa would be ready that afternoon.

“When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow. In order to buy the tickets, | just nededknow your real name; the travel
agent is on the other line now.”

“Before you hang up, I'd just like to say one thihgeally liked what you said about the
distance between the tracks and what you saichpstabout the abandoned railway line,



but | don’t think that's why you're asking me torae with you. | think it's because of
something you wrote once, and which | know by heéour wife was always quoting
these lines, and what they say is far more romahndic that business about the Favor
Bank:

A warrior of light knows that he has much to betghal for.

He was helped in his struggle by the angelestial forces placed each thing in its
place, thus allowing him to give of his best. Tisawhy, at sunset, he kneels and gives
thanks for the Protective Cloak surrounding him.

His companions say: “He’s so lucky!” But heokvs that “luck” is knowing to look
around him and to see where his friends are, beadauss through their words that the
angels were able to make themselves heard.

“I don’'t always remember what | wrote, but thanluyfor that. Now | just need your
name to give to the travel agent.”

I t takes twenty minutes for the taxi company to arstve phone. An irritated voice

tells me I'll have to wait another half an hour. fidaseems happy in her exuberantly sexy
black dress, and | think of the Armenian restaussnat the man who admitted to feeling
aroused by the thought that his wife was desiredtbgr men. | know that all the women
at the gala supper will be wearing outfits desigteenhake their breasts and curves the
center of attention, and that their husbands ofrlemds, knowing that their wives or
girlfriends are desired by other men, will thinkll'right, have a good look, but keep

your distance, because she’s with me, she’s mimebétter than you are, because | have
something you'd all like to have.”

I’'m not going to be doing any business, I’'m notrgpto be signing contracts or giving
interviews; | am merely attending a ceremony, fgagea deposit made into my account
at the Favor Bank. | will sit next to someone bgrat supper, someone who will ask me
where | find the inspiration for my books. Nexte, on the other side, a pair of breasts
will perhaps be on show, possibly belonging touie of a friend, and | will constantly
have to stop myself glancing down because, if leden for a second, she will tell her
husband that | was coming on to her. While we ¥egaithe taxi, | draw up a list of
possible topics of conversation:

1. (a) Comments about people’s appearance: “You'rkihgpvery elegant.” “What
a beautiful dress.” “Your skin’s looking fabulous¥’hen they go back home,
they’'ll say how badly dressed everyone was and iidiey looked.



2. (b) Recent holidays: “You must visit Aruba, it'sitastic.” “There’s nothing like
a summer night in Cancun, sipping a martini bysbashore.” In fact, no one
enjoys themselves very much on these holidays,jtist\experience a sense of
freedom for a few days and feel obliged to enj@ntkelves because they spent
all that money.

3. (c) More holidays, this time to places which theglffree to criticize: “l was in
Rio de Janeiro recently—such a violent city.” “Tipaverty in the streets of
Calcutta is really shocking.” They only went togkeplaces in order to feel
powerful while they were there and privileged whieey came back to the mean
reality of their little lives, where at least thaseno poverty or violence.

4. (d) New therapies: “Just one week of drinking wigeas juice really improves
the texture of your hair.” “I spent two days atpa $n Biarritz; the water there
opens the pores and eliminates toxins.” The follmuveek, they will discover
that wheatgrass has absolutely no special propeatid that any old hot water
will open the pores and eliminate toxins.

5. (e) Other people: “I haven't seen so-and-so in-agekat’s he up to?” “I
understand that what’s-her-name is in financidialifties and has had to sell her
apartment.” They can talk about the people who wienevited to the party in
guestion, they can criticize all they like, as l@awthey end by saying, with an
innocent, pitying air: “Still, he/she’s a wonderfugrson.”

6. (f) A few little complaints about life, just to adévor to the evening: “l wish
something new would happen in my life.” “I'm so wied about my children,
they never listen to proper music or read progerdiure.” They wait for
comments from other people with the same probleditlaen feel less alone and
leave the party happy.

7. (g) At intellectual gatherings, like the one thiering, we will discuss the
Middle East conflict, the problem of Islamism, tagst exhibition, the latest
philosophy guru, the fantastic book that no onelessd of, the fact that music
isn't what it used to be; we will offer our intglent, sensible opinions, which run
completely counter to our real feelings—becausealvienow how much we hate
having to go to those exhibitions, read those urai®e books, or see those dreary
films, just so that we will have something to talixout on nights like tonight.

The taxi arrives, and while we are being drivethiovenue | add another very personal
item to my list: | complain to Marie about how mudoathe these suppers. She reminds
me—and it's true—that | always enjoy myself in #red and have a really good time.

We enter one of Paris’s most elegant restauramntfr@ad for a room reserved for the
event—a presentation of a literary prize for whiehas one of the judges. Everyone is
standing around talking; some people say helloathdrs merely look at me and make
some comment to each other; the organizer of tize ppmes over to me and introduces
me to the people who are there, always with theesantating words: “You know who
this gentleman is, of course.” Some people giveitesof recognition, others merely
smile and don’t recognize me at all, but pretenkiniow who | am, because to admit



otherwise would be to accept that the world thelpri@ag in doesn’t exist, and that they
are failing to keep up with the things that matter.

| remember the tribe of the previous night andkhstupid people should all be
marooned on a ship on the high seas and forcettitadgparties night after night, being
endlessly introduced to people for several months| they finally manage to remember
who is who.

| draw up a catalog of the kind of people who attements like this. Ten percent are
Members, the decision makers, who came out totigbause of some debt they owe to
the Favor Bank, but who always have an eye opearfgthing that might be of benefit to
their work—how to make money, where to invest. Thag soon tell whether or not an
event is going to prove profitable or not, and they always the first to leave the party;
they never waste their time.

Two percent are the Talents, who really do haveoesing future; they have already
managed to ford a few rivers, have just become ewhthe existence of the Favor Bank
and are all potential customers; they have impogarvices to offer, but are not as yet in
a position to make decisions. They are nice toymrex because they don’t know who
exactly they are talking to, and they are more aepérded than the Members, because,
for them, any road might lead somewhere.

Three percent are what | call the Tupamaros—in lyanta the former Uruguayan
guerrilla group. They have managed to infiltratis frarty and are mad for any kind of
contact; they’re not sure whether to stay or togdo another party that is taking place at
the same time; they are anxious; they want to dhowtalented they are, but they
weren’t invited, they haven't scaled the first mtains, and as soon as the other guests
figure this out, they immediately withdraw any atien they have been paying them.

The last eighty-five percent are the Trays. | ttadim this because, just as no party can
exist without that particular utensil, so no eveau exist without these guests. The Trays
don’t really know what is going on, but they knavg important to be there; they are on
the guest list drawn up by the promoters becawssubcess of something like this also
depends on the number of people who come. Thegllaeg-something-or-other-
important—ex-bankers, ex-directors, the ex-hushdrsbme famous woman, the ex-wife
of some man now in a position of power. They aent®in a country where the
monarchy no longer exists, princesses and marcssasenho live by renting out their
castles. They go from one party to the next, frova supper to the next—don’t they ever
get sick of it, | wonder?

When | commented on this recently to Marie, shd Hat just as some people are
addicted to work, so others are addicted to furihBpoups are equally unhappy,
convinced that they are missing something, but ken@bgive up their particular vice.

A pretty young blonde comes over while I'm talkitogone of the organizers of a
conference on cinema and literature and tells merach she enjoyed Time to Rend



and a Time to Sevehe’s from one of the Baltic countries, she sags, works in film.

She is immediately identified by the group as admaro, because while appearing to be
interested in one thing (me), she is, in fact,regéed in something else (the organizers of
the conference). Despite having made this almdstrgivable gaffe, there is still a
chance that she might be an inexperienced Talé&etofganizer of the conference asks
what she means by “working in film.” The young wamexplains that she writes film
reviews for a newspaper and has published a bob&#cinema? No, about her life—
her short, dull life, I imagine).

