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FOREWORD


It feels so long ago now, at seventeen, when I first came up with this little allegorical romance, a simple idea of a naïve young man who wished to climb the highest mountain in the farthest West, believing someone was waiting for him at the summit. The story took four years for me to piece together, and in that time, changed shape many times, as did I.

I am forever grateful to all who supported me during this time, whose love and encouragement comforted me in moments of doubt, and to those who saw something in this work while it was still fresh and raw. And to the mountains of the world, which helped inspired me.




Above all, to God Almighty, Most Gracious, Most Loving, who placed in me the desire to create, and then, in mercy, gave it its direction.
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"As I remember it,

my story always starts out

like a fairytale, not an unusual one, but still a  fairytale."

—Jacques Lusseyran
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They had asked him why he must leave.

The man without names did not know himself. He knew only this; that the silence all about him had grown much too  loud  to  tolerate,  and  that  the  all-purifying  fire  was beginning to consume.

Now, there exists, in this familiar world, certain places to which the self, in some pre-embodied form, touches first before the physical feet follow, and in the coming to them, one finds himself taken from and unmade. A man goes to a mountain not solely to find what is there, but to also see what  falls  from  him  on  the  way  up—pride,  certainty, language,  self.   To  be  made  less,  and  in  his  lessening,  he becomes more.

And of all such holy losses, the first is his reason. He had convinced himself it was for clarity—that he may attain a perspective of the highest and rarest order. A retreat from all  the  constant  noise  of  society,  to  become  a  part  of something more, a life beyond himself, that his thoughts
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might   rise   above   their   material   entanglements.   And perhaps that was so, which truly seemed good and virtuous to him in the very beginning, and may be accounted so, for every  honest  endeavour  begins  with  reason  to  justify it.   The  mind  always  insists  upon  some  manner  of  cause before the heart is permitted to act. But reason is only the outer shell. It cracks quickly under the weight of want.

Before  long,  the  thoughts  had  given  way  to  something deeper, far more dangerous.

A desire that was not with rationale. It simply was; it lives deep in the farthest areas of the body, and pulses behind the eyes. It was not madness, though many unlearned men might call it so. The kind of ache that grows far too large to fit into the mind, and seeps into the bones. The kind that wakes a man at night. The kind that leads him to walk without knowing where the road ends.

And as our virtuous ancestors, may God be gracious to them, have taught us, it is no gentle guest. It is a thief, who comes in the night without invitation and takes from you your plans, your reason, your finely ordered life.
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It takes your comforts. It takes your names. It leaves you without  properties  in  a  country  you  do  not  understand, among a people whose language you do not speak.

So it was with Moses, peace be upon him, who climbed Sinai without food or water, blinded by the bright blaze of love. And so it was recorded, “And when Moses came at the appointed time and his Lord spoke to him...”

But the speaking was not sudden.

Before  the  voice  came  the  fire,  and  before  the  fire,  the ascent. The fire did not burn his skin, but it did consume his distance. He saw it looming upon the slopes and said to his family, “Wait here. Perhaps I will find guidance there.” That fire was not guidance.

It was presence.

He  was  not  summoned  to  a  court  but  drawn  to  a mystery. His sandals were removed by an instinct; one does not step upon such territory with the dust of the world still clinging  to  him.  One  does  not  meet  the  Infinite  from  a place of comfort.  One walks into stillness. Into wind. Into hunger. Into stripping.
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And  so,  this  man,  unnamed  for  now—for  names  are heavy  and  must  be  carried  lightly—walks  toward  this mountain, though he does not know where it begins, not precisely.   He  only  suspects  that  there  is  something  for him, in this Isle where all colours of the world blend into one, and where all truth and knowledge becomes singular and whole. He knows not what he will find.

He only knows what he can no longer carry. And for now, that is enough.
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ONE

THE SEED
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THE SUBJECT IS VERY SIMPLE.

