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Other than hand written book there are also have some book that were produced with the
early form of printing. There are 1700 such books from the 16th century and 4500 from the
17th century. The number of books copied increased dramatically in the 18th century with over
18000 books from the time period. The total number of books in the library is over one
hundred thousand books. The books that are on display are only a small portion of the total
number of books located within the library. I cannot read Latin or German so I don’t even
know if the books are about theology, law, earth science or even astronomy. All I can do is
look at the short English explanations about the books and guess what information is
contained within their pages.
Walking across the library floor I came across a hand copied book that was so beautiful
that it almost took my breath away. Each of the letters was like an emblem. I could see all the
love and care that was put into every one of the strokes of the copier’s pen. I have no idea
what is written down on that page but I have a feeling that the meaning is very important for
the person who wrote it down.
Writing down the words must have been a form of prayer for that person. Now that I
think about it, there is something like that in my own religion, Buddhism, as well. It was not
important to understand what was written on the page, the important thing was putting all of
your energy into copying the symbols.
The monks that copied the books chose an extraordinary way to get closer to God. The
one hundred thousand books that are within the walls of this library are all physical
manifestations of the prayers of hundreds of years of monks. It almost feels like the air
around me is a concentration of the prayers of those monks. I just know that those prayers are
trying to make their way into my very sole. My life feels as fragile as the old paper those
books are written on.
As my walk though the library took me past the window I started to get the feeling that
there were other people in the room. It’s almost as if they pressure that I sensed from the
books covered up the presence of the other people in the room. The presence of the people in
the room is mixed with the power of books that represent hundreds of years of words,
sentences, and even prayers, but the feeling of another human near me is unmistakable.
Turning around I can see a person walking around behind me. He is an old man that is
wearing a brown sweater. I guess I didn’t notice him because of the energy of all the books
that surround us. There is also a young woman and a monk wearing the traditional long
hemmed brown robes tied together at the waist with a piece of rope.
The old man slowly walks towards the window where I stand while keeping his eyes
locked on the wall above the window.
The old man’s face is round, but marked with deep wrinkles. The skin under his jaw and
around his neck hangs loosely. His eyes are slightly bloodshot, but seem very sharp and full
of life. I was a little surprised when I looked him in the eyes and suddenly felt a deep feeling
of sadness for him. He noticed that I was looking at him and gave me a slight smile.
This building is very old so the number of these long narrow windows is few and far
between. The amount of light that can shine the windows is very sparse, but from the old
man’s perspective my face is probably a silhouette against the light from the window. On the
other hand, I can see the smallest details of his face.
The old man started looking at the wall at the top of the window again while mumbling
something to himself. I couldn't understand a thing that he said. As I was about to leave the
window, he looked directly at me and addressed me in English.
“My wife is there.”
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I cannot be sure, but I think that is what he said to me as he was pointing to the area
above the window.
“Your wife?”
I had to ask him that to make sure that he wasn’t just a crazy old man.
A monk came out from behind a stack of books and walked up to the old man. They
exchanged friendly greetings before the monk went back to work. I could tell from the
meeting that those two are old friends who know each other well.
I took a couple of steps away from the window. I had to look above the window to see
what the old man was talking about. Above the window is a design that looked like a vase,
but it is not very clear. Not only are there hundreds of years of natural degradation, but also it
is also hard to see because of the bright light from the window.
“Isn’t that a vase?” I asked him.
“Does it look like a vase to you?” he replied back to me without even missing a beat.
“It looks like a vase to me,” was the only thing I could think to reply.
“Can’t you see the woman in the red dress behind the vase?” he asked me quietly.
I can’t believe my eyes. I just thought I could see the shadow of a person appear behind
the vase.
“Yes, I guess I can see something,” I had to admit to him.
“That’s my wife,” he said with pride in his eyes.
I have a feeling I should get away from this old man. He feels somehow dangerous.
“The monks here all say that the person in the fresco is some religious scholar, but if
you look closely you can see she is a female. I personally knew that it was a woman. The first
time I saw the fresco I fell in love. That was a long time ago,” he said almost sadly.
“It’s a vase,” I almost snapped at him.
“The vase is actually a secco fresco by another artist. That artist may have painted the
vase over my wife, but she did not like that. She forced her way out from behind the vase,”
he said like that would explain everything.
“What is a secco fresco?” I asked still very confused.
“A fresco is something that is painted on wet plaster, but a secco fresco is something
that is painted onto a plaster after it is already dry. It turns out that the original fresco is
always stronger than the secco that is painted over it. The original fresco slowly appears
behind the vase over time. It has reached the point where the original is almost as powerful as
the secco now. In 100 more years it will probably be more obvious than the secco painting.
Doesn’t it make you feel good? A painting of something that is alive is much more pleasant
to look at than a painting of a mere object. Even the wall does not want to deal with such a
painting,” he calmly explained to me.
“So, that’s your wife?” I had to ask him again.
“Yes, she is,” was what he answered almost automatically.
“Is she your true love?” I asked him because I wanted to find out what he truly felt
towards this fresco.
“I married her. She came down from that painting and stood in front of the window, like
you were standing before. She was looking at the outside world though that window. At that
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time, only the vase was visible above the window. She lived a long life as my wife and died 4
years ago. After she died she returned to that painting,” he said sadly.
Now that I am looking closely I can see the person in the painting better. I can see that it
is not some male scholar, but a woman that is wearing red. As I examined the painting the
man reached into his pocket and pulled out a name card, handing it to me.
“I am the owner of this restaurant,” he said with pride.
The name card was simple; it just had the name of the restaurant and a map.
“Are you Japanese?” he asked me.
“Yes, I am,” I answered after a little hesitation.
“Did you come here from Vienna?” he stepped closer and asked me.
“I came here by train from Western Vienna Station,” I answered after what seemed to be
a long time.
“If that’s the case, that means you didn’t go though Krems. If you came here by car I
know that you would have seen my restaurant because it is located in Krems. We have a type
of wine called Jamek that is very famous in this country. My restaurant is very close to that
winery. You will know it because it has a sign with an crow hanging out front,” he explain to
me in a very slow and steady voice.
There is also a picture of the crow on the name card he gave me. I guess this old man is
someone that can be trusted. I told the old man that I have used that road to go to Melk once
before.
“This window is very special. If you are not in a hurry, please come eat lunch at my
restaurant. It is only 20 minuets from here by car,” he said with a smile.
“You do know that I am not the woman in that fresco, right?” I asked with a smile.
We both had a good laugh at that question. I decided that I could believe what the old
man was saying. Though, I have to say I felt move safe when I noticed that he had to use a
cane to walk.
We walked out to the parking lot together. He told me that his name is Peter. He also
told me that he makes the drive out to Melk every day to see his wife. The parking lot was
located in an area at the top of a long set of stairs. When I told him that it must be a lot of
work climbing those stairs every day with a cane he smiled at me and said that he had no
choice. He had to drive here every day because his wife decided to come back to Melk.
His car was a high class German car that was slightly remodeled to allow him ease in
driving.
In the dark library the old man looked to be about 70 years old, but in the bight light
outside I could see that he was actually much older than that.
“Why aren’t you are your restaurant today?” I asked him to make a little light
conversation.
“I work at the restaurant when I want to. I actually handed over the reigns to my son. He
was the Jamek sommelier, but now he runs the restaurant,” he said with a slight smile.
I think I am starting to warm up to Peter.
The Melk River flows into the Danube River and continues to flow to the east. The sight
of this road along the Danube River and the trees along the road brings back a lot of
memories. The leaves are now falling from the trees, dancing in the wind before falling into
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the road. I can see the light reflecting from the river though the now bare branches of the
trees. I got the feeling that this view is something that could be seen since before the abbey
was built in Melk.
The restaurant has a small parking lot located in the front. The restaurant itself looks
very cozy. The sign with the crow is noticeable from the road. Though, the bird looks like a
crow, it is not a crow. It is a type of black dove with a gray stripe above its shoulders. It is a
bird that I have never seen in Japan, but according to Peter it is a common bird here.
The mountains behind the restaurant are all dyed in a deep yellow. It is the yellow of the
leaves of the grape vines. Peter told me that they served homemade wine at his restaurant.
“It is even more tasty than Jamek. That is what my son says so it has to be true,” he
leaned in and whispered to me as if it were an important secret.
As soon as I entered the restaurant I started to feel hungry. The only thing that I have
had to eat today was a ham sandwich on a thick roll. There were a couple of people in the
restaurant. They are all probably going for a drive to Melk. There are 5 tables in the
restaurant, all with white tablecloths and flowers in vases, giving the room a really homey
feeling. Below each vase is a yellow grape leave. The smell of homemade bread and cheese
gives me a feeling of happiness and wellbeing.
Peter introduced me to a young chef who was wearing a bright white apron. He chef was
a little on the thin side, but he had plenty of mussel mass.
“This is my son,” he said with pride.
With that introduction the man turned and looked at me as he if were looking at a far
away shimmer of hot air on a summer’s day. His face reveled some sort of deeply running
emotion that I could not decipher.
“Did you meet the woman on the wall?” he asked with tired eyes.
“Yes, I did. I also heard why she is stronger than the vase painted above her. He even
joked and said that she was his wife,” I answered with a smile.
I wanted to see how the chef would react to that last statement. He just gave me a smile
and didn’t say anything else. It’s almost like he was used to this happening to him.