She then commits the cardinal sin of jumping the gad asking if she could be invited
to this year’s event. The organizer explains thatwwoman who publishes my books in
that same Baltic country, an influential and hardig woman (and very pretty too, |
think to myself), has already been invited. Thegtsuie talking to me; the Tupamaro
lingers for a few more minutes, not knowing whas#y, then moves off.

Given that it's a literary prize, most of the gesinight—Tupamaros, Talents, and
Trays—belong to the world of the arts. The Membensthe other hand, are either
sponsors or people connected with foundationssigport museums, classical music
concerts, and promising young artists. After vasioanversations about which of the
candidates for the prize that night had appliedtrposssure in order to win, the master of
ceremonies mounts the stage, asks everyone tthaikelaces at the tables (we all sit
down), makes a few jokes (it's part of the ritiad we all laugh), and says that the
winners will be announced between the entrée amfirdt course.

| am at the head table; this allows me to keepl'tiags at a safe distance, and also means
that | don’t have to bother with any enthusiastid gelf-interested Talents. | am seated
between the female director of a car-manufactuiing, which is sponsoring the party,
and an heiress who has decided to invest in anmysurprise, neither of them is

wearing a dress with a provocative décolletage.dther guests at our table are the
director of a perfumery; an Arab prince (who waslaitess passing through Paris and
was pounced on by one of the promoters to addrltstbe event); an Israeli banker who
collects fourteenth-century manuscripts; the maganizer of tonight’s event; the French
consul to Monaco; and a blonde woman whose predereel can't quite fathom,

although | suspect she might be the organizer's mestress.

| have to keep putting on my glasses and surrepsty reading the names of the people
on either side of me (I ought to be marooned onithaginary ship and invited to this
same party dozens of times until | have memorihedchames of all the guests). Marie, as
protocol demands, has been placed at another &bieeone, at some point in history,
decided that at formal suppers couples should awayseated separately, thus leaving it
open to doubt whether the person beside us is edlagingle, or married but available.

Or perhaps someone thought that if a couple wexkeddogether, they would simply talk
to each other; but, in that case, why go out—wlkeg t&taxi and go to the supper in the
first place?



As foreseen in my list of possible conversationgids, we begin with cultural small
talk—isn’t that a marvelous exhibition, wasn't ttzat intelligent review.... | would like
to concentrate on the entrée—caviar with salmonegygg—but | am constantly
interrupted by the usual questions about how my Inewk is doing, where | find my
inspiration, whether I’'m working on a new projeetzeryone seems very cultured,
everyone manages to mention—as if by chance, akesdsome famous person who
also happens to be a close friend. Everyone caakspgently about the current state of
politics or about the problems facing culture.

“Why don’'t we talk about something else?”

The question slips out inadvertently. Everyonéhattable goes quiet. After all, it is
extremely rude to interrupt other people and watgkto draw attention to oneself. It
seems, however, that last night’s tour of the sdre€Paris in the guise of a beggar has
caused some irreparable damage, which meansdahatrio longer stand such
conversations.

“We could talk about thacomodadorthe moment in our lives when we decide to
abandon our desires and make do, instead, with whave.”

No one seems very interested. | decide to charegsubject.

“We could talk about the importance of forgettiihg story we've been told and trying to
live an entirely different story. Try doing sometgidifferent every day—Ilike talking to
the person at the next table to you in a restapvasiting a hospital, putting your foot in
a puddle, listening to what another person haaypalowing the energy of love to flow
freely, instead of putting it in a jug and standinip a corner.”

“Are you talking about adultery?” asks the direabthe perfumery.

“No, | mean allowing yourself to be the instrumehtove, not its master, being with
someone because you really want to be, not becamsention obliges you to be.”

With great delicacy, and just a touch of irony, Brench consul to Monaco assures me
that all the people around our table are, of cquesercising that right and freedom.
Everyone agrees, although no one believes thatuts

“Sex!” cries the blonde woman whose role that engmo one has quite identified.
“Why don’t we talk about sex? It's much more insgneg and much less complicated!”

At least her remark is spontaneous. One of the wasiteng next to me gives a wry
laugh, but I applaud.

“Sex is certainly more interesting, but I'm noteui's a different topic of conversation.
Besides, it's no longer forbidden to talk about.5ex



“It's also in extremely bad taste,” says one of meyghbors.

“May we know whais forbidden?” asks the organizer, who is startintgts
uncomfortable.

“Well, money, for example. All of us around thidla have money, or pretend that we do.
We assume we’ve been invited here because wehefamous, and influential. But have
any of us ever thought of using this kind of eventind out what everyone actually earns?
Since we’'re all so sure of ourselves, so importah; don’t we look at our world as it is
and not as we imagine it to be?”

“What are you getting at?” asks the director of¢chemanufacturing firm.

“It's a long story. | could start by talking abddans and Fritz sitting in a bar in Tokyo
and go on to mention a Mongolian nomad who sayseesl to forget who we think we
are in order to become who we really are.”

“You've lost me.”

“That’s my fault. | didn’t really explain. But lex’get down to the nitty-gritty: I'd like to
know how much everyone here earns, what it meamapney terms, to be sitting at the
head table.”

There is a momentary silence—my gamble is not gpgih The other people around the
table are looking at me with startled eyes: askibgut someone’s financial situation is a
bigger taboo than sex, more frowned upon than gsiout betrayals, corruption, or
parliamentary intrigues.

However, the Arab prince—perhaps because he’s bmyed these receptions and
banquets with their empty chatter, perhaps bectaderery day he has been told by his
doctor that he is going to die, or perhaps for sother reason—decides to answer my
guestion:

“l earn about twenty thousand euros a month, dapgrah the amount approved by the
parliament in my country. That bears no relatiowtat | spend, though, because | have
an unlimited so-called entertainment allowanceothrer words, | am here courtesy of the
embassy’s car and chauffeur; the clothes I'm wegliglong to the government; and
tomorrow | will be traveling to another Europeamuotyy in a private jet, with the cost of
pilot, fuel, and airport taxes deducted from tHedveance.”

And he concludes:

“Apparent reality is not an exact science.”



If the prince can speak so frankly, and given Hwais, hierarchically, the most important
person at the table, the others cannot possiblyaenars him by remaining silent. They
are going to have to participate in the game, thestion, and the embarrassment.

“I don’t know exactly how much | earn,” says th@anizer, one of the Favor Bank’s
classic representatives, known to some as a lobBgsmewhere in the region of ten
thousand euros a month, but I, too, have an emtaréat allowance from the various
organizations | head. | can deduct everything—stgpenches, hotels, air tickets,
sometimes even clothes—although | don’t have aapeijet.”

The wine has run out; he signals to a waiter andytasses are refilled. Now it was the
turn of the director of the car-manufacturing finwho, initially, had hated the idea of
talking about money, but who now seems to be rahgrying herself.

“I reckon | earn about the same, and have the sartmaited entertainment allowance.”

One by one, everyone confessed how much they earhedanker was the richest of
them all, with ten million euros a year, as welsagres in his bank that were constantly
increasing in value.

When it came to the turn of the young blonde womvao had not been introduced to
anyone, she refused to answer:

“That’s part of my secret garden. It's nobody’s iness but mine.”
“Of course it isn’t, but we're just playing a garhsaid the organizer.

The woman refused to join in, and by doing so, gdilcerself on a higher level than
everyone else: after all, she was the only oneegroup who had secrets. However, by
placing herself on a higher level, she only sucedad earning everyone else’s scorn.
Afraid of feeling humiliated by her miserable sglashe had, by acting all mysterious,
managed to humiliate everyone else, not realiZiag most of the people there lived
permanently poised on the edge of the abyss, yitlependent on those entertainment
allowances that could vanish overnight.