A man conceives within himself an idea of doing something radical in nature—terrible, perhaps, or noble, depending on the vantage from which one observes—and at first he entertains it as one toys about a new bright thing with a species of fatal curiosity, which then, in time, this idea, which at first appeared monstrous—matures and acquires a grandeur, and a form and shape, which grows much larger than the man himself, by which the man, upon realising the massive scale of its conception, finds himself at a loss, and so commits and gives assent to the terrible and total ordeal based on an inner condition.

The ancillary characters and circumstantial details are of no consequence, except insofar as they serve to
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illuminate the intensification of this extremist's plans and the inexorable movement of the idea toward its realisation. The man without names begins this whole process with the leaving of his home, which took place just a little before dawn one summer.

The entrance had led him out to an open garden on a great horseshoe arch, where the red hills of Sierra Morena had fallen into olive fields. The white villa, which was famous for its fine view from the terrace, was sat on a ledge of an old piece of earth from the flank of a mountain. Its northern balconies were rich and wide, past the balustrade overlooking Spain, and beneath it low, tender valleys stretched far and undulating.

When the young man pulled the old Mozarabic door to, the latch clicked soft into place—and then was no more. That was the last he would see of the scullery at that hour, the limestone basins dry and the shutters drawn. He had not thought to touch them, to press his hand to their round bellies one final time. Now they remain behind.

The entire estate was still asleep—the lanterns in the outer halls were dim, casting long amber puddles onto
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flagstone floors, and the cockerels in the dovecote were silent in their throats. Down by the crystal fountain was empty, with dark, still pools, and the granary leaning on itself. Only the two large mastiffs beneath the cypress trees on the garden path saw him off, but they did not speak, full of respect. He passed by them without a word and when the gate latched behind, they turned their heads away and returned to their doing.

The man carried only bread wrapped in linen, a pack overflowing with sheaves of brittle papers and dense notes, and a thin dress shirt on his back; but there are some discomforts a pilgrim feels are appropriate for a journey of this kind. He walked north, through the fresh coolness, and down the nearest alley into town, looking up above as he does, with a peculiar, childlike wonderment, toward the mystical, cool, moist morning- air which had just now risen from the soil of the earth, and the faint white-gold stars. There was the shy, rosy moon, who swam in a sea of cotton clouds; her beams were broken, and the whole scene wore a uniform, dim- silver aspect.
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It was once not so long ago he would go dashing down the high lintels of the courthouse and school doors without a thought in his mind, but it was all lit up now with all sort of airy dreams and naive fancies, all a-squirm, storming, like a flock of drunken doves, against the tight- shut door of his understanding. He felt strangely bare in coming onto town this early dawn of all his observations, as he passed by dim windows, sagging awnings, flowing chimneys, along dewy fields, across lumpy and municipal landscapes.

The moonlight all around town was full of action and touched the broken eaves and benches with a peculiar quality of finality—of splendid finish. It was at once intense and soft, pressing itself into fig trees lining the promenades, illuminating into their burnished trunks and dissolving their heavy foliage, into the flight of stone steps rising toward upper terraces, making elongated patterns along the balustrade, and sifting into the fissures between the cobbles where dust gathered the previous day.
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All was still, but not inert, the sense everywhere of the still town, and the moon, in all its spectral richness, arriving to give the moment its final shape.

Even the silence was of a particular character, as though something had just been said or would be said again very soon. A touch of nostalgia passed the man.

The Spaniard was a young man of high stature, with a noble carriage, dusk colouring, and strong Roman features. He had a great quantity of black hair which curled on his temples even at the roots; a dark goatee, a jaw that closed like lock, and beneath his long, thin nose ran a philtrum unusually long and conspicuous, the mark of some recessive nobility that had likely bred more madness than genius in his line. There was a glint of young yellow in his harsh caffé oscuro eyes which was atypical of the land, but which glared out from so many oil paintings of so many dead relatives in his ancestral portrait gallery.