The chef had brown eyes, like someone from the Middle East, and his hair is very glossy
black. He does not really resemble Peter; in fact it is almost like he is from a totally different
country. I started to become wary about Peter again. On the other hand it seems as if there is
a very close and trusting relationship between the Peter and the chef. I think I can even
believe that Peter actually owns this restaurant.
The main course for lunch was brook trout meuniere served with a white wine sauce.
The white wine is mixed with herbs and a sour apple that can only be harvested in Krems.
The sauce gives the white meat of the fish a rich taste.
Peter poured a little grape seed oil onto his trout before he started eating. He said that I
should try some, but I did not want eat any. I heard that the oil is a little bitter so I did not
want to use it.
The bread is also homemade. The crust is a little hard, but the center is very soft and
moist. The more that you chew the bread, the better the taste gets. It seems as if the Chef
made all of this food by himself.
“The chef is great, but he doesn't look anything like you Peter. He must look more like
his mother, the painting on the wall,” I said with a wry smile.
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“Coco,” he said back bluntly.
The old man’s eyes relaxed ever so slightly.
“Is that your wife’s name?” I asked getting confused.
“Coco in the red dress,” was all he said in reply.
“The woman in the painting? Or, are you talking about your wife?” I asked again getting
more and more confused.
The chef, who finished most of his work, must have heard the conversation because he
came over with a small picture in a frame and placed it on top of the tablecloth.
“This is his wife,” he said simply.
The woman in the picture was not wearing red. She was just a normal girl wearing rustic
clothes that looked to be from the area of Austria known as Tyrol. The chef said that the
picture was Peter’s wife. It looks like the chef is not Peter’s son after all. The way he set out
the picture was not the way one sets out a picture of ones own mother.
I called the chef over to the table again when Peter got up to go to the bathroom.
“Are you really his son?” I asked him directly.
The chef only shook his head.
“Peter will probably ask to take you to the vineyard. Just think of it as a way to pay him
back for the meal. Go with him and listen to what he has to say. Peter was the chef of this
restaurant for a long time, but after his wife died I had to take up the post. His wife was a
wonderful person and they both kept this restaurant running for a long time. His wife was
even the person that named this restaurant after that crow,” he said giving me the first straight
answer of the day.
“He told me his wife came out of that painting and has since gone back in,” I confessed
to him.
“That was the biggest scandal in that abbey’s history,” the chef said with eyes that
showed both signs of mischief and pity.
Peter started to make his way back to the table so the chef promptly left.
Peter and I left the restaurant and started walking towards the vineyards located in the
back mountains. From far away the vineyards all looked to be the same yellow color, but the
shade of yellow changed ever so slightly for each different type of grape. Each part of the
field had a slightly different color than the sections of field surrounding it.
In amongst the yellow leaves there are some leaves that are still green. That type of grape
vine grows taller than the vines that surround it. There are still bunches of grapes in tact on
those types of vines. It does not look like these grapes are unripe. The skin on the grapes
seems very firm.
To the left of those grape vines is a row of smaller vines. The grapes from the smaller
row have been harvested and the leaves are starting to fall. The rest of the leaves are partially
red as well as well as the normal yellow.
Peter is slowly walking though the vineyard using his cane for support. I slowed my
pace so that I could walk next to him. According to what Peter says, if the leaves of the grape
plant have a little red in them then the grapes on the vine are purple grapes. He also tells me a
little about the different types of grapes. He even goes into the different tastes of the wines
produced by the different types of grapes.
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“The grapes on this vine are the ones that were used to produce the wine that you drank
for lunch. The grapes are very robust so they take almost no trouble to grow. Soon a cold
wind will start blowing over that hill and it will blow all of these leaves away. That is when
you can actually see how strong these grapes really are,” he took the time to explain to me.
“When will the leaves finish falling?” I asked him.
“In another month or so. The blacked vines will curl together under the snow of winter
so they can protect themselves from the cold wind. I wish my wife was as strong as these
vines are,” he said sadly.
We started walking up the slope using narrow paths that branched off quite frequently.
The winding path thought he vineyard made me feel like I was getting lost in the middle of a
great yellow forest. The paths, which are probably used for small vehicles that help in the
grape harvests, are all but silent during this time of the year.
At one branch in the path there lies a small shrine with a statue that depicts the
crucifixion of Christ. This beautiful yellow forest did not seem like an appropriate place for
the statue. The colors of the most of the statue are washed away by the wind in rain of many
years, but because of the roof of the shrine the blood of Christ’s crown of thorns remains a
deep realistic red.
The path that we were walking on was long and winding but the grape vines are all
planted in straight rows. Between the rows of grape vines there are belts of green grass. That
is probably where the large harvesting vehicles drive during the harvests.
The day was very beautiful. It is almost like all the grape vines, the ones that have been
harvested already and the ones that have yet to be harvested, are sharing the same golden
dream in the leftover afternoon warmth and light. It is too beautiful. It has become so
beautiful that it has become scary. The gold in the chapel at Melk and the gold illuminations
on the old books in the library were also scary. This old man, who is walking ever so slowly
though the vineyard, is also scary.
I slowed my walking pace down. I wonder if his legs really are in bad shape. Is his cane
really just a cane? Could it be used as a weapon?
I could suddenly feel butterflies in my stomach, almost like the trout that I ate came
back to life. I wonder how long he is going to have me walk. He hasn't said anything for the
past few minuets. He just keeps his head down and walks slowly toward his destination. Peter
stepped off from the paved path and started to walk deeper into the vineyard. The grass is
thick in this area, but not so thick that it goes well above my shoes.
“How far are you planning on walking?” I asked him with a voice that was bright, but
very stiff.
He just keeps walking onward.
The vines made a yellow and red wall to both sides of us. I can barely see a stone fence
at the far end of the row. The fence itself is very far away. It would take a lot of time to walk
the far. I could feel the trout in my stomach move yet again. When I was at the restaurant I
was happy that I could eat for free, but now I know that there is nothing so expensive in this
world as something that is free. I need to think of a reason to get away from this man. I
started to think hard so I could come up with a good reason. I could see the sweat streaming
down the back of Peter’s head.
He stopped in the middle of the path. The grape vines were cut back a little more in that
area and a bench was set up. He sat on the bench with his cane standing between his two
knees. He let out a long sigh. Somehow it relieved me to see how tired he really was.
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I sat down on the bench as well, leaving enough room for another person between us. Is
this what we walked all this way for? Am I supposed to do something here to pay him back
for the meal?
Looking around at the grape vines around us I can see grapes that are so dark purple
they are almost black amongst the red and yellow leaves. Those grapes are moldy and giving
off a smell that is almost too sweet. I didn’t notice the smell while I was walking, but now
that I am sitting down the smell is too strong. I can’t tell if it is the smell of ripening grapes or
rotting grapes. The smell of the grapes and the smell of the grass and soil of the fields
combine to make a unique smell that wraps itself around my head and traps me.
“Your grapes are rotting,” was all I could think to say to Peter.
“The bacteria gets to the grapes and they start to rot while they go though the process of
drying. Can you see the grapes that have the white powder on them? Soon the red part of the
grape will turn grey. That is when the grape is at its most sweet. That is when we will harvest
these grapes,” he carefully explained to me.
Oh, I heard about this. It is known as noble rot. They make wine out of the grapes that
have the noble rot.
“If you don’t let them rot they will never make a sweet wine,” he continued.
I guess he could see how nervous I was because he didn’t say anything after that. He just
sat there and played with his cane.
“Do you always invite the people that you meet in the library out here?” I asked him to
break the silence.
“I only bring back woman who stand at that window, like Coco did,” he slowly
answered me.
“Like someone that came out of that fresco,” I added.
“No one believed me about her. More than that, they say that the person that is painted
under the vase is a man. Everyone in the abbey says that. It got so bad that people started to
look at me like I was a heretic,” he said starting to get agitated.
He rapped the tip of his cane into the ground with enough force that the cane sunk deep
into the ground. His face became flush and his eyes seemed to get a little redder. I thought
when I met Peter in the library, and I can see now, that he is he is actually very powerful.
Unfortunately it seems that almost all of his energy is going towards some invisible cause
that I still don’t understand. He suddenly raised his eyes from the yellow of the fallen leaves,
his gaze piercing the cold empty air.
“Could it be that...” I started to say.
“I was a monk. That window was my portal to a world I could never know in the abbey.
That window has been a portal that for so many monks in the past few hundred years. Can
you even imagine how many monks were lured to the window by the temptations of the
woman in that fresco?
“No one can use any kind of fire in the library. We couldn't even use heaters or candles.
That is why everyone needed the light from that window in order to read the books. We
couldn't take books out of the library so we also had to copy the books by the window as well.
“At that time a lot of the monks died at an early age from either the cold or TB. I almost
died in that way as well. When I was very sick I know I saw a woman come down from that
fresco and stand in front of the window. That was Coco. At that time she was wearing red
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clothes. I felt I was saved from my sickness. I know she came down from the fresco to save
my life,” he said with a sigh, almost seeming relived to get that off from his chest.
I could almost feel the cold and damp air of the library on my flesh one more time. I felt
I was Coco standing by the window and looking down at a sick boy who was almost too thin
for his own good. Those boy’s eyes told me he was too tired to continue his training and also
that he is longing for the warmth of another’s touch. Even though the sickness I can see the
love in his eyes. The boy is wearing long black robes that are tied together at his waist. A stiff
white ring supports his collar and he has the mark of cross on his chest. He looks up at me,
still wearing all of the trappings of a Benedictine monk, and I can tell he is falling in love.