The question inevitably came around to me.

“It depends. In a year when | publish a new boatquld earn five million euros. If |
don’t publish a book, then | earn about two millfoom royalties on existing titles.”

“You only asked the question so that you couldlsay much you earned,” said the
young woman with the “secret garden.” “No one’s regsed.”

She had realized that she had made a wrong moler @ar and was now trying to
correct the situation by going on the attack.



“On the contrary,” said the prince. “I would hawgected a leading author like yourself
to be far wealthier.”

A point to me. The blonde woman would not openrheuth again all night.

The conversation about money broke a series obwlgven that how much people earn
was the biggest of them all. The waiter began feapmore frequently, the bottles of
wine began to be emptied with incredible speedetheee-cum-organizer rather tipsily
mounted the stage, announced the winner, prestdmgatize, and immediately rejoined
the conversation, which had carried on even thqgiiteness demands that we keep
guiet when someone else is talking. We discussed wa did with our money (this
consisted mostly of buying “free time,” traveling;, practicing a sport).

| thought of changing tack and asking them whatllahfuneral they would like—death
was as big a taboo as money—nbut the atmosphersaasoyant and everyone was so
full of talk that | decided to say nothing.

“You're all talking about money, but you don’t knamhat money is,” said the banker.
“Why do people think that a bit of colored papeplastic card, or a coin made out of
fifth-rate metal has any value? Worse still, didiymow that your money, your millions
of dollars, are nothing but electronic impulses?”

Of course we did.

“Once, wealth was what these ladies are wearingvént on. “Ornaments made from
rare materials that were easy to transport, cant,share out. Pearls, nuggets of gold,
precious stones. We all carried our wealth in @élasgplace. Such things were, in turn,
exchanged for cattle or grain, because no one vaala the street carrying cattle or
sacks of grain. The funny thing is that we stilhee like some primitive tribe—we wear
our ornaments to show how rich we are, even thougbften have more ornaments than
money.”

“It's the tribal code,” | said. “In my day, youngpple wore their hair long, whereas
nowadays they all go in for body piercing. It helpem identify like-minded people,
even though it can’t buy anything.”

“Can our electronic impulses buy one extra hodife? No. Can they buy back those
loved ones who have departed? No. Can they buytove

“They can certainly buy love,” said the directortbé car-manufacturing firm in an
amused tone of voice.

Her eyes, however, betrayed a terrible sadnebsupght of Esther and of what | had said
to the journalist in the interview | had given timabrning. We rich, powerful, intelligent
people knew that, deep down, we had acquired edlettornaments and credit cards only
in order to find love and affection and to be wstimeone who loved us.



“Not always,” said the director of the perfumeny;ring to look at me.

“No, you're right, not always. After all, my wifeft me, and I'm a wealthy man. But
almost always. By the way, does anyone at thigtlbbw how many cats and how many
lampposts there are on the back of a ten-doll&?”bil

No one knew and no one was interested. The comatenit love had completely spoiled

the jolly atmosphere, and we went back to talkibgua literary prizes, exhibitions, the
latest film, and the play that was proving to belsan unexpected success.

I I ow was it on your table?”

“Oh, the usual.”

“Well, | managed to spark an interesting discussibout money, but, alas, it ended in
tragedy.”

“When do you leave?”

“I have to leave here at half past seven in theningr Since you're flying to Berlin, we
could share a taxi.”

“Where are you going?”

“You know where I'm going. You haven't asked mef pau know.”

“Yes, | know.”

“Just as you know that we’re saying goodbye at\ibry moment.”

“We could go back to the time when we first meman in emotional tatters over
someone who had left him, and a woman madly in \@xie her neighbor. | could repeat
what | said to you once: ‘I'm going to fight to théter end.” Well, | fought and I lost,

and now I'll just have to lick my wounds and ledve.

“I fought and lost as well. I'm not trying to seyw what was rent. Like you, | want to
fight to the bitter end.”

“I suffer every day, did you know that? I've bearifering for months now, trying to
show you how much I love you, how things are ontportant when you’re by my side.
But now, whether | suffer or not, I've decided tleabugh is enough. It's over. I'm tired.
After that night in Zagreb, | lowered my guard aaid to myself: If the blow comes, it



comes. It can lay me out on the canvas, it canlknoe out cold, but one day I'll
recover.”

“You'll find someone else.”

“Of course | will: I'm young, pretty, intelligentesirable, but will I experience all the
things | experienced with you?”

“You'll experience different emotions and, you knaalthough you may not believe it, |
loved you while we were together.”

“I'm sure you did, but that doesn’t make it any tess painful. We'll leave in separate
taxis tomorrow. | hate goodbyes, especially ataigpor train stations.”

THE RETURN TO ITHACA

We’ll sleep here tonight and, tomorrow, we’ll conténon horseback. My car can’t
cope with the sand of the steppes.”

We were in a kind of bunker, which looked like daérom the Second World War. A
man, with his wife and his granddaughter, welcom&ednd showed us a simple, but
spotlessly clean room.

Dos went on:
“And don’t forget to choose a name.”
“I don’t think that's necessary,” said Mikhail.

“Of course it is,” insisted Dos. “I was with hisfeirecently. | know how she thinks, I
know what she has learned, | know what she exgects.

Dos’s voice was simultaneously firm and gentle.,Yegould choose a name, | would do
exactly as he suggested; | would continue to disoay personal history and, instead,
embark on my personal legend—even if only out efeshiredness.

| was exhausted. The previous night | had sleptviorhours at most: my body had still
not adjusted to the enormous time difference. ldraded in Almaty at about eleven
o’clock at night local time, when in France it wasy six o’clock in the evening.

Mikhail had left me at the hotel and | had dozedddit, then woken up in the small
hours. | had looked out at the lights below andigia how in Paris it would just be time
to go out to supper. | was hungry and asked roomcgeif they could send me up



something to eat: “Of course we can, sir, but yeally must try to sleep; if you don't,
your body will stay stuck on its European timetdble

For me, the worst possible torture is not being ablsleep. | ate a sandwich and decided
to go for a walk. | asked the receptionist my ugpadstion: “Is it dangerous to go

walking at this hour?” He told me it wasn’t, andiset off down the empty streets,
narrow alleyways, broad avenues; it was a city ikg other, with its neon signs, the
occasional passing police car, a beggar here,stifote there. | had to keep repeating out
loud: “I'm in Kazakhstan!” If | didn’t, | would endip thinking | was merely in some
unfamiliar quarter of Paris.

“I'm in Kazakhstan!” | said to the deserted citydaa voice replied:
“Of course you are.”

| jJumped. A man was sitting close by, on a benca sguare at dead of night, with his
backpack by his side. He got up and introduced élinas Jan, from Holland, adding:

“And | know why you're here.”

Was he a friend of Mikhail’'s? Or was | being folles/by the secret police?
“Why am | here, then?”

“Like me, you've traveled from Istanbul, followintbe Silk Road.”

| gave a sigh of relief, and decided to continuedbnversation.

“On foot? As | understand it, that means crossiregwhole of Asia.”

“It's something | needed to do. | was dissatisfigth my life. I've got money, a wife,
children, | own a hosiery factory in Rotterdam. Bdime, | knew what | was fighting
for—my family’s stability. Now I'm not so sure. Exghing that once made me happy
just bores me, leaves me cold. For the sake of mnyiage, the love of my children, and
my enthusiasm for my work, | decided to take twanths off just for myself, and to take
a long look at my life. And it's working.”

“I've been doing the same thing these last few menére there a lot of pilgrims like
you?”

