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Autumn was falling in many colors. Along the road the forests unfolded like a living pastel—red, yellow, and copper. The air smelled of wet leaves and damp earth, and my footsteps were lost in the quiet of the evening. I was on my way home, and in that simple moment everything seemed to settle into balance. What could be better than this?

Beyond the curve of the road a stream glittered under the pale light of the setting sun. The water ran quickly, carrying torn leaves from the crowns of the trees like letters sent by the wind. I stopped for a moment, listening to its murmur, and felt the silence of the forest deepen, like an unspoken prayer.

In the distance the spire of a monastery rose above the trees like a torch of stone. The bell struck slowly, with a deep sound, calling to vespers. My heart tightened: this was not only a return home, but a return to a place where time was measured differently, in prayers and silences.

On the edge of the road an old man stood bent over a staff. His coat was old, but his eyes glowed like embers under ash. When I passed him he smiled, as if he knew where I was going and what I was seeking. He said nothing, but his gaze remained in my soul like a sign.

The monastery gate rose before me, heavy and old, of dark wood strengthened with iron. Above it wild vine clung to the walls, red and copper, like an autumn crown. I touched the cold wood and, for a moment, felt I was touching not only a gate but the threshold of another world.

Beyond it the courtyard was bathed in the light of sunset. A few silhouettes of brothers moved in silence, carrying vessels of water or armfuls of wood. Their steps did not disturb the quiet; they strengthened it, as if every gesture were a prayer. The bell rang again, closer now, and its vibration spread through the walls, through the air, through me. I felt the unease of the road melt away, leaving a heavy yet gentle waiting, like a calling.

An old brother approached slowly, leaning on his staff. His face was furrowed with years, but his eyes were clear, like an untouched spring. He looked at me without hurry, as if he read in me more than I could say in words. He raised his hand, made the sign of the cross, and spoke softly:

“Welcome home.”

My heart tightened. I did not know whether he meant the monastery or something deeper, something unseen. I answered in a faint voice:

“I don’t know if I’m ready... but I felt I had to come.”

The brother smiled gently, with a kindness that did not judge but received.

“No one is ready. The road does not begin when you are ready, but when you are called. And you have heard the call.”

I remained silent, letting the words settle in me like stones on the bed of a river. He continued in the same quiet voice:

“Here you will not find easy answers. You will find silence, and in silence you will learn to listen. You will find suffering, and in suffering you will learn to know yourself. But if you stay, you will also find the joy that does not fade.”

I raised my eyes to the walls of the monastery, sensing that beyond them waited not only a place but a trial. I took a step forward, and the old man stepped aside, leaving the way open.

I passed through the monastery gate and entered the church. It was small and simple, with thick, cold walls that held the echo of centuries. Light entered through narrow windows, coloring the air with trembling shadows. On the walls the old paintings, worn by time and weather, still seemed to breathe. The faces of the saints, barely visible, carried in their eyes a gentle weariness, as if they had listened to the prayers of all who had come before me. Every faded color was a story; every crack in the plaster a wound of the souls who had risen here in despair and hope.

The smell of old incense mixed with that of burnt wood, and the candles burned slowly, leaving thin threads of smoke. In that silence I felt I was not alone: the walls, the icons, even the air seemed to carry a living memory, an unseen gathering of voices still praying. I knelt, not knowing what words to speak. And yet, in that silence, the prayer was born by itself, like a sigh that no longer needed words.

All the attempts in which I had wanted to give up alcohol returned to my mind. Every promise made in silence, every vow spoken before the mirror, every morning when I had said, “From today I will not drink.” And yet, every evening found me again with the glass in my hand, as if between me and that bottle there had been an unseen pact stronger than my will. I remembered the faces of those who had believed in me and the disappointment in their eyes. I remembered the nights when I had cried alone, hidden from everyone, and the mornings when I woke with the bitter taste of defeat. All those moments gathered in me now, like a chorus of voices that would not let me forget.

And yet, in that moment, I felt I could no longer run. There was no more room for excuses or delays. If I did not find the strength to break the chain, I would remain the prisoner of my own weakness. For the first time I understood that the struggle was not with alcohol, but with myself.

I remember how I ended up in prison. It was Christmas night and I had drunk without measure. The barman would give us nothing more, tired of our noise, but we did not want to leave. I was with my comrades, with the so-called friends who laughed loudly and always pushed me toward madness, as if I were the one chosen to put on the show. When the pub door opened and the police came in, silence fell over us like a cold blade. The officer approached, called after a phone call from the owner. Then they all pushed me with their elbows, whispering to me to go at him, to show I was not afraid. They laughed, but their laughter was empty, cruel, like an echo of my weakness.

I felt the alcohol burning in my blood and anger rising in me, a storm without purpose. In that moment I was no longer myself, but a role I was playing for their applause—applause that was false. Everything happened in an instant, as if time had split in two. Shouts, the noise of bottles, the looks of those around me mixed in a whirlwind that pushed me toward the abyss. Alcohol burned in my blood and I felt a foreign force, stronger than myself, taking possession of my body.

When I came out of that fog, there was silence around me. The faces of my comrades were full of horror, and I stood among them with trembling hands and a face darkened by a fury I no longer recognized. The grin that had settled on my lips was not mine, but that of a beast born in me, fed by alcohol and madness. I was covered in blood on my hands and face. The policeman was lying on the ground. Like a rag doll. Without strength, without life.

In that moment I understood I had crossed a border from which there was no return. I was no longer the actor playing a role for applause, but the prisoner of a dark spectacle in which I myself had become the executioner of my own life.

I started awake at the sound of the morning bells. Their sound poured over the walls and over me, like a washing away of night and darkness. I opened my eyes and felt a warm hand on my shoulder. A priest stood beside me, his face calm, and said in a gentle voice:

“It is time for the morning prayers.”

I rose slowly, still troubled by the dream that had thrown me back into my past. My heart was heavy, but at the same time the bells gave me the strength to believe that every day could be a new beginning. My still-uncertain steps followed the priest toward the small church, where the light of dawn mixed with the smoke of incense. In that moment I understood that, although the shadows of the past did not disappear, here I had the chance to look them in the face and, slowly, let them fade in prayer.

In the church there were only the fathers. By the light of the candles the murmur of the psalms could
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