His body is shaking in fear at the changes in his emotional sate.
“So, what happened after that?” I asked though dry lips.
“Nothing special. I just lived the rest of my life out with Coco,” he said simply.
“And her fresco stayed hidden under the fresco of the vase until she died,” I said
finishing off this train of thought.
“That may be true, but her body is sleeping right here,” he said in a slow even tone.
“Where?” I asked confused again.
“Here,” he said pointing to the ground underneath the bench.
Suddenly a wind blew up, almost like from under the ground itself. The smell of the
over-ripe grapes surrounded me making me want to run away. I know that he is probably just
playing with my head, but this is too weird not to be true. The grapes on the vines closest to
the bench are all a beautiful red color, in the midst of having the noble rot.
“That’s an interesting story you have there,” I said not wanting to believe a thing he said.
My voice cracked dryly. I have a feeling that even the long departed Coco could hear
my heart beating in my chest.
A shadow passed though the air above my head. That shadow landed amongst the vines
not far from the bench, causing a few of the leaves to fall to the earth. The old man gave a
whistle and from between some leaves hopped out a black bird with a long beak. It was about
the size of a dove. It flew down onto the grass in front of the bench where it slowly and
cautiously made its way towards us. There is a gray band of feathers around its neck.
The old man plucked a grape from a nearby vine and threw it to the crow. The bird ran
up and grabbed the grape. It flew off before I could even blink.
“The grapes from this vine are especially sweet. Would you like to eat some?” he asked
softly asked me.
He plucked a bunch of grapes from the vine. More than half the grapes have already
changed a grayish purple color. They are also starting to shrink because they have started to
dry out.
“Can you smell that smell?” He asked, moving the grapes closer to my nose.
Those grapes seemed to be more than just fruit. They seemed to me to be some sort of
small animal that was trying to keep itself hidden from the humans. The smell of the fruit was
the same smell as a small animal’s breath. That smell, which was settling around my face,
was almost bewitching.
I was surprised to suddenly find myself face to face with Peter. He lowered the grapes,
that secretly living animal, between our faces. I made sure they smelled all right before
plucking a grape that was not covered with the noble rot and popping it into my mouth. That
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was not enough to satisfy me so I took a grape that was falling apart and ate that as well. I
don’t think you could call the grapes sweet. It is almost like they started the fermentation
process on the vine. The very tip of my tongue felt like it was going numb.
“It was this color, wasn't it?” I asked him to make sure.
“The clothes that that woman in the fresco was wearing were this color, weren’t they?” I
asked him again.
It was a very deep color, the combination of red and black. Tears started flowing down
the old man’s cheeks.
“Thanks for the meal. I am happy that we could meet in the way we did. I know you two
made a wonderful couple,” I said with finality.
I couldn't take this any more. I stood up and walked away. He didn’t move. He just
continued to sit on the bench.
As I walked back down the path I came upon the shrine with the statue depicting the
crucifixion of Christ. It seems to me that this might represent the protector spirit of this
vineyard. I wonder what Peter, a former monk who chose a woman over his religious training,
had to say to this statue every time he saw it.
The chef said that what happened to Peter was the biggest scandal in the history of the
abbey, but from what I could gather from Coco’s picture this was not something that would
be called a scandal in this day and age. It was just some girl from the country that grew old
together with a former monk.
When I got back to the restaurant the young chef was outside seeing off his friends and
customers.
“Peter is in the vineyard with Coco,” I said simply to him.
He nodded when I told him that.
Just as the middle-aged couple was about to get into their car I asked them if they could
give me a ride as far as Sankt Polten.
I still did not have any feeling in the tip of my tongue as I climbed into the car that drove
me away from that old man I met in Melk. I have a feeling I will never forget this trip or the
taste of those grapes.
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The Golden Field of Melk
By Takagi Nobuko

I had visited Melk many years earlier, by car. It was early spring, and the vaporous moon
hung over the forests that ran like a fortress above the Danube.
The sky was still a pale dark blue, as if hesitating to fall into darkness, and in its lower
reaches, the moon seemed to glide as it chased the car, peeking out from behind the
mountains.
I’ll come again, I had told the moon.
In fulfillment of that promise, I boarded the train at Vienna West Station. This time it
was October, and the sky was clear.
I was used to traveling alone in Austria.
On my previous visit, a Japanese girl studying at the University of Vienna had driven me
there, but I was reluctant to ask her again, and decided to go by train. The station and train
personnel spoke English, and in any case the English spoken by people from
German-speaking regions is easy to understand. I could get by using English in the restaurants,
hotels, and taxis.
It took about 40 minutes to reach Sankt Pölten station. While I was waiting for the local
train, I made friends with an elderly couple with a dog. The woman boasted that Melk was the
most beautiful abbey in the world. Even the dog gave a shrill bark.
The local train arrived at Melk in a little less than 30 minutes.
Melk Abbey sits atop a tall hill, like a cloud following the boulders and deep greenery,
with a long ocher-colored roof reaching into the sky.
The long walls under the roof are painted in an alternating stucco pattern of gold and
white, giving it the air of a fortress, but the green cupola standing at the center and the two
towers rising over the Melk River are brightly ornamented, almost too beautiful.
The two towers are decorated brightly in white, gold, and the dark green of rusted copper,
and the lines that fall downward from the top onto the round faces of the clocks shine, in
places, in gold.
Seeing them, one gets the impression not so much of an abbey or church as of a palace;
even inside the church there are huge amounts of multicolored marble and gold.
Moreover, the details of the structures are all defined in smooth lines, making the
appellation of the apex of Austrian baroque an apt one.
The architects who rebuilt the church in the early 18th century into the form that it has
today came to the summit of the hill of Melk with enormous gold and faith, and there is no
doubt they tried to build a heaven on earth. It is easy to see that they brought not passions
such as love or admiration, but rather an energy that seemed close to obsession.
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The first time I stood in the hall, I was overwhelmed by the golden color, and it struck
me that when human beings are surrounded by gold, they lose their sense of reality, and even
the ability to feel the weight of their own bodies. This seemed familiar to the Japanese
philosophy of Pure Land, and I decided at that time that I wanted to feel, once more, the
enchantment of gold.
Before acquiring its baroque beauty, the abbey had been established as a fort around the
10th century. Soldiers were stationed at the center of the complex, and a chapel was built. The
forts built to defend the frontier regions known as marches were named after tributaries of the
Danube, such as the Enns, Ybbs, Melk, and Krems. Melk was the most important of these
fortresses.
The Babenbergs, who ruled the region at the time, gave refuge to the contemplative
monks, and established it as a Benedictine abbey.
In later years, even as the rulers and times changed, the abbey not only retained its
position as a religious site, but continued to be a center of learning and arts, mainly in the
field of theology.
Needless to say, the Melk abbey experienced its share of hardships. One was the
economic and political changes that accompanied religious reform. The abbey joined the
University of Vienna in the forefront of religious reform, and was the focal point of the
monastic reform called the Melk Reform.
What is interesting is that at that time, Melk Abbey chose the humanists at the University
of Vienna over the Pope. As a result, their relations with the papacy deteriorated, because they
placed priority on logic, or academia.
Today, it is taken for granted that science explains the truth to us, but at the time, the
pursuit of the truth involved determining the thinking of god. And Melk Abbey, which was
able to set out a new direction at that time, based on logic, was at the frontline of “academia,”
and brought together a “knowledge” close to that which we possess today.
The abbey also suffered a number of fires.
In this cold area, the only way to get warmth in the winter was by building fires. The
wind that blew up from the river would fan the flames in the abbey on top of the hill. Because
it was on high ground, there was insufficient water. Thus, even small fires became
catastrophes.
The library was destroyed by a fire in the late 13th century. Monks sacrificed themselves
to save a number of important works from the early Melk Abbey, including hymnals and
Easter plays. From that time there was a scriptorium in the library, where miniatures and
chronicles were produced, but many of these works were lost.
The most tragic was the fire of 1736, which took place just as Jakob Prandtauer, a master
builder of the time, along with designers, masons and sculptors, had nearly completed their
work, and destroyed nearly all the roofs and decorated rooms. Berthold Dietmayr, the abbot at
the time, resolved to continue the work, but died in despair before its completion, and it was
thanks to the efforts of the deputy abbot that the repairs were completed.
These two major fires caused major destruction, but there were also smaller ones that
didn’t do much damage, and the abbey as a whole had a tremendous fear of fire.
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The reason that priests and monks wear long robes with thick sleeves is to protect
themselves from the cold without using fires.
It is a cold area even by European standards, and the Melk River had still been frozen
over when I visited in the spring. This time it was autumn, and the sky was beautiful with the
afterglow of summer, but the temperature had already fallen to about 10 degrees centigrade,
giving me a glimpse of the long winter that would soon come.
Restaurants lined with clothed tables and chairs were open for business along the paved
street in front of the town hall, but in this season there were no customers, and elderly local
people sat leisurely drinking tree. It seemed that they were taking a rest after the work of the
summer, of a day, or of a lifetime.
Even this main street was so narrow that the clerks of cafes and souvenir shops on
opposite sides of the street could converse without raising their voices.
The street was overlooked by the twin towers and cupola of the abbey, giving the
appearance that all life in the town was watched over and monitored by the abbey.