“Lots of them. Loads. It can be dangerous, becthseolitical situation in some of these
countries is very tricky indeed, and they hate \&iesrs. But we get by. | think that, as a
pilgrim, you'll always be treated with respect,l@sg as you can prove you're not a spy.
But | gather from what you say that you have ddfdgireasons for being here. What
brings you to Almaty?”



“The same thing as you. | came to reach the erdpairticular road. Couldn’t you sleep
either?”

“I've just woken up. The earlier | set out, the ma@hance | have of getting to the next
town; if not, I'll have to spend the night in theézing cold steppes, with that constant
wind blowing.”

“Have a good journey, then.”

“No, stay a while. | need to talk, to share my elgees. Most of the other pilgrims
don’t speak English.”

And he started telling me about his life, whileiétl to remember what | knew about the
Silk Road, the old commercial route that conne&ecbpe with the countries of the East.
The traditional route started in Beirut, passedulgh Antioch and went all the way to the
shores of the Yangtse in China; but in Central Adteecame a kind of web, with roads
heading off in all directions, which allowed foetlestablishment of trading posts, which,
in time, became towns, which were later destroydahittles between rival tribes, rebuilt
by the inhabitants, destroyed, and rebuilt agalthcdigh almost everything passed along
that route—qgold, strange animals, ivory, seedstipal ideas, refugees from civil wars,
armed bandits, private armies to protect the carsvailk was the rarest and most
coveted item. It was thanks to one of these braoads that Buddhism traveled from
China to India.

“I left Antioch with about two hundred dollars inynpocket,” said the Dutchman, having
described mountains, landscapes, exotic tribeseadtkss problems in various countries
with police patrols. “I needed to find out if | waapable of becoming myself again. Do
you know what | mean?”

“Yes, 1 do.”

“I was forced to beg, to ask for money. To my sisgrpeople are much more generous
than | had imagined.”

Beg? | studied his backpack and his clothes tafdemuld spot the symbol of the
tribe—Mikhail’s tribe—but | couldn’t find it.

“Have you ever been to an Armenian restaurant imsPa
“I've been to lots of Armenian restaurants, buterewm Paris.”
“Do you know someone called Mikhail?”

“It's a pretty common name in these parts. If | lidbw a Mikhail, | can’t remember, so
I’'m afraid | can’t help you.”



“No, | don’t need your help. I'm just surprised bgrtain coincidences. It seems there are
a lot of people, all over the world, who are beaogréware of the same thing and acting
in a very similar way.”

“The first thing you feel, when you set out on araey like this, is that you'll never
arrive. Then you feel insecure, abandoned, anddsakgour time thinking about giving
up. But if you can last a week, then you’ll mak&ithe end.”

“I've been wandering like a pilgrim through theesdts of one city, and yesterday |
arrived in a different one. May | bless you?”

He gave me a strange look.
“I'm not traveling for religious reasons. Are yoypaest?”

“No, I'm not a priest, but | feel that | should bieyou. Some things aren’t logical, as you
know.”

The Dutchman called Jan, whom | would never sesmabgawed his head and closed his
eyes. | placed my hands on his shoulders and, inatiye tongue—which he wouldn’t
understand—I prayed that he would reach his degimaafely and leave behind him on
the Silk Road both his sadness and his sensdfthatds meaningless; | prayed, too, that
he would return to his family with shining eyes amith his soul washed clean.

He thanked me, took up his backpack, and headdd dfé direction of China. | went
back to the hotel thinking that | had never, inwhpole life, blessed anyone before. But |
had responded to an impulse, and the impulse \ghs my prayer would be answered.

T he following day, Mikhail turned up with his frien@os, who would accompany us.

Dos had a car, knew my wife, and knew the steppeshe, too, wanted to be there when
| reached the village where Esther was living.

| considered remonstrating with them—first, it Wwagkhail, now it was his friend, and by
the time we finally reached the village, there vebloé a huge crowd following me,
applauding and weeping, waiting to see what woalgplen. But | was too tired to say
anything. The next day, | would remind Mikhail bktpromise he had made, not to allow
any witnesses to that moment.

We got into the car and, for some time, followee 8ilk Road. They asked me if | knew
what it was and | told them that | had met a SitlaR pilgrim the previous night, and
they said that such journeys were becoming morevaaré commonplace and could soon
bring benefits to the country’s tourist industry.



Two hours later, we left the main road and contthal®ng a minor road as far as the
bunker where we are now, eating fish and listetinigne soft wind that blows across the
steppes.

“Esther was very important for me,” Dos explainsywing me a photo of one of his
paintings, which includes one of those pieces obtistained cloth. “l used to dream of
leaving here, like Oleg...”

“You’d better call me Mikhail, otherwise he’ll gebnfused.”

“l used to dream of leaving here, like lots of peomy age. Then one day, Oleg—or,
rather, Mikhail—phoned me. He said that his berteéas had decided to come and live
in the steppes for a while and he wanted me to Ineipl agreed, thinking that here was
my chance and that perhaps | could extract the $awoes from her: a visa, a plane
ticket, and a job in France. She asked me to go két to some remote village that she
knew from an earlier visit.

“I didn’t ask her why, | simply did as she request®n the way, she insisted on going to
the house of a nomad she had visited years béfformy surprise, it was my grandfather
she wanted to see! She was received with the latispthat is typical of the people who
live in this infinite space. My grandfather toldrikat, although she thought she was sad,
her soul was, in fact, happy and free, and love&rgy had begun to flow again. He
assured her that this would have an effect upomvtie world, including her husband.
My grandfather taught her many things about théucelof the steppes, and asked me to
teach her the rest. In the end, he decided that@lld keep her name, even though this
was contrary to tradition.

“And while she learned from my grandfather, | leadrirom her, and realized that |
didn’t need to go far away, as Mikhail had done:mgsion was to be in this empty
space—the steppes—and to understand its colorgamform them into paintings.”

“I don’t quite understand what you mean about tearimy wife. | thought your
grandfather said that we should forget everything.”

“I'll show you tomorrow,” said Dos.

And the following day, he did show me and there nasieed for words. | saw the
endless steppes, which, although they appeareel nothing but desert, were, in fact, full
of life, full of creatures hidden in the low scrdlsaw the flat horizon, the vast empty
space, heard the sound of horses’ hooves, thewindt and then, all around us, nothing,
absolutely nothing. It was as if the world had arothis place to display, at once, its
vastness, its simplicity, and its complexity. Itsaas if we could—and should—become
like the steppes—empty, infinite, and, at the séime, full of life.



| looked up at the blue sky, took off my dark glessand allowed myself to be filled by
that light, by the feeling of being simultaneoustywhere and everywhere. We rode on in
silence, stopping now and then to let the horsied dirom streams that only someone
who knew the place would have been able to finadca®onally, we would see other
horsemen in the distance or shepherds with thekd, framed by the plain and by the
sky.

Where was | going? | hadn’t the slightest idea bdidn’t care. The woman | was

looking for was somewhere in that infinite spaceoulld touch her soul, hear the song
she was singing as she wove her carpets. Now Irstodel why she had chosen this
place: there was nothing, absolutely nothing téracs her attention; it was the emptiness
she had so yearned for. The wind would graduabiyidier pain away. Could she ever
have imagined that one day | would be here, ondl@ask, riding to meet her?

A sense of paradise descends from the skies. Andaware that | am living through an
unforgettable moment in my life; it is the kindakareness we often have precisely
when the magic moment has passed. | am entireby héthout past, without future,
entirely focused on the morning, on the music eftibrses’ hooves, on the gentleness of
the wind caressing my body, on the unexpected gricentemplating sky, earth, men. |
feel a sense of adoration and ecstasy. | am thbfdtfbeing alive. | pray quietly,

listening to the voice of nature, and understandiag the invisible world always
manifests itself in the visible world.

| ask the sky some questions, the same questiosed to ask my mother when | was a
child:

Why do we love certain people and hate others?
Where do we go after we die?
Why are we born if, in the end, we die?