The man had a habit for speaking slowly and muttering to himself, having an eccentric preference for arranging his thoughts as one might arrange his objects within a
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vitrine; each and every observation placed in careful relation to the next, and inferences positioned regarding lineage, context,

and its aesthetic fitness within the whole.

His mind, like the manner of the common mathematician, was a thing of method. It was his custom, when confronted with new information, to retreat inward—because of an obsessive conviction that the thing must be sorted, measured against prior knowledge, and screwed into its rightful position in his heart and mind.

He believed strongly casual speculation as a kind of intellectual vulgarity, a failure to recognise that thought, like tradition, requires containment, proportion, and restraint.

Precisely because his mind worked much like a cabinet— panelled, compartmentalised, locked, and opened only by degrees—he could preserve the integrity of each thought while pursuing a vision larger than any single impression allowed. He believed that truth, if it existed at all, lived not in the mere accumulation of facts but in the proportion and placement of them, the way a single
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misplaced stone could mar the symmetry of a whole façade.

And yet now, for the first time in twenty-four years, the Spaniard walked on the empty roads, walked toward his destiny, walked without reason, the cabinets of his mind crashing, but he walked on still. He gave his due peace and greetings to dark husbandmen at the break of light, smiling always, in his foolish joy; the shingles and streets, harrowing down rainblown bottomland toward early morning, gradually gave way to open landscapes before him. He spent five and forty days at sea, aboard the Isabel—a trading ship of some two hundred tons, the proud property of a Sevilian nobleman of prodigal tastes.

The great, wide blue stretched out in every direction, unchanging, and he soon quickly lost all count of his days.

He had loosened his properties to the morning wind, with nothing to hide; letters, drawings, certificates, bills of sale,

names, faces. He watched them all go like spring leaves.
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The man cried now with a different sort of crying.

It happened once as he leaned against the railing, and another in the galley, staring through the steam. Once, while watching a spoon turn in a bowl of broth he would not lift. The truth was that he had long since turned brittle and discomposed; ill-suited to the easy, slow courtesies of civilised company.

Some time ago, there had snuck on him, with the steady insistence of green ivy, gay, exciting ideas of open skies, fertile plains and of dense cottonwoods, all which border the southernmost tip of a mighty continent, where men and women from all over the world travel far and wide to attain, and from then on, if ever should the oppressive shade of melancholy settle upon him, if ever should the birchwoods come once more to their full leaf, and whenever the cold, damp hand of a barren rain seized his shoulder, and he halt unwittingly near mortuary depots, sepulchral storehouses, or wander in the sallow wake of hearses and sorrowing carriages—and most pointedly, whenever his own private lamentations, so unmoored and so forlorn, rose up within him with such
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force as to threaten his moral restraint, nearly compelling him toward indulgences of the most compulsive sort— these are those moments in which he knows he must set sail toward the highlands of Indiana, where, in rough, impolite air, he might find peace which he settle into everafter.

His uncle had given him wise and serious counsel against what he foresaw was his design. He had the young man called to his chamber one evening where he was sat at his desk. “Come in, boy,” he said. “Close the door.”

The man entered slowly, for he knew his uncle had not been well for several days, and he feared to disturb his rest; but his uncle beckoned him near, and with a raspy voice, bade him sit on his bed.

“My dear nephew,” he said—for that is his name—“I know well enough . . . what is passing through your mind, though you think you’ve kept it hid. You desire to leave this place, your father’s house, your family, your country, and go seek fortune in foreign parts, thinking to better your station by the novelty of another land and the imagined freedoms of a distant coast. But let me tell you
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plainly; it is not wisdom that prompts such a resolution, but the warm blood of youth, which has not yet known its own foolishness.”

He paused for a moment, and fixed the man with such a look of affection and reproach, that his face grew hot under it. The man listened patiently.