Walking up the gentle hill, I approached a beautiful gate with a rounded arch topped by a
triangular roof. Further ahead, I saw a similar gate. The abbey was truly the inner core of the
complex, and although visitors cannot enter the training area, they are allowed into the church
and certain other zones. In any case, there was not another soul in sight.
As I passed through the first gate, I heard a noise like a flock of birds taking flight
coming from the both the left and right of the inner garden, and as I involuntarily recoiled
from the noise, I saw that it was not birds but children. Several dozen children ran together
out of the gate and down the paved street. Again, I found myself alone.
As the children vanished, a monk with the demeanor of a teacher appeared, clothed in
black clothes and a white collar.
He approached me, and greeted me with a smile. He answered in a way that failed to
hide his surprise.
“We call that the wind,” he said, squinting.
“I can see why,” I answered, smiling in return.
“They are younger students from the secondary school. When they are wearing their
white uniforms, we call them a wind of rabbits.”
I asked where the rabbits in their everyday clothes had gone. Without answering my
question, the teacher said, “When they reach the upper grades, they no longer run.” Again, his
eyes smiled behind his glasses.
I imagined that the chosen among the children would eventually go on to more rigorous
training as monks of the Benedictine abbey, and be elevated to the priesthood.
In the deep silence that followed the wind, I walked toward the next gate.
It was quiet. I knew that many people were inside the large buildings, including students
and monks, with many of them living there, but the air that hit my face was good and clear,
devoid of the foulness of human breath.
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In religious places, whether Christian or Buddhist, silence is treasured. It is this
atmosphere that I like so much. Like cooled white wine, it spreads from the lungs into the
spirit.
With the addition of gold color to this white wine, the chapel of the church intoxicated
me.
There were a number of unmoving worshipers, but there were dozens more statues
covered with gold leaf, who seemed like inhabitants of heaven looking down serenely upon
me. At first I was agitated, but quickly became calm.
The main altar was marble covered with gold leaf, and above the sacred sarcophagus,
Peter and Paul held hands, bidding farewell to one another. It is normal to imagine them
encouraging one another in the awareness of approaching death, but their bodies were covered
with gold, and the figures from the Old Testament surrounding them – the prophet Daniel,
Jeremiah, David, Isaiah, and others – were all covered with gold as well. The human figures
and angels decorating the wall over the altar to the ceiling were all shining in the same color,
and I braced myself, feeling that this was a scheme to deceive people with splendor.
Peter and Paul were executed on the same day. Peter was crucified upside down, but
Paul, being a citizen of Rome, was beheaded. The woman in the deep red cloak in the fresco
above the main altar wore a crown of thorns, and instruments of torture lay at her feet. It must
have been that she attained these heights by enduring torture. In other words, under the gold
color, rivers of blood must have been flowing.
No matter how gorgeous and splendid it may be, Christianity involves pain to the flesh
and testing of the spirit, and human tragedy and suffering can be found wherever one looks.
It was common in European history for martyrs to become saints, and for their remains
or parts of their bodies to become the protector saints of churches. In Melk, the body of St.
Coloman, a pilgrim from Ireland who was hanged from an elderberry tree in the 11th century,
was brought uncorrupted to the abbey, and today lies as a dressed up skeleton inside a glass
case with a gold frame.
As I passed in front of the display, I felt a tinge of sympathy. After being hanged from an
elderberry tree, he had to endure being displayed in front of people as a skeleton more than a
thousand years later.
I left the chapel, and walked along a long hallway with iron lamps hanging from a white
walled ceiling.
It was only recently in the history of Melk Abbey that electric bulbs had been placed into
those lamps. I feel that with oil lamps or candles, the figures of people must have seemed to
faintly float.
I climbed a wide stone staircase, and proceeded further into the hallway leading to the
exhibition space in the imperial rooms. In the marble chamber, I saw the first visitor in the
entire complex. It was a young woman wearing a backpack, and she was looking at a picture
on the wall, comparing it to a document she was holding.
As I walked past her, she smiled at me. I was relieved. Whether from the imperial rooms
or the marble chamber, one sees clearly that the Babenburgs and the Hapsburgs who ruled
Austria treasured Melk as an important spiritual place. At the same time that it was a place of
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worship and training, it was both a fort and a palace.
It may be in the marble room that the emperor met the highest religious leader to hear the
word of god.
As I proceeded further, I suddenly felt a breeze from the river.
I had reached the core of the enormous complex, which was shaped like a letter A.
As I climbed, I saw the Melk and the Melk River below and the gray trees, colored in
gray, enveloped in a white veil from the sun's rays that came directly from above. Looking
carefully, I could see the surface of the river moving together in a single direction.
Beyond the wing connected to the imperial rooms, there was another wing, that seemed
more like what an abbey should be like, where visitors were only allowed to enter the library.
The library was a far more attractive place than the chapel shimmering in gold. It was to see
the library that I wanted to visit Melk again.
Entering through the thick doors, I found myself within a heavy and somber atmosphere
that was completely different from the glittering of the gold in the chapel.
With the exception of the open narrow windows on the left and right side, the long
square chamber was buried, to the ceiling, in leather-bound books. All the leather-bound
books had designs and titles in gold, but the color had become dull and dark, and they formed
a mountain of book corpses, dulled by the weight of several centuries.
Nearly all had been copied by hand, so they formed an incredible repository of human
energy. Imagining this, it seemed not like a dead body but like a mass of voices, sighs, and
sweat, full of power.
What was that feeling that poured down on me last time as I had stood in the center of
the room? I wanted to feel it once again.
Put into words, it seems like very little at all.
But what incredible things people will do.
There were handwritten instructions from the ninth century, as well as transcriptions of
Virgil from the 10th and 11th centuries. In the 12th century, the teachings of Hieronymus were
copied here. The library also holds rules of the Benedictine order, bibles, legal treatises, as
well as the Life of Jesus by Frau Ava, said to be the earliest work of literature by a woman in
German. Two thirds of the copied works are said to be from the 15th century, but most have
never been opened. Just recently, actually in 1997, Professor Christine Glassner opened a
book from the late medieval period and discovered a fragment of The Song of the Nibelungs
from about 1300. It was a major event.
In addition to the transcriptions, there are early printed books known as incunabula,
1,700 from the 16th century, 4,500 from the 17th century, and as many as 18,000 from the 18th
century. The library has a total of 100,000 volumes.
I was only able to see a portion of the books with my own eyes, and as I don't read Latin
or German, I could only understand if they were works dealing with theology, law, geography
or astronomy from the explanations written on the shelves. . .
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Still, the beauty of the books displayed on the exhibit shelves took my breath away. Each
letter was written like an emblem, with the pen's marks inscribed with love. I couldn’t
understand the meaning of the words. But still, the letters themselves were this important. It
seemed that the letters themselves were the focus of prayers.
Thinking about it, in Buddhism there is also a tradition of Sutra copying. It seems that in
religion, it is not understanding the words, but rather copying each character, that matters.
The monks who made the transcriptions carried out this ceaseless work in order to
become closer to God. If this is so, the hundred thousand words held here are a concentration
of the prayers of monks over hundreds of years.
Something was trying to push itself into my skin and my breathing. Within this
concentrated atmosphere, my life seemed fickle, like a feather.
As I walked near the window, I felt a human presence behind me.
Perhaps I was distracted by the oppressive feeling of the books, but the presence pressed
against the nape of my neck. I was distracted by the letters, words, and prayers accumulated
over the centuries, but it was unquestionably the presence of a living human being.
As I turned around, he had passed by me once and was coming back. It was an elderly
man wearing a brown sweater. Though their presences were not sufficient to take my mind off
the books that filled the room, I noticed that there was also a woman and a monk, wearing a
long robe tied around his hips. The old man walked slowly toward the window that was near
me, and looked up at the top of the window.
His round face was deeply wrinkled, and the skin hung from his jaw and neck, but his
eyes were bloodshot and piercing, and I was taken aback by the sadness that seemed to slowly
flow from them.
He noticed my presence, and smiled reticently.
As it was an old building, there were few windows, and they were tall and thin. Little
sunlight entered, and it seemed that the old man could only see my silhouette. As I turned
around, I could see his eyes, narrowing in the brightness, and could make out each hair of his
eyebrow.
The old man looked back up at the top of the window, and muttered something. I
couldn’t understand. As I tried to move away from the window and walk past him, he spoke
to me, this time in English.
“My wife is over there. . .”
This is what he said, unmistakably, as he pointed to the wall above the window.
“Your wife?”
I thought he might be insane.
The monk approached, shook the old man’s hand, and disappeared into the back room.
In the gesture, I felt amicableness toward the old man. The two seemed to be friends or
acquaintances. . .
I also moved away from the window and gazed at the wall where the man was looking.
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There was an indistinct picture, which might be perceived as a flower vase or a pattern.
Not only had it faded over several hundred years, but the back light made it difficult to see.
“Is that a flower vase?” I asked.
“Does it look like a flower vase?”
“Yes, it does.”
“In the background, can you see a woman wearing red?”
I strained my eyes. And yes, a human-like figure seemed to appear.
“Yes, it looks like a person.”
“That’s my wife.”
I need to get away from him, I thought.
“. . . Everybody in the abbey says that it is a scholar of the order who was painted by
Rosenthal. But if you look closely, it's clearly a woman. I realized at a glance that it was a
woman, and I fell in love with her. But that was a long time ago.”