What does God mean?

The steppes respond with the constant sound afithee And that is enough: knowing
that the fundamental questions of life will neveranswered, and that we can,
nevertheless, still go forward.

Mountains loomed on the horizon, and Dos asked s$op. | saw that there was a
stream nearby.



“We’ll camp here.”

We removed the saddlebags from the horses andopheuent. Mikhail started digging a
hole in the ground.

“This is how the nomads used to do it; we dig a&hbll the bottom with stones, put
more stones all around the edge, and that way we d@lace to light a fire without the
wind bothering us.”

To the south, between the mountains and us, a dbddst appeared, which | realized at
once was caused by galloping horses. | pointedbtitiso my two friends, who jumped to
their feet. | could see that they were tense. Thegp exchanged a few words in Russian
and relaxed. Dos went back to putting up the tadtMikhail set about lighting the fire.

“Would you mind telling me what’s going on?” | said

“It may look as if we're surrounded by empty spaung, it can’t have escaped your notice
that we’'ve already seen all kinds of things: shegerivers, tortoises, foxes, and
horsemen. It feels as if we had a clear view @luad us, so where do these people come
from? Where are their houses? Where do they kespflbcks?

“That sense of emptiness is an illusion: we arestantly watching and being watched.
To a stranger who cannot read the signs of th@sg@verything is under control and
the only thing he can see are the horses anddbesriTo those of us who were brought
up here, we can also see the yurts, the circulasd®that blend in with the landscape.
We know how to read what’s going on by observing h@rsemen are moving and in
which direction they’'re heading. In the olden déig, survival of the tribe depended on
that ability, because there were enemies, invadarsgglers.

“And now the bad news: they’'ve found out that weidkng toward the village at the foot
of those mountains and are sending people tohglshaman who sees visions of
children as well as the man who has come to dishelpeace of the foreign woman.”
He gave a loud laugh.

“Just wait a moment and you’ll understand.”

The riders were approaching, and | was soon alded¢avhat was going on.

“It looks very odd to me—a woman being pursued loyaan.”

“It is odd, but it's also part of our lives.”

The woman rode past us, wielding a long whip, &#ydyay of a greeting, gave a shout
and a smile directed at Dos, then started gallopingnd and around the place where we



were setting up camp. The smiling, sweating masyng her gave us a brief greeting
too, all the while trying to keep up with the woman

“Nina shouldn’t be so cruel,” said Mikhail. “Thesho need for all this.”

“It's precisely because there’s no need for it #fa can afford to be cruel,” replied Dos.
“She just has to be beautiful and have a good torse

“But she does this to everyone.”

“l unseated her once,” said Dos proudly.

“The fact that you're speaking English means tloat ywant me to understand.”

The woman was laughing and riding ever fasterjdngghter filled the steppes with joy.

“It's a form of flirtation. It's called Kyz Kuu, ofBring the girl down.” And we’ve all
taken part in it at some time in our childhood outh.”

The man pursuing her was getting closer and clsgnyve could see that his horse
couldn’t take much more.

“Later on, we’'ll talk a bit about Tengri, the culéuof the steppes,” Dos went on. “But
now that you're seeing this, let me just explaimsthing very important. Here, in this
land, the woman is in charge. She comes firsthénetvent of a divorce, she receives half
the dowry back even if she’s the one who wantgtherce. Whenever a man sees a
woman wearing a white turban, that means she’stagnand we, as men, must place
our hand on our heart and bow our head as a siggspéct.”

“But what'’s that got to do with ‘Bring the girl dow?”

“In the village at the foot of the mountains, awpaf men on horseback would have
gathered around this girl; her name is Nina antsghe most desirable girl in the area.
They would have begun playing the game of Kyz Kulbich was thought up in ancient
times, when the women of the steppes, known as@mawere also warriors.

At the time, no one would have dreamt of consulthmgfamily if they wanted to get
married: the suitors and the girl would simply tggjether in a particular place, all on
horseback. She would ride around the men, laugprayoking them, whipping them.
Then the bravest of the men would start chasinglhtire girl was able to keep out of his
grasp for a set period of time, then the man wbalee to call on the earth to cover him
forever, because he would be considered a badmarse-the warrior’s greatest shame.

If he got close, despite her whip, and pulled behe ground, then he was a real man and
was allowed to kiss her and to marry her. Obviguslgn just as now, the girls knew who
they should escape from and who they should lehseéves be caught by.”



Nina was clearly just having a bit of fun. She lgatlahead of the man again and was
riding back to the village.

“She only came to show off. She knows we’re onway and will take the news back to
the village.”

“I have two questions. The first might seem stujfid:you still choose your brides like
that?”

Dos said that, nowadays, it was just a game. IMthst, people got all dressed up and
went to bars or fashionable clubs, whereas intigyepes, Kyz Kuu was the favored game
of seduction. Nina had already humiliated quiteimber of young men, and had allowed
herself to be unseated by a few as well—exactlyagpens in all the best discotheques.

“The second question will seem even more idiosdhk village at the foot of the
mountains where my wife is living?”

Dos nodded.

“If we’re only two hours away, why don’t we sledpete? It'll be a while yet before it
gets dark.”

“You're right, we are only two hours away, and #hare two reasons why we're
stopping here for the night. First, even if Ninalhh come out here, someone would
already have seen us and would have gone to tgleEthat we were coming. This way,
she can decide whether or not she wants to see iishe would prefer to go to another
village for a few days. If she did that, we wouldiwllow her.”

My heart contracted.

“Even after all I've been through to get here?”

“If that's how you feel, then you have understoatdhimg. What makes you think that
your efforts should be rewarded with the submissipatitude, and recognition of the
person you love? You came here because this wasdldeyou must follow, not in order

to buy your wife’s love.”

However unfair his words might seem, he was rigasked him about the second reason.

“You still haven’t chosen your name.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Mikhail said again. “He do&sunderstand our culture, and he’s
not part of it.”



“It's important to me,” said Dos. “My grandfatheaid that | must protect and help the
foreign woman, just as she protected and helped owee Esther the peace of my eyes,
and | want her eyes to be at peace too.

“He will have to choose a name. He will have tgggrforever his history of pain and
suffering, and accept that he is a new person valsgust been reborn and that, from now
on, he will be reborn every day. If he doesn’'t datt and if they ever do live together
again, he will expect her to pay him back for b# pain she once caused him.”

“I chose a name last night,” | said.

“Wait until this evening to tell me.”

As soon as the sun began to sink low on the horiwenvent to an area on the steppes
that was full of vast sand dunes. | became awaeedifferent sound, a kind of resonance,
an intense vibration. Mikhail said that it was ai¢he few places in the world where the
dunes sing.

“When | was in Paris and | talked to people abbig, tthey only believed me because an
American said that he had experienced the samg thiNorth Africa; there are only
thirty places like it in the world. Nowadays, ofuree, scientists can explain everything.
It seems that because of the place’s unique foomatihe wind penetrates the actual
grains of sand and creates this sound. For theatscithough, this was one of the
magical places in the steppes, and it is a greabtibiat Dos should have chosen it for
your name-changing.”

We started climbing one of the dunes, and as weeeaed the noise grew more intense
and the wind stronger. When we reached the togoutel see the mountains standing
out clearly to the south and the gigantic plaietstring out all around us.