“You have no cause,” he continued, “no real necessity, to hazard your life or peace in wild undertakings. You are not poor, nor friendless, nor under any terrible hardship that requires escape. You have before you a life of respectable ease—not idle, but temperate; not rich, but sufficient—an average, moderate condition, where a man is neither exalted beyond sense by the giddy vanities of rank, nor bowed to the earth by the mean miseries of want; where he may earn his bread without begging for it, and enjoy it too without fear of it being snatched from his hand; where ambition has no throne to tempt him, and despair no dungeon to hurl him into.

It is a life which does not provoke envy nor invite pity, which leaves a man leisure to cultivate his mind and affections, to keep his conscience clear and his hands
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clean, to sleep without terror and rise without shame. And listen well to me, son, and know it is not in palaces that virtue finds its proper home, nor in hovels that wisdom spreads her feast. But in the quiet house, with modest furniture and honest company, where the fireplace burns steadily and the door opens often to warm friends and seldom to creditors—there, my son, there is the dwelling of true contentment. And if God Almighty has seen fit to plant your feet upon such ground, you would be a fool indeed to trample it in pursuit of some mirage beyond the horizon, which vanishes when reached and mocks the traveller with his own thirst.”

He grew increasingly animated, though his body slack and dull, and the man saw colour rise faintly in his uncle’s cheeks.

“The calamities of life,” said he, “are, like storms, most cruel to those perched on the heights or cast down into the depths. But those who walk the middle path go steadily forward—not envied, not despised, and seldom undone. It is not the middle man who dies of fever brought on by wine and vice; nor is it he who perishes of



[image: ]



hunger and cold. No, my dear. It is the middle man who lives long, and dies in his bed, surrounded by children who do not curse his name.”

He coughed, and the young man brought him water, and for a while he was silent. But after a time he resumed, with more feeling than before: “I have seen too many young men, like yourself, filled with visions of strange shores and golden cities, who went out strong and hopeful, and returned—when they did return—broken in body and soul, their minds clouded by regret, their fortunes gone, and their names forgotten by all but their creditors.

I tell you this not from books, but from my own memory—for I had a brother, and you had a father once, God rest him, who did just as you now propose, and he perished unknown, a mere cipher in some distant war, his bones left to bleach in the sun. If that is not warning enough, then what is it, dear?”

Now the man observed that his uncle’s voice, which had risen somewhat in this last, broke quite suddenly, and a tear, which he did not trouble to wipe away, slowly slid
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down his cheek, and the man saw how deeply this matter sat with his uncle, and he felt his own heart stirred by it.

He gripped his nephew’s hand, and with that same solemnity, said, “If you will abide by my word, I shall count my duty done, and my conscience clear. For if you stay, you may be happy. But if you go... if you cast off the shelter of home and choose instead the path of uncertainty and peril... then you must not look to me to excuse your fall, nor expect your old uncle to follow you into misery.”

The young man, having heard his elder’s counsel to the end remained for a moment in silence. “Please know I take not your words lightly, Uncle,” he said, softly, “nor shall I ever forget the care with which you have spoken them. There is much wisdom in all you have said, and I am not so headstrong as to think myself above it. I know well that I have been blessed beyond many—with a house, warm clothing, and such instruction as few of my standing receive—and I know too that the life you commend to me is not a contemptible one, but a secure and even honourable path.
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Yet even so, it is also true that I have set my heart on a mountain far away in the Americas, which is fair and bright as Sunday morning, and full of fruit, and by tomorrow, or the day after, if the road winds long, I long to be upon its slopes, not because I despise what I have here, nor because I hunger for fame, nor riches, nor novelty, as you suppose. I do not know whether I could name the reason for which I desire her, for it is not wholly formed in me. But something calls me towards it— and I feel drawn to go, as though my going were not for myself alone, but for something greater. I do not know what it is. But I do believe it to be a noble cause, even if I cannot give it a noble name. I do not ask your approval, though I would treasure it. And I do not expect your understanding, though it would lighten my burden. But I beg you believe this much—that I go not out of arrogance, nor rebellion, nor a desire to cast off duty. I go because I must,

though I know not fully why. And if misfortune befalls me, I will not blame your warnings, but remember them
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as the voice of a man who loved me enough to speak when silence would have been easier.”