“It's a flower vase.”
“The flower vase was painted in secco above it, by Johann Bergl. It was painted on top
of the woman, but my wife couldn't stand for that treatment, and came out from under the
flower vase.
“Secco?”
“Rosenthal painted frescoes on damp walls. Secco means drawing paintings on dry walls.
But frescoes are stronger. With time, the fresco surfaced from under the flower vase painted
on the dry wall, and now it appears to be ready to displace the flower vase. In another hundred
years, it will have completely overtaken it. Isn't it a delightful thought? Living people are
more important than things. They cannot be kept inside of walls.
“Is that your wife?”
“Yes, it is.”
“You mean she is your Madonna?”
“No, I married her. She came out of the wall, and was looking out of the window,
standing just where you are now. At that time, only the flower vase remained in the wall. She
lived with me, and died four years ago. Then she returned to that place.”
As I listened, the human figure became clearer. It did indeed seem to be not a male
scholar, but a woman in red.
“I am the owner of this place,” he said as he pulled out a business card from his pocket.
The card gave the name of a restaurant and a map.
“Are you Japanese?” he asked.
“Yes.”
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“You came here from Vienna?”
“I took the train from Vienna West station.”
“Then you didn't go through Krems. If you had come by car through Krems, you would
have noticed my restaurant. In Austria we have a famous wine called Jamek. The restaurant is
near the winery, and has a sign hanging with the name The Jackdaw.
The card also had a picture of the restaurant. So I needn't be fearful, after all.
I told him that I had driven along the road before on my way to Melk.
“This is a special window,” he said. “If you are not in a hurry, why don't you have lunch
at my restaurant? It's about a 20-minute drive.”
“But I'm not the woman who came out of the wall,” I said. We smiled at each other. I
made up my mind to trust him. The fact that he used a cane helped to put me at ease.
We walked to the parking lot. His name was Peter, and he told me that he drove to Melk
every day to visit his wife.
The parking lot had been built in a square up a flight of stairs. When I remarked that it
must be difficult going up and down the stairs with a cane, he said that it couldn’t be helped,
as his wife had returned to Melk.
He had a luxury German car. It had been modified for the disabled.
In the darkness of the library he had looked around 70, but in the bright parking lot, I
could see that he was clearly older.
“What are you doing with the restaurant today,” I asked.
“I work when I want to work. Today I left it in my son’s hands. He was the head
sommelier at Jamek, but after my legs went bad, he took over for me.”
This put me even further at ease.
The Melk River runs into the Danube, and begins flowing to the east. I had recollections
of the road following the Danube and the trees lining the road. This time, the trees were in the
midst of losing their foliage, and scattered leaves danced on the road surface. The spaces
between the trees, which had been reduced to mere branches, were filled by the light from the
surface of the river. The soft and forever unchanging landscape of the autumn left a deep
impression on me.
The Jackdaw was an unassuming place with a parking lot in front, but the crow on the
sign certainly stood out. It looked more like a black pigeon than a crow, and had a diagonal
grey stripe at the level of its shoulder. I told the old man I had never seen such a bird in Japan,
and he explained that it was common in the area.
Behind the restaurant, the mountains were fully draped in yellow. The color came from
yellow grape leaves. Peter told me that the restaurant served its own wine. And then he added
something in a quiet voice.
“It is more delicious than the Jamek wine. My son says so, so it must be true.”
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I suddenly felt hungry. The last thing I’d eaten was a single semmel roll with ham on the
train.
There were a couple of groups at the restaurant, but they all seemed like people on their
way to Melk. There were only five tables, and it was a homey restaurant with white
tablecloths decorated with flowers. The flower vases were set on yellow grape leaves. The
aroma of the bread and the smell of the cheese put me into a happy mood.
Peter introduced me to the young chef, who was wearing an apron. He was a thin man,
with large eyes.
“This is my son.”
As he was introduced this way, the chef made a strange expression, as if he were
squinting in the sunlight to look at the faraway haze of the sun.
“Did you see the woman in the wall?” he asked me.
“Yes, and I heard about how the woman is stronger than the flower vase. Peter told me it
was his wife.”
I wanted to see how the chef would react. But his previous smile returned, and he didn’t
answer the question.
The young chef’s black eyes looked like those of an Arab, and his hair was also glossy.
Not only did he not resemble Peter; he looked like a man from a different country.
Something put me on my guard toward Peter. But that didn’t really matter. There was a
familiarity between the chef and Peter, as if they confided in and trusted one another.
First, I wondered if Peter really was the owner.
The lunch’s main course was a spicy dish of trout meunière with a white wine sauce. The
white wine, herbs, and tart apples that are only found in the area near Krems were nicely
mixed, giving a rich taste to the simple white fish.
Peter put grapeseed oil on the trout. He recommended that I do the same, but I declined.
It is a slightly bitter oil, made by pressing grape seeds. The bread was homemade, with a hard
crust but moist inside. The harder I bit, the more flavor came out. Peter told me the chef made
everything himself.
“He’s a wonderful chef,” I ventured. “But he doesn’t look like you. I suppose he took
after the woman in the wall.”
“Coco.”
The old man’s eyes softened.
“That was your wife’s name?”
“Coco dressed in red.”
“The woman in the picture? Or your wife is Coco?”
Perhaps hearing those words, the chef, who seemed to have finished some task,
approached our table with a photograph of a woman in a small frame, and put it on the
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tablecloth. And then he said,
“This is his wife.”
It was an average looking woman from the countryside, dressed not in red but in typical
Tyrolian dress. The chef said it was Peter's wife. He didn't seem, after all, to be Peter's son.
That isn't the way one would present the picture of one's own mother.
When Peter went to the bathroom, I called the chef over and asked him.
“Are you really his son?”
He just shrugged.
“Peter will surely take you to the vineyards. Think of it as gratitude for the lunch, and
just go for a little while and listen to what he has to say. Peter was long the chef of this
restaurant. After he lost his wife, he passed it on to me. His wife was a wonderful woman, and
for many years they ran the Jackdaw together. I hear it was his wife who named the
restaurant.”
“She came out of the wall, and then went back into the wall?”
“It was a major scandal at the abbey.”
The chef’s words seemed to contain a combination of mischief and pity.
Peter was coming back, so the chef walked away from the table.
Peter and I left the restaurant and took a walk into the vineyards behind it.
From a distance it seems as if the slope was covered with uniform yellow, but there were
slight differences in the tones depending on the type of grape, and there were different colors
depending on the zone.
The varieties that still had a bit of green among the yellow leaves were taller than the
others, and if one looked carefully, had clusters of blue grapes. They didn't seem unripe, but
the skin was tough. To the left were the shortest trellises. Te harvest had been completed there,
and the leaves that remained seemed ready to drop. Some of the remaining leaves were
changing in color from yellow to red.
Peter walked slowly, using his cane, and I adjusted by speed to him.
He explained that the leaves of red grapes had crimson color mixed in. He told me about
the different strains. He also spoke about the tastes of the wines made from different grapes.
“This vine,” he said, “is used for the house wine that we drank with lunch. It's a hardy
strain, and requires little care. A cool wind will soon blow from beyond that hill, scattering
the leaves, and when it comes you'll see how strong and flexible the stems are.”
“When will all the leaves be gone?”
“Another month, I suppose. Even when the snow comes, the black stems wind around
one another and endure the cold. I wish my wife had been as strong as them.”
The thin path ran up the hill, breaking into several branches along the way. The
meandering created the illusion that we had stumbled into the yellow colored forest.
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The road, which must have been for the passage of special trucks during the harvest
season, was quiet as well. A small shed with a triangular roof stood at the intersection, and
inside it was a crucifix. Somehow it didn't seem to fit in the yellow forest. The colors had
been peeled off by the wind and rain, but the blood dripping from the crown of thorns on
Christ's head was still vivid, thanks to the protection of the roof.
Though the path meandered, the rose vines were planted in straight rows. Between them
stretched, into the distance, belts of blue grass. The belts must have been for the harvesting
machines to pass through.
It was a beautiful afternoon. Under the overflowing afternoon light, both the vines that
still had grapes and those that had been harvested were in the midst of a yellow dream.
But it was too beautiful. That which is too beautiful is frightening. The gold color of the
chapel at Melk was frightening, and the backs of the books that for centuries had filled the
library, with their gold paint, were frightening.
As was the old man walking slowly using his cane in the field of grapes, with its yellow
gold color. . .
My pace slowed.
I wondered if his legs were really so bad. Was the cane really just a cane?
The trout that I had just eaten seemed to be swimming at the bottom of my stomach.
How far would we walk? He hadn't spoken for the last few minutes. He was simply
walking toward our destination.
We were now in the middle of a different type of vine, with reddish leaves.
Peter left the path and advanced into the vineyard. The ground was soft, but not enough
to cover my shoes.
“How far will we go?”
My voice was bright and stiff.
He simply kept walking.
On both sides, the walls of red and yellow continued in a straight line. At the end of a
path, I could see a stone wall. It was far in the distance, though, and it would take a long time
to reach it. The trout in my stomach stirred again. There is nothing as expensive, they say, as
something given for free. I would need some pretext to turn back. I desperately sought a
reason. The back of Peter's head was glistening with sweat.
Then he stopped.
In this single spot, the vines had been cleared, and there was a long bench.
He placed the cane between his knees, and sat down. He sighed deeply, as if he were
truly tired.