“Turn toward the west and take off your clothesg<3aid.

| did as he ordered, without asking why. | stattefeel cold, but they seemed
unconcerned about my well-being. Mikhail knelt dosnd appeared to be praying. Dos
looked up at the sky, at the earth, at me, thecepldis hands on my shoulders, just as |
had done to the Dutchman, though without knowing.wh

“In the name of the Lady, | dedicate you. | dedécabu to the earth, which belongs to the
Lady. In the name of the horse, | dedicate yowdichate you to the world, and pray that
the world helps you on your journey. In the naméhefsteppes, which are infinite, |
dedicate you. | dedicate you to the infinite Wisd@md pray that your horizon may
always be wider than you can see. You have chosenname and will speak it now for
the first time.”



“In the name of the infinite steppes, | choose m@&a | replied, without asking if | was
doing as the ritual demanded, merely allowing nfyeebe guided by the noise of the
wind in the dunes. “Many centuries ago, a poet iilesd the wanderings of a man called
Ulysses on his way back to an island called Ithatere his beloved awaits him. He
confronts many perils, from storms to the temptetiof comfort. At one point, in a cave,
he encounters a monster with only one eye.

“The monster asks him his name. ‘Nobody,” says &lgs They fight and he manages to
pierce the monster’s one eye with his sword and faals the mouth of the cave with a
rock. The monster’'s companions hear his cries ask to help him. Seeing that there is a
rock covering the mouth of the cave, they ask vehwith him. ‘Nobody! Nobody"

replies the monster. His companions leave, sineeetis clearly no threat to the
community, and Ulysses can then continue on hismpuback to the woman who waits
for him.”

“So your name is Ulysses?”
“My name is Nobody.”
| am trembling all over, as if my skin were beingrped by hundreds of needles.

“Focus on the cold, until you stop trembling. Liet tcold fill your every thought, until
there is no space for anything else, until it beesiyour companion and your friend. Do
not try to control it. Do not think about the stimat will only make it worse, because you
will know then that something else—heat—exists #ah the cold will feel that it is not
loved or desired.”

My muscles were furiously stretching and contragtmorder to produce energy and
keep my organism alive. However, | did as Dos a@dgebecause | trusted him, trusted in
his calm, his tenderness, and his authority. tHetneedles pierce my skin, allowed my
muscles to struggle, my teeth to chatter, all thdenepeating to myself: “Don’t fight;

the cold is your friend.” My muscles refused to pkend | remained like that for almost
fifteen minutes, until my muscles eventually gavamnd stopped shaking, and | entered a
state of torpor. | tried to sit down, but Mikharadpbed hold of me and held me up, while
Dos spoke to me. His words seemed to come from@gway off, from a place where the
steppes meet the sky.

“Welcome, nomad who crosses the steppes. Welcortie tplace where we always say
that the sky is blue even when it is gray, becavs&now that the color is still there
above the clouds. Welcome to the land of the TeNgelcome to me, for | am here to
receive you and to honor you for your search.”

Mikhail sat down on the ground and asked me tokdsomething that immediately
warmed my blood. Dos helped me to get dressedwanuade our way back down the
dunes that continued to talk among themselves; agenour way back to our improvised
campsite. Before Dos and Mikhail had even startaking, | had fallen into a deep sleep.



What’s happening? Isn’t it light yet?”

“It's been light for ages. It's just a sandstorrond worry. Put your dark glasses on to
protect your eyes.”

“Where's Dos?”

“He’s gone back to Almaty, but he was very movedt®/ ceremony yesterday evening.
He didn’t really need to do that. It was a bit ofaste of time for you really and a great
opportunity to catch pneumonia. | hope you reals it was just his way of showing
you how welcome you are. Here, take the oil.”

“I overslept.”

“It's only a two-hour ride to the village. We'll iaere before the sun is at its highest
point.”

“I need a bath. | need to change my clothes.”

“That’s impossible. You're in the middle of the gpes. Put the oil in the pan, but first
offer it up to the Lady. Apart from salt, it's onrost valuable commodity.”

“What is Tengri?”

“The word means ‘sky worship’; it's a kind of relog without religion. Everyone has
passed through here—Buddhists, Hindus, Catholicssliks, different sects with their
beliefs and superstitions. The nomads became ctsneeavoid being killed, but they
continued and continue to profess the idea thaDttmity is everywhere all the time.
You can’t take the Divinity out of nature and puini a book or between four walls. I've
felt so much better since coming back to the stepgpeif | had been in real need of
nourishment. Thank you for letting me come with you

“Thank you for introducing me to Dos. Yesterdayridg that dedication ceremony, |
sensed that he was someone special.”

“He learned from his grandfather, who learned flumfather, who learned from his
father, and so on. The nomadic way of life, andabgence of a written language until
the end of the nineteenth century, meant that liaelyto develop the tradition of th&yn,
the person who must remember everything and patisecstories. Dos is aakyn.When

| say ‘learn,’ though, | hope you don’t take thainhean ‘accumulate knowledge.” The
stories have nothing to do with dates and namedaatsl They are legends about heroes
and heroines, animals and battles, about the sybohan’s essential self, not just his



deeds. They’re not stories about the vanquishettseovanquished, but about people who
travel the world, contemplate the steppes, andvath@mselves to be filled by the energy
of love. Pour the oil in more slowly, otherwisenill spit.”

“| felt blessed.”

“I'd like to feel that too. Yesterday, | went tosii my mother in Almaty. She asked if |
was well and if | was earning money. | lied andidawvas fine, that | was putting on a
successful theater production in Paris. I'm goiagkoto my own people today, and it's
as if | had left yesterday, and as if during adl thme I've spent abroad, | had done
nothing of any importance. | talk to beggars, warible streets with the tribe, organize
the meetings at the restaurant, and what haveiésadi? Nothing. I'm not like Dos, who
learned from his grandfather. | only have the pnesdgo guide me and sometimes | think
that perhaps i just a hallucination; perhaps my visions really gst epileptic fits, and
nothing more.”

“A minute ago you were thanking me for bringing yeith me, and now it seems to have
brought you nothing but sadness. Make up your mihdt you're feeling.”

“I feel both things at once, | don’t have to chadsean travel back and forth between the
oppositions inside me, between my contradictions.”

“I want to tell you something, Mikhail. | too haweaveled back and forth between many
contradictions since | first met you. | began btiriyou, then | accepted you, and as
I've followed in your footsteps, that acceptance hacome respect. You're still young,
and the powerlessness you feel is perfectly norhtain’t know how many people your
work has touched so far, but I can tell you onaghyou changed my life.”

“You were only interested in finding your wife.”

“I still am, but that didn’t just make me travelrass the Kazakhstan steppes: it made me
travel through the whole of my past life. | saw wehewent wrong, | saw where |

stopped, | saw the moment when | lost Esther, thmemt that the Mexican Indians call
theacomodador-the giving-up point. | experienced things | nevaagined | would
experience at my age. And all because you wereybgide, guiding me, even though

you might not have been aware that you were. Angodoknow something else? |

believe that you do hear voices and that you digk vésions when you were a child. |
have always believed in many things, and now levelieven more.”

“You're not the same man | first met.”
“No, I'm not. | hope Esther will be pleased.”
“Are you?”

“Of course.”



“Then that’s all that matters. Let’'s have somethimegat, wait until the storm eases, and
then set off.”

“Let’s face the storm.”

“No, it's all right. Well, we can if you want, bte storm isn’t a sign, it's just one of the
consequences of the destruction of the Aral Sea.”

T he furious wind is abating, and the horses seebne galloping faster. We enter a

kind of valley, and the landscape changes compléetdle infinite horizon is replaced by
tall, bare cliffs. | look to the right and see ahbuull of ribbons.

“It was here! It was here that you saw...”

“No, my tree was destroyed.”

“So what'’s this, then?”

“A place where something very important must haapgened.”