His uncle sat very still, with his fingers pressed lightly together in his lap.

The lamp lighting fell across his shoulder and the gout- ridden leg propped before him, but he seemed not to notice. “Fetch me the ledger from the side table, if you please,” he said, not looking up.

The young man obeyed, and when he brought it to him, the elder took it without opening it. Instead, he set it gently on the coverlet, and placed one hand atop it.

“I know,” he said, still not meeting his nephew’s eyes, “I know that you have the means to go—from the small honorariums and student fees you’ve collected in your teachings at the university. That was wisely done. Quietly done, too. I never asked how much, and you never boasted. That speaks well of you. . . But I’ll say this, and I’ll say it only once: go home first. Ask your mother’s blessing. Whether or not she gives it, you must ask for it. She is owed that. You are still her son.”
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He tapped the ledger lightly with his finger. “And use what little I’ve given you, if you must. Not because I approve of this plan entirely—I do not—but because if it is true your cause turns to be noble, then let me have some hand in it, however small. Let it not be said you went alone, or that your uncle held back what he could have offered.”

His voice faltered slightly then, but he quickly cleared his throat. “You are not doing this out of vanity, or resentment, or some boyish fantasy. I see that now. And if your heart tells you this cause is noble truly . . . then I shall not stand in your way. I only ask that you walk carefully, and with your eyes open. This world is full of men who mistook recklessness for courage, and tragedy for meaning. Do not let your mind carry you further than your soul can follow. And if you ever find yourself doubtful, come home quickly. You’ll find the door to my study always open.”

On a certain day, the rain came in sideways. The sky thickened overhead, swirling slow and ugly, as blood coils in a pail. Oh, and hardly a quarter-hour had they pressed
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upon the waters of the New World when the Isabel began to sink.

The man without names felt the deck rear beneath his boots, lifting unnaturally. And all about him were seamen, ropes, and railings. It was then that he understood fully the sentiment of a ship lost to sea, and a terrible pallor overcame him as the seamen laid hands upon him and thrust him with great force aboard the English schooner that was to carry them away.

They came rushing from every quarter of the deck; the windlass was swiftly seized, the anchors—already loosened from their moorings—were cast down into the surging deep, and the ship wheeled about with a sharp and violent motion. There was a downpour that came harder than anything he had ever seen. The man saw chaos all about; the bare and urgent instinct of survival set loose in every hand. For a moment, he stood and thought: this is my punishment, come at last; the reckoning that has found me out—for my sins, for the day I turned my back on my uncle, my mother, and the house of my father.
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Clutching the slick timbers of the deck, his fingers white upon the rail, his dress shirts flying every which where, he made his return to her, and the depiction portrays an oil painting of a La Dama de los Mares amidst a beastly tempest; the great ship foundering beneath the onslaught and stripped of all but three broken masts, which soared sharply unto the heavens, yawning toward extinction. It is with much hardship that the crew managed at length in bringing the remainder aboard, and only when the rowers ventured nearer to the surging hull, did the attempt become tenable.

By slow degrees, they drew the boat in beneath the stern, wave after punishing wave, until it lay close under the lee.

And then the survivors came—spilling out from the lifeboat onto the schooner’s deck, leaping from board to board like grasshoppers in a May meadow.

Yet when he—the man who bore no name among men—raised his chin, at last, he saw above them, the great, blue French Alp, shimmering in the light like silk blown wide,
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and in her full rising glory,  as might well have spoken, ‘Is it not I upon Whom you called upon?’

He slowly bent himself low upon the hardwood thwart—no softer nor more forgiving than a winter bench and laid himself to rest. He looked up into the roaring dark, into the shape of that which
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