I cleared my own spot on the bench, and sat down. So this was our destination. I
wondered if I would now have to pay him back for the lunch.
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There were black grapes under the red and yellow leaves of the surrounding vines. They
were rotting, and gave out a sweet smell. I hadn't noticed as we were walking, but the smell
was suffocating. The thick air, which I couldn't tell was one of ripeness or rottenness, mixed
with the odor of the grass and soil, and clung to my body and face.
“The grapes are rotting, aren't they.”
“. . . the bacteria cover them, and they dry even as they rot. There, can you see that white
substance? Soon, the reddish color will change to gray. That's when they are sweetest. Once
they are gray, they can be harvested.
So they were to be made into wine.
“If they don't rot, they don't become sweet.”
As if he had understood my nervousness, he started playing with the cane, using both
hands.
“. . . Do you often invite people from the library to this place?”
“Only women. And only women who are standing near that window, as Coco did.”
“Who come out of the picture?”
“Nobody believed it. Not only that, but they said the figure above the flower vase in the
picture was a man. Everybody in the abbey said so. And they looked at me as if they were
going to subject me to the inquisition.
He struck the ground hard with his cane. The cane sunk into the soil. His cheeks flushed,
and his eyes were bloodshot. He had that overpowering presence that had seemed to shake me
when we met in the library. He looked up from the yellow field, his eyes seeming to pierce
the sky overhead.
“What if. . .” I wondered in a soft voice.
“I was once a monk,” he said. “That window taught me about a new world. During the
centuries, that window gave monks passage to the outside world. Can you imagine how many
monks were tempted by the woman painted by Rosenthal? They couldn't use flames in the
library. They couldn't use heaters or candle stands. They had no choice but to rely on the
narrow rays of light coming in through the window to read. Books cannot be removed from
the library, so they did transcriptions near the windows. Many of them died young from the
cold and from tuberculosis. I was close to death myself. And then the woman came out of the
wall and stood near the window. It was Coco. Coco was wearing red at that time. I was saved;
she came to save me.”
The heavy air of the abbey's library returned. I was Coco standing by the window, and a
thin youth with a pale face stood before me. He had eyes that seemed exhausted from training,
sincere eyes that had loved at the very edge of life, that clung while seeking the warmth of
people.
The long black clothes of the youth were tied around his waist, and he had a stiff white
collar and a cross on the chest. This Benedictine monk moved my entire being, and I was
terrified by what was happening in my own body.
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“And then what happened?” I asked.
As if to nurse his dry throat, he opened his mouth particularly slowly.
“Nothing special. I was with Coco for a long time.”
“When she died, she hid again in that wall, behind the flower vase?”
“Yes, but her body lies here.”
“Where?”
“Here.” And he pointed to the ground under the bench.
A wind blew up from the depths of the land. My body shook from the mellow smell that
fully ripe grapes emit as they rot in that sweet way.
I was being deceived. No, no, the story was true. The grape vines around the bench had a
particularly beautiful red color, and the noble rot was proceeding in those fruits alone.
“What an interesting story.”
My voice broke. The beating of my heart was such that even Coco in the ground might
have been able to hear it.
A black shadow passed over our heads. The shadow alighted onto a grape vine a little
distance away, and shook a number of leaves.
The old man purred, and from behind the leaves a black bird with a long beak, about the
size of a pigeon appeared, and suddenly landed on the top of the grass. The bird approached
us cautiously. It had a gray stripe on its neck.
The old man picked a single grape from a nearby vine, and tossed it. The jackdaw rushed
forward, grabbed it and ran away.
“The grapes from this vine are particularly sweet. Why don't you try one?”
He picked another bunch. They were strange grapes, with most of their liquid gone, and
with a gray purple color.
“This is the smell. . .” And he brought it to my nose.
More than a fruit, it was a creature with its own quiet will. The odor was like the breath
of a living creature. The fleshy and aggressive mass of air clung to my face.
Peter's white face was so close. The creature hung between our faces.
I checked the odor with my nose, chose a grape without gray mold, and placed it into my
mouth. It didn't satisfy me, so I picked up another which was in the process of decay. It left a
sharp numbing on my tongue, making it seem not sweet, but rather as if it had fermented
while still on the vine.
“So this was the color.”
I was trying to make sure.
“The woman in the picture was surely wearing clothes of that color.”
13

50.doc

I remembered that it was a deep color, that could be seen either as red or black. Tears
were swelling up in the old man's eyes.
“Thank you for lunch. I am happy to have met you. You were a wonderful couple.”
I couldn't stand it any longer. I stood up and began to walk away.
He remained sitting on the bench, unmoving.
At the intersection of the paths, I saw the crucifix again. I had been stopped by that cross
that seemed to be a protector god of the field.
When monks who had tired of their training and chosen a woman passed by, what did
Christ say to them? The chef had told me this had been a major scandal for the abbey, but
Coco's picture didn't seem like one that could invite a scandal. It was just the picture of a
country girl who had gotten older, and become an old woman.
When I returned to the restaurant, the chef was standing outside, sending off some
customers that he knew.
I told him, “Peter is alone in the vineyard with Coco.”
He nodded, as if he understood everything. And then he asked the middle-aged couple,
who were about to get into their car, to drive me to Sankt Pölten.
I got into the car, rolling the sharp sensation on the tip of my tongue.
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“The Golden Fields of Melk”
By Nobuko Takagi

A long time ago, I took a car to Melk. It was early spring then, with a faint white moon
shining above the forests that lined the banks of the Danube River like a fortress.
As if hesitant to darken, the sky remained a pale, smoky blue. Low on the skyline, at the
edge of the mountains, the moon seemed to glide across the cars.
I'll be back, I told the moon.
Keeping my promise, I now rode a train from Vienna's West Station. It was fall, a
completely different season. The October air was clear.
I had grown quite accustomed to traveling alone in Austria. I took the train this time
because I didn’t want to impose again on the Japanese student at Vienna University who
drove me to Melk the last time. Station employees and train staff can all speak English, and
thankfully, the English spoken by Germans is easy to understand. I can also get by with
English in restaurants, hotels and taxis.
It took forty minutes to get to Sankt Pölten. After transferring to the local train I got to
know an elderly couple who brought along a dog. The woman boasted that Melk was the
most beautiful abbey in the world. Even the dog howled in assent.
We arrived at Melk Station in a little less than thirty minutes.
The abbey at Melk sits atop a hill, trailing like a cloud above the rocks and deep
greenery, its brown roof spread out under the tall sky. The long fortress-like wall below the
roof is painted with yellow and white stripes. Above it, in the center, sits a green dome. Two
spires, gorgeously decorated, face the Melk River. The vivid colors—white, yellow and the
dull green of copper rust—seem to flow down from the tops of the spires and wrap around
them like ribbons, finally descending to the faces of two clocks, themselves shining golden
yellow.
By itself, the building gave the impression of a palace rather than a church or monastery,
although multicolored marble and gilding were also used in abundance in the inner parts of
the church. Plus, the entire structure, down to every detail, is made with smooth curves, and
is the only piece of architecture that can be called a great treasure of the Austrian Baroque.
In the first half of the eighteenth century, the architects who constructed the church into
its present form tried to create heaven in this world atop Melk's hill by using their faith and a
vast amount of gold. It was clear that their passion was not borne from devotion or yearning,
but rather from a kind of obsessive energy.
Standing in the abbey’s hall during my previous visit, I was overwhelmed by the color
of gold. A human being, surrounded by such color, can lose touch with reality, even a sense
of the weight of one’s own body. I sensed that this was a message of the Buddhist Pure Land
faith as well, and now I wanted to again experience the golden color's lure.
Before this abbey sparkled with baroque beauty, it was a fortress, constructed in the
tenth century. A shrine was built in its center where the troops were stationed. The forts that
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protected this remote region called Mark took their names from tributaries of the Danube
River: Enns, Ybbs, Melk, Krems. The most important fort was called Melk.
At that time, Melk’s land was governed by the Babenberg family, who erected the
abbey in order to protect the contemplative monks who went on to form the Benedictine
Order.
Even when the political leaders subsequently changed, the abbey's lands were protected
as a religious center, and the abbey remained the pinnacle of theological learning and the arts.
Of course a number of ordeals beset Melk's abbey, one of which was the political and
economic disturbance caused by religious reforms. Melk joined forces with Vienna
University, or rather, launched what is now known as the Melk Reform.
Interestingly, at that time, Melk Abbey chose the theoretical teachings of the Vienna
University Ecumenical Council over those of the pope in Rome. Relations with the pope
subsequently deteriorated, but theory—that is to say, learning— was made into a priority.
Today, science explains truth, but back then, truth was pursued by attempting to know
the mind of God. Within this pursuit, Melk was able to hammer out new principles, along
with theory, and the abbey was at the apex of learning and intellectualism.
Melk was constantly patrolled for dangerous fires. In its cold climate, fire was the only
source of heat in winter, but winds blowing up from the river would fan the flames in the
hilltop abbey. Moreover, there was insufficient water since the complex was situated on high
ground. A small accidental fire could quickly become a disaster.
Fire destroyed the library at the end of the thirteenth century. One monk sacrificed
himself trying to save precious works created when the abbey was in its infancy, such as
hymns and Easter plays. From that time on there was a literary writing room in the abbey,
where works such as miniature paintings and chronicles were energetically created, but most
of its items have been lost.