He dismounts, opens his saddlebag, takes out @, kamfl cuts a strip off the sleeve of his
shirt, then ties this to one of the branches. Wlesechange; he may be feeling the

presence beside him, but | prefer not to ask.

| follow his example. | ask for protection and hdlptoo, feel a presence by my side: my
dream, my long journey back to the woman | love.

We remount. He doesn't tell me what he asked fud,r2or do I. Five minutes later, we
see a small village of white houses. A man is wgifor us; he comes over to Mikhalil
and speaks to him in Russian. They talk for a witilen the man goes away.

“What did he want?”

“He wanted me to go to his house to cure his darghlina must have told him | was
arriving today, and the older people still remengrvisions.”

He seems uncertain. There is no one else aroumilist be a time when everyone is
working, or perhaps eating. We were crossing thienmoad, which seemed to lead to a
white building surrounded by a garden.

“Remember what | told you this morning, Mikhail. ¥oight well just be an epileptic
who refuses to accept the diagnosis and who hawedl his unconscious to build a



whole story around it, but it could also be that y@ve a mission in the world: to teach
people to forget their personal history and to lmeamopen to love as pure, divine
energy.”

“I don’t understand you. All the months we've knoeach other, you've talked of
nothing but this moment—finding Esther. And sudgierlver since this morning, you
seem more concerned about me than anything eldeapzeDos’s ritual last night had
some effect.”

“Oh, I'm sure it did.”

What | meant to say was: I'm terrified. | want btk about anything except what is
about to happen in the next few minutes. Today) tlee most generous person on the
face of this earth, because | am close to my obgeind afraid of what awaits me. My

reaction is to try and help others, to show God khaa good person and that | deserve
this blessing that | have pursued so long and hard.

Mikhail dismounted and asked me to do the same.

“I'm going to the house of the man whose dauglgélt.il'll take care of your horse
while you talk to Esther.”

He pointed to the small white building in the mieldif the trees.

“Over there.”

| struggled to keep control of myself.

“What does she do?”

“As | told you before, she’s learning to make casmnd, in exchange, she teaches
French. By the way, although the carpets may laoipke, they are, in fact, very
complicated—ijust like the steppes. The dyes cowm folants that have to be picked at
precisely the right time; otherwise the color wdrétright. Then the wool is spread out
on the ground, mixed with hot water, and the thses@ made while the wool is still wet;
and then, after many days, when the sun has dreed,tthe work of weaving begins. The
final details are done by children. Adult handstaiebig for the smallest, most delicate
bits of embroidery.”

He paused.

“And no jokes about it being child’s play. It's @dition that deserves respect.”

“How is she?”



“I don’t know. | haven’t spoken to her for about snonths.”
“Mikhail, these carpets are another sign.”
“The carpets?”

“Do you remember yesterday, when Dos asked medosshmy name, | told you the
story of a warrior who returns to an island in sbeasf his beloved? The island is called
Ithaca and the woman is called Penelope. What ddhiok Penelope has been doing
since Ulysses left? Weaving! She has been weavsigaud for her father-in-law,
Laertes, as a way of putting off her suitors. Omhen she finishes the shroud will she
remarry. While she waits for Ulysses to return, shpicks her work every night and
begins again the following day.

“Her suitors want her to choose one of them, batdileams of the return of the man she
loves. Finally, when she has grown weary of waitidtysses returns.”

“Except that the name of this village isn’t Ithaarad Esther’'s name isn’t Penelope.”

Mikhail had clearly not understood the story, amtidin’t feel like explaining that it was
just an example.

| handed him the reins of my horse and then walkechundred meters that separated me
from the woman who had been my wife, had then bectbra Zahir, and who was once
more the beloved whom all men dream of finding wtrexy return from war or from

work.

I am filthy. My clothes and my face are caked wahd my body drenched in sweat,
even though it’s very cold.

| worry about my appearance, the most superfitialgtin the world, as if | had made
this long journey to my personal Ithaca merelyiider to show off my new clothes. As |
walk the remaining hundred meters, | must makeffantéo think of all the important
things that have happened during her—or was it mgf¥sence.

What should | say when we meet? | have often paudttris and come up with such
phrases as: “I've waited a long time for this motieor “I know now that | was wrong,”
or “I came here to tell you that | love you,” oregv“You're lovelier than ever.”

| decide just to say hello. As if she had nevet I&$ if only a day had passed, not two
years, nine months, eleven days, and eleven hours.



And she needs to understand that | have changiedasaveled through the same places
she traveled through, places about which | knewingtor in which | had simply never
been interested. | had seen the scrap of bloo@staioth in the hand of a beggar, in the
hands of young people and adults in a Paris resmtgun the hand of a painter, a doctor,
and a young man who claimed to see visions andvueees. While | was following in

her footsteps, | had gotten to know the woman Itadied and had rediscovered, too,
the meaning of my own life, which had been throaghmany changes and was now
about to change again.

Despite being married all those years, | had nezadlty known my wife. | had created a
love story like the ones I'd seen in the movieadrabout in books and magazines,
watched on TV. In my story, love was something tiratv until it reached a certain size
and, from then on, it was just a matter of keeiradive, like a plant, watering it now
and again and removing any dead leaves. Love wasaadynonym for tenderness,
security, prestige, comfort, success. Love coulttdeslated into smiles, into words like
“I love you” or “I feel so happy when you come haine

But things were more complicated than | thouglebdld be madly in love with Esther
while | was crossing the road, and yet, by the tithad reached the other side, | could be
feeling trapped and wretched at having committedetiyo someone, and longing to be
able to set off once more in search of adventurel then | would think: “I don’t love

her anymore.” And when love returned with the samensity as before, | would doubt it
and say to myself: “I must have just gotten useitl’'to

Perhaps Esther had had the same thoughts anditlad karself: “Don’t be silly, we're
happy, we can spend the rest of our lives like'tiAifter all, she had read the same
stories, seen the same films, watched the sameefi®ss and although none of them said
that love was anything more than a happy ending, giwe herself a hard time about it?

If she repeated every morning that she was haptsytverr life, then she would doubtless
end up believing it herself and making everyonaiadous believe it too.

However, she thought differently and acted difféiserShe tried to show me, but |
couldn’t see. | had to lose her in order to underdtthat the taste of things recovered is
the sweetest honey we will ever know. Now | wasdhealking down a street in a tiny,
cold, sleepy village, once again following a ro@dduse of her. The first and most
important thread that bound me—-All love stories #re same”™—had broken when |
was knocked down by that motorbike.

In the hospital, love had spoken to me: “I am etreng and | am nothing. | am the wind,
and | cannot enter windows and doors that are”shut.

And | said to love: “But mopen to you.”

And love said to me: “The wind is made of air. Tdex air inside your house, but
everything is shut up. The furniture will get coe@iin dust, the damp will ruin the



paintings and stain the walls. You will continuebteathe, you will know a small part of
me, but | am not a part, | am Everything, and ydllrvever know that.”

| saw that the furniture was covered in dust, thatpaintings were being corroded by
damp, and | had no alternative but to open the swwsdand doors. When | did that, the
wind swept everything away. | wanted to cling to mgmories, to protect what | thought
| had worked hard to achieve, but everything hadgleared and | was as empty as the
steppes.

As empty as the steppes: | understood now why Ebltietdecided to come here. It was
precisely because everything was empty that thd Wwiought with it new things, noises |
had never heard, people with whom | had never spdkecovered my old enthusiasm,
because | had freed myself from my personal histdmgd destroyed thecomodador

and discovered that | was a man capable of blesdghegs, just as the nomads and
shamans of the steppes blessed their fellows. tismtvered that | was much better and
much more capable than | myself had thought; afjesdows down those who never had
the courage to walk at their own pace.

One day, because of a woman, | made a long pilgienraorder to find my dream. Many
years later, the same woman had made me set off, algis time to find the man who
had gotten lost along the way.