The biggest tragedy occurred in the great fire of 1736, when nearly all of the work
completed by head architect Jakob Prandtauer, along with that of numerous decorators,
plasterers and sculptors, was destroyed just as they neared completion. Most of the roof and
decorative rooms were lost. The head of the abbey at that time, Bertholdus Dietmayr,
initiated reconstruction but he soon died, broken-hearted. Through the efforts of his secondin-command, the flourishing baroque that can be seen today was born.
These two great fires claimed many victims, but over the years there have been
numerous less dramatic ones, and naturally, the entire abbey is extraordinarily fearful of fire.
The priests and monks wear long robes with ample sleeves. I wondered if this was done
to protect them from the cold as they lived day-to-day without fire.
The region has an especially cold climate in Europe; when spring arrives the Melk
River is still frozen. Now, in autumn, the vestiges of summer light in the sky were beautiful,
but the temperature had already dropped to about ten degrees Celsius: it was a stark reminder
of the long winter that was about to come.
The restaurants, with their tables covered in cloth and their chairs lined along the paved
road in front of the town hall, were open but without any customers. A local elderly couple
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leisurely sipped tea, as if taking a break from the work of their summer, or their year, or their
lives.
Despite being a main thoroughfare, the road was so narrow that that people in opposite
cafes or souvenir shops could have spoken to one another without raising their voices.
The entire life of the town is guarded and watched by the abbey with its green dome
and two spires, visible down this road.
As I walked up the road's gentle slope, I was greeted by a beautiful gate with a
triangular roof set in a rounded arch. A similar gate was visible further on. Visitors cannot go
into the abbey’s inner cloister, which was used for religious training, but they are allowed to
visit the main hall and other parts of the church. Other than myself, however, there was not a
soul around.
When I passed through the first gate, I heard sounds coming from all around the inner
garden, like a flock of noisy birds. Instinctively, I turned around, and saw not birds, but
children. All at once a number of them ran through the gate down the paved slope. And then I
was alone again.
As I watched them run off, a monk who seemed to be their teacher appeared, wearing a
black robe with a white collar.
Coming toward me, he greeted me with a smile that seemed to say, They startled you,
didn't they?
"We call them the Wind," he said.
"Indeed," I replied, smiling back.
"They’re underclassmen at the gymnasium. When they wear their formal white clothes,
we call them the Rabbit Wind."
I wondered where those rabbits, now in plain clothes, had run off to. The teacher didn’t
answer my question, but instead added, "When they become upperclassmen, they stop
running." His eyes smiled once again behind his glasses.
I also wondered if, among those students, some would be chosen to become priests and
undergo the strict monastic training of the Benedictine Order.
In the quiet that returned after the Wind ran off, I walked toward the next gate.
It was silent in the sanctuary. There were many people—from gymnasium students to
monks— inside the expansive structure, and I had heard that many of them lived in
dormitories. Nevertheless, the air around me was pristine, as if untouched by human
respiration.
Stillness is important in religious places, be they Christian or Buddhist, and what I liked
most here was the air. It flowed like chilled white wine from my lungs to my heart. The
coolness of the gold in the church's sanctuary added to the intoxicating effect.
There were a number of unhurried and unmoving pilgrims there. Numerous statues
decorated in gold leaf gazed benevolently down, like citizens of heaven. There was some
murmuring, but soon everything was silent.
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The main altar was covered in marble and gold. On top of the high altar was a statue of
Peter and Paul holding hands, lamenting their parting. Conscious of their impending deaths,
they comforted one another. Their bodies were entirely covered with gold; around them stood
the prophets Daniel, Jeremiah, David, Isaiah, and others from the Old Testament, also in gold.
On the altar, holy figures and angels radiated the same color. To me, all the lustrous artwork
seemed like part of a secret conspiracy to seduce its viewers.
Peter and Paul were executed on the same day. Peter was crucified upside down and
Paul, a citizen of Rome, was beheaded. The fresco above the altar depicted a woman wearing
a deep crimson cloak and placing crowns of thorns atop their heads, while instruments of
torture lay scattered at their feet. Tolerating such torture, they reached great heights. Or to put
it another way, a profuse amount of blood flowed beneath these golden colors.
No matter how splendid and gorgeous Christianity can be, the anguish and screams of
humanity drift about it everywhere, as the physical body is injured to test the spirit.
Martyrs become saints, and the church worships a patron saint’s corpse or pieces of
flesh. This practice took root in every region in Europe, and in Melk as well, when an Irish
pilgrim named St. Coleman was hanged from an elderberry bush in the tenth century. His
body was brought to Melk in a state of non-decay, and even now the white bones of this saint
lie decoratively in a glass case rimmed with gold.
Truth be told, I felt a little sorry for him when I passed by, for not only was he hanged
from an elderberry bush, but now, one thousand years later, his white bones were exposed to
everyone's gaze.
Leaving the sanctuary, I walked through a long hallway with white walls illuminated by
iron light fixtures descending from the ceiling.
Considering Melk’s long history, the electric bulbs used in the iron fixtures were
extremely recent additions. Firelight created by oil or candles would have only burned bright
enough to cast faint shadows on the walls.
I climbed the wide stone staircase and entered the exhibition gallery that displayed the
Emperors' Hall. Amid the marble, I saw tourists for the first time since entering the buildings.
A young woman wearing a backpack looked at the paintings on the wall, comparing them to
materials she held in her hands. We exchanged smiles as I passed by. I was relieved by her
presence.
In the Emperor's Hall and the Marble Chamber, one can see how Austria's hereditary
rulers—such as the Babenbergs and Hapsburgs—cherished Melk as a spiritual center. It was
a palace and a fortress as well as a place of worship and spiritual training.
Emperors used the Marble Chamber to meet with high ranking clergy, where they
perhaps were given messages from God.
As I continued on, a wind suddenly blew up from the river.
I ascended to the very top of the enormous A-frame structure.
The gray-green trees surrounding the town and the Melk River swayed back and forth,
veiled in the light of the overhead sun. Looking closely, I could see the surface of the river
moving ceaselessly in one direction.
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Further ahead was the library, which was even more enchanting than the golden
sanctuary. The library was the reason why I wanted to visit Melk one more time.
The still air behind its massive doors was heavy and moist, and entirely different from
that of the sanctuary.
The long four-cornered room was completely crowded to the ceiling with leather-bound
books, save for the narrow open windows to the left and right. The writing and patterns of
every book were done in gold ink. Of course, their brilliance had diminished with the passage
of hundreds of years. What remained now was a mountain of the corpses of books.
For the most part these books were written by hand, and they reflected the energy of
innumerable people. Rather than corpses, one could perhaps imagine them as a chorus of
voices, collective breaths, and sweat, all brimming with power.
When I stood in the middle of this room, I tried to imagine the feeling that had
overwhelmed me on my previous visit. Whatever it was, I wanted to experience it again.
It wasn't something I could put into words.
But what amazing things human beings could accomplish.
The hand-copied books dated from the ninth century and included sermon collections
and tenth- and eleventh-century copies of Virgil. A twelfth-century copy of Hieronymus’s
commentaries was also completed here. There were explications on the Benedictine canon,
scripture, law materials, theological writings, and The Life of Jesus—a work written by the
poet Ava, the first female writer of the German language. Two-thirds of all the manuscripts
dated from the fifteenth century, but they had not yet all been examined. Just recently, in
1997, a scholar named Christine Glassner caused quite a stir when she discovered a fragment
of the epic poem Das Nibelungenlied dating from around 1300, which was carefully inserted
into a late medieval manuscript.
Besides manuscripts, there were 1700 early printed texts dating from the sixteenth
century, called "old editions." In the seventeenth century, books numbered about 4500. In the
eighteenth century they dramatically increased to 18,000. All together, the library held
100,000 volumes.
I could only see an extremely small portion of the books, and because I understand
neither Latin nor German, I could only glean their different topics—theology, law, geography,
astronomy, and so on—from the brief written explanations.
Even so, there was one manuscript laid out on the exhibition table whose beauty and
power took my breath away. Each letter was an emblem, the leavings of the pen gorgeous
and imbued with affection. I couldn’t comprehend the language but I understood how
precious letters could be. They were themselves objects of prayer, I thought.
They also reminded me of Buddhist sutra manuscripts. The act of writing itself often
seems to be a religious activity, regardless of what that writing means.
The monks who created these manuscripts engaged in their extraordinary work in order
to grow closer to God. Hundreds of years of prayer were now condensed into these 100,000
volumes.
Something forced itself into my skin and lungs. In this concentrated space, my life
seemed insubstantial, like a feather.
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As I walked closer to the window, I felt the presence of someone behind me.
I first felt it on nape of my neck. It was ironic: here I was, mingling with piles of prayers
and words, and distracted by their gravity, but what I felt was the unmistakable presence of a
human of flesh and blood weighing upon me.
I turned around. An old man in a brown sweater walked slowly behind me and then
started to turn back. The room, buried in so many books, was swathed in darkness, so until
then I hadn't noticed other people. Now I also saw one other woman and a monk wearing a
long robe tied around the waist.
The old man approached me slowly and then looked up at the wall above the window.
His round face was etched with wrinkles; the skin under his jaw and around his neck sagged.
His bloodshot eyes were piercing, and I was unnerved by the sadness and uncertainty that
emanated from them.
Conscious of my presence, he gave me a diffident smile.
Because the building was so old, there were only a few long and narrow windows. They
provided a very small amount of light, and the old man could probably only see my silhouette.