Now | am thinking about everything except importdmings: | am mentally humming a
tune, | wonder why there aren’t any cars parkee Hemotice that my shoe is rubbing,
and that my wristwatch is still on European time.

And all because a woman, my wife, my guide, anddkie of my life, is now only a few
steps away; anything to fend off the reality | haedonged for and which | am so afraid
to face.

| sit down on the front steps of the house and snaokigarette. | think about going back
to France. I've reached my goal, why go on?

| get up. My legs are trembling. Instead of settfigon the return journey, | clean off as
much sand from my clothes and my face as | caspgitae door handle, and go in.

Although | know that | may have lost forever themamn | love, | must try to enjoy all the
graces that God has given me today. Grace canrftoidreled. There are no banks where
it can be deposited to be used when | feel mopeate with myself. If | do not make full
use of these blessings, | will lose them forever.

God knows that we are all artists of life. @lag, he gives us a hammer with which to
make sculptures, another day he gives us brushiegaants with which to make a picture,
or paper and a pencil to write with. But you canmatke a painting with a hammer, or a
sculpture with a paintbrush. Therefore, howevdiidlift it may be, | must accept today’s
small blessings, even if they seem like cursesumscham suffering and it's a beautiful



day, the sun is shining, and the children are sm@i the street. This is the only way |
will manage to leave my pain behind and rebuildlifey

The room was flooded with light. She looked up wheame in and smiled, then
continued readingd Time to Rend and a Time to Seevthe women and children sitting
on the floor, with colorful fabrics all around thelVhenever Esther paused, they would
repeat the words, keeping their eyes on their work.

| felt a lump in my throat, | struggled not to cand then | felt nothing. 1 just stood

studying the scene, hearing my words on her lspanded by colors and light and by
people entirely focused on what they were doing.

In the words of a Persian sage: Love is a diseas®a wants to get rid of. Those who
catch it never try to get better, and those whéesufo not wish to be cured.

Esther closed the book. The women and childrenddalp and saw me.

“I'm going for a stroll with a friend of mine whoals just arrived,” she told the group.
“Class is over for today.”

They all laughed and bowed. She came over andkisgecheek, linked arms with me,
and we went outside.

“Hello,” | said.
“I've been waiting for you,” she said.

| embraced her, rested my head on her shouldehagah to cry. She stroked my hair,
and by the way she touched me | began to understhatll did not want to understand, |
began to accept what I did not want to accept.

“I've waited for you in so many ways,” she said,emshe saw that my tears were
abating. “Like a desperate wife who knows thatthesband has never understood her
life, and that he will never come to her, and se Isks no option but to get on a plane and
go back, only to leave again after the next critien go back and leave and go back....”

The wind had dropped; the trees were listeninghatwghe was saying.



“I waited as Penelope waited for Ulysses, as Rowated for Juliet, as Beatrice waited
for Dante. The empty steppes were full of memaoifegou, of the times we had spent
together, of the countries we had visited, of @ysjand our battles. Then | looked back
at the trail left by my footprints and | couldn&esyou.

“| suffered greatly. | realized that | had set off a path of no return and that when one
does that, one can only go forward. | went to tbead | had met before and asked him
to teach me to forget my personal history, to openup to the love that is present
everywhere. With him | began to learn about thegFetnadition. One day, | glanced to
one side and saw that same love reflected in soeelse’s eyes, in the eyes of a painter
called Dos.”

| said nothing.

“I was still very bruised. | couldn’t believe it waossible to love again. He didn’t say
much; he taught me to speak Russian and told niénthize steppes they use the word
‘blue’ to describe the sky even when it's gray, dese they know that, above the clouds,
the sky is always blue. He took me by the handheiped me to go through those clouds.
He taught me to love myself rather than to love.htea showed me that my heart was at
the service of myself and of God, and not at theise of others.

“He said that my past would always go with me, that the more | freed myself from
facts and concentrated on emotions, the more |advooiine to realize that in the present
there is always a space as vast as the steppeésgataibe filled up with more love and
with more of life’s joy.

“Finally, he explained to me that suffering occusen we want other people to love us
in the way we imagine we want to be loved, andimtthie way that love should manifest
itsel—free and untrammeled, guiding us with iteceand driving us on.”

| looked up at her.

“And do you love him?”

“l did.”

“Do you still love him?”

“What do you think? If | did love another man andsaold that you were about to arrive,
do you think I would still be here?”

“No, I don't. | think you’ve been waiting all monmg for the door to open.”
“Why ask silly questions, then?”

Out of insecurity, | thought. But it was wonderthat she had tried to find love again.



“I'm pregnant.”

For a second, it was as if the world had falleonmme.

“By Dos?”

“No. It was someone who stayed for a while and teéragain.”

| laughed, even though my heart was breaking.

“Well, | suppose there’s not much else to do herthis one-horse town,” | said.
“Hardly a one-horse town,” she replied, laughing.to

“But perhaps it’s time you came back to Paris. Yoewspaper phoned me asking if |
knew where to find you. They wanted you to reporadNATO patrol in Afghanistan,
but you'll have to say no.”

“Why?”

“Because you're pregnant! You don’t want the babing exposed to all the negative
energy of a war, surely.”

“The baby? You don’t think a baby’s going to stop morking, do you? Besides, why
should you worry? You didn’t do anything to contrie.”

“Didn’t contribute? It's thanks to me that you cahere in the first place. Or doesn’t that
count?”

She took a piece of bloodstained cloth from thekpbof her white dress and gave it to
me, her eyes full of tears.

“This is for you. I've missed our arguments.”
And then, after a pause, she added:
“Ask Mikhail to get another horse.”

| placed my hands on her shoulders and blessedis$teas | had been blessed.
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check all the information about French law mentmethe book.

| first read about the Favor BankTine Bonfire of the Vanitidsy Tom Wolfe. The story
that Esther tells about Fritz and Hans is based story inlshmaelby Daniel Quinn. The
mystic quoted by Marie on the importance of renrajniigilant is Kenan Rifai. Most of
what the “tribe” in Paris say was told to me by ygypeople who belong to such groups.
Some of them post their ideas on the Internetitisuimpossible to pinpoint an author.

The lines that the main character learned as d enil remembers when he is in the
hospital (“When the Unwanted Guest arrives...”) aoarf the poenConsoadaby the
Brazilian poet Manuel Bandeira. Some of Marie’s aeks following the chapter when
the main character goes to the station to meeAmherican actor are based on a
conversation with the Swedish actress Agneta Sjddie concept of forgetting one’s
personal history, which is part of many initiatimaditions, is clearly set out fourney
to Ixtlan by Carlos Castaneda. The law of Jante was dewtlopéhe Danish writer
Aksel Sandemose in his noveIFugitive Crossing His Tracks.

Two people who do me the great honor of being nenéts, Dmitry Voskoboynikov and
Evgenia Dotsuk, made my visit to Kazakhstan possibl

In Almaty, | met Imangali Tasmagambetov, authothef bookThe Centaurs of the Great
Steppeand an expert on Kazakh culture, who provided rtle much important

information about the political and cultural siteatin Kazakhstan, both past and present.
| would also like to thank the president of the Hldzstan Republic, Nursultan Nazarbaev,
for making me so welcome, and | would like to tékis opportunity to congratulate him
for putting a stop to nuclear tests in his coungmen though all the necessary technology
is there, and for deciding instead to destroy Khstdn's entire nuclear arsenal.

Lastly, | owe many of my magical experiences ondieppes to my three very patient
companions: Kaisar Alimkulov, Dos (Dosbol Kasymaa), extremely talented painter,
on whom | based the character of the same namepjhears at the end of the book, and
Marie Nimirovskaya, who, initially, was just my erpreter but soon became my friend.