From where I was standing, however, I could see every lash on his squinting eyes.
Looking up again to the wall above the ceiling, the old man muttered something I
couldn’t understand. As I started to leave he spoke to me in English.
"My wife is up there,” he said, pointing to the upper wall.
I was certain that that was what he said.
"Your wife?" I asked.
Perhaps he suffered from dementia.
A monk came by then and shook hands with the old man before entering an inner room.
The monk’s affection for him was apparent in his demeanor. I wondered if they were friends
or acquaintances.
Stepping back from the window, I looked up at the wall where the old man gazed.
On it was an indistinct painting with a flower vase and some script. It was difficult to
see, not only because it had deteriorated severely from the passage of time, but also because
the light from the window was so bright.
"Isn't that a vase?" I said.
"Does it look like a vase to you?"
"Yes. It’s a vase."
"Can't you see the woman inside, wearing red clothes?
I looked more closely. A figure, somewhat human looking, gradually appeared.
"Oh, yes. I see a person."
"That's my wife."
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Clearly this old man was demented. I thought I’d better leave.
"Everyone in this abbey thinks it’s a religious scholar painted by Rosenthal. But if you
look closely you'll see that it is obviously a woman. When I first saw her, I fell in love. That
was a long time ago, of course."
"But it's only a vase," I protested.
"Actually, the vase was painted over the woman by Johann Bergel, who used a
technique called secco. He painted over her, but she couldn't abide such treatment, so she
appeared as a figure in the vase."
"What is secco?" I asked.
“Rosenthal painted a fresco on the wet wall. Secco is a method of painting on a dry wall.
But frescoes are more durable. After the painting of the vase had dried, and over time, the
fresco began to appear, beginning at the bottom of the vase. Now it’s as if the fresco is
pushing through the upper layer. In another hundred years, the two paintings will be
completely reversed. It's funny, isn't it? She’s not an object, she’s a living being. And it
would be impossible to push her back now.”
"And…she's your wife?"
"Indeed."
"Like the Madonna?"
"She and I were married. She came down from the wall and peered out the window,
standing right where you stand now. And of course, all that was left on the wall was the vase.
We lived together but four years ago she passed away. And so she returned there."
As he said this, the human figure became more discernible. And indeed, it was a woman
in red clothes, not a male scholar.
"I am a businessman here," the old man said, handing me a card from his pocket. The
card had the name of a restaurant on it, as well as a map.
"Are you from Japan?" he asked me.
"Yes," I replied.
"You came from Vienna?"
“Yes, on the train, from West Station."
"Then you didn't pass through Krems. If you had driven, you would have seen my
restaurant. Krems has a very famous Austrian wine called Jamek. My restaurant is very close
to the winery. It has a large sign. The Hooded Crow. That’s its name."
The card also had a picture of a Hooded Crow on it. The old man seemed believable.
I told him that I had been to Melk once before, by car.
"That is a very special window. Say, if you're not busy, would you like to come to my
restaurant for lunch? It's only a twenty minute drive."
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"But just so you know," I said, "I did not come down from the wall."
We laughed. I decided to trust him. Plus, he used a cane, and that put me at ease.
We walked to the parking lot. His name was Peter, and he drove his car to Melk every
day to visit his wife.
The parking lot was built at the top of a set of stairs. Peter struggled to climb them,
leaning on his cane. It must have been difficult, but considering that his wife had returned to
Melk, he didn’t really have a choice.
His high-end German car was handicap-customized.
In the darkness of the library he had looked about seventy years old, but now, in the
bright light of the parking lot, it was clear that he was much older.
"Who’s taking care of your restaurant today?" I asked.
"I only work when I want to. My son is there when I'm not around. He used to be the
sommelier at the Jamek Vineyard, but when I hurt my leg, I turned the restaurant over to
him."
Once again, I felt at ease with Peter.
The Melk River joins the Danube and flows east. I remember seeing the trees lining the
road that runs along the Danube. Now the trees were energetically dropping their leaves,
which scattered and danced on the road. The trees, now mere branches, were completely
occluded by the brightness of the river's surface.
The Hooded Crow was small and compact, with a parking lot in front of the restaurant.
The most striking thing about the place was the sign. To me, the bird looked like more like a
black pigeon with a gray slanted band around its neck. It wasn't a bird I had ever seen in
Japan. When I mentioned this to Peter, he explained that it was a common species here.
The mountain behind the restaurant was entirely colored by deep yellow grape leaves.
Apparently Peter's restaurant also made homemade wine.
"And I'll tell you," he added in a whisper, "It's better than Jamek's. That's what my son
says, and he's never wrong about these things."
I suddenly realized that I was hungry. On the train I had only eaten one sandwich—ham
on Austrian semmel bread.
There were a few customers at the restaurant, who looked like they were taking a break
on their drives to Melk. It was a family-style place, with just five tables and a flower in a vase
atop each white tablecloth. Under each vase lay a golden yellow grape leaf. The aromas of
bread and cheese gave me a feeling of contentment.
Peter introduced me to the young chef. He was a very thin man with large eyes and he
wore an apron.
"This is my son," Peter said.
Introduced as such, a strange look emerged on the chef’s face, like he was squinting in
the sunshine or staring at faraway haze.
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"Did you meet the lady in the wall?" he asked.
"I did," I replied, "and I also heard about how she is much stronger than the flower vase.
We’re talking about Peter's wife, right?"
I wanted to see how the chef would react to my question. But he didn’t respond; instead
he returned a practiced smile.
With his black eyes and lustrous black hair, he looked like he could have been of Arab
descent. Not only did he not resemble Peter, he looked like a foreigner.
I braced myself for a confrontation with Peter. But then I decided that it really didn’t
matter if they were related or not. I could sense the closeness—the mutual trust and
acceptance—between them. But I did wonder if Peter really were the proprietor here, as he
said.
The lunch’s main course was river trout à la meuniere with a white wine sauce. The
white wine and fragrant herbs were skillfully mixed together with very tart apples found only
in the Krems area, and gave a very rich flavor to the clean white flesh of the fish.
Peter poured grape oil on his trout. He offered some to me, but I declined because I have
heard that the oil, squeezed from the seeds of grapes, has a bitter taste. The bread was
homemade, with a hardness on the outside that protected the moistness of the middle, and the
flavor emerged more with each bite. Peter said that the young chef had made everything.
"He's a wonderful cook," I said, "but he doesn't look like you at all. He must resemble
the woman in the wall more."
"Coco." The old man's eyes relaxed.
“Was that your wife's name?"
"Coco in the red dress."
"You mean the woman in the painting, or your wife?"
The chef, perhaps overhearing our conversation, stopped what he was doing and brought
over a framed photograph of a woman and placed it on the table. "This is his wife," he said.
She wore Tyrolean clothes, not a red dress. She looked ordinary, somewhat countrified.
But the chef had said that this was Peter’s wife. It was quite unlikely that he was Peter's son;
his manner was not one of a son showing a picture of his mother.
When Peter stood up to go to the restroom, I called the chef over and asked him,
"Are you really Peter’s son?"
He just shrugged his shoulders. "Peter will probably take you to the vineyard. Go with
him, if only as a gesture of thanks for this lunch. Listen to what he has to say. Peter was the
chef here for a long time. After he lost his wife, I took over the job. His wife was a
magnificent woman; together they managed The Hooded Crow for many years. She’s the one
who named it.”
"Does Peter really mean that she came out of the wall, and then went back into it?" I
said.
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"It caused quite a scandal at the abbey,” he replied, his eyes registering a mixture of
mischief and pity.
Peter returned, and the chef left.
We took a walk to the sprawling vineyard behind the restaurant.
From far away, the sloping fields looked completely golden, but in fact there were subtle
differences in the colors of each kind of grape leaf, and each section displayed a different hue.
Green peeked out between the yellow leaves. Some species of vines were taller than others,
and if you looked very closely you could see purple bunches of fruit. The grapes looked
unripe, their skin firm and taut. To the left, the harvesting was complete, and although leaves
still clung to the vines, they were about to wither and fall. The remaining yellow leaves were
turning red.
Peter walked slowly, leaning on his cane. I kept his pace.
He explained that the crimson color was associated with the leaves of red grapes. He
told me about all the different varietals, and about the flavor of the wine each one produced.
"The grapes of this vine here are used to make the wine we drank at lunch. It's a robust
species, and thus the easiest to grow. Pretty soon, cold winds will come up from those hills
over there and blow the leaves completely off. That’s when you can really appreciate the
strength and resilience of these vines.”
"When will they shed all their leaves?" I asked.
"In about a month, I'd say. The vines entwine themselves around the black branches to
withstand the snow and cold winds. Ah, if only my wife could have been as strong..."
Narrow roads branched off in all directions as we climbed the slope. I imagined getting
lost in this yellow forest. During harvest time the roads were used by farmers with special
vehicles, but now they were empty. At one crossroads stood a small shrine with a triangular
roof, housing a crucifix inside. The structure seemed incongruous with the yellow trees.
Wind and rain had eroded much of its color but thanks to the roof, the crown of thorns on
Christ's head remained vivid.
The roads were winding but the grapevines had been planted in a straight line. Between
each field, belts of green grass continued far into the distance. I wondered if machines were
used along the belts to harvest the grapes.
It was a beautiful afternoon, a golden-colored dream. But the light, shining down on
both the vines that had been harvested and on those to which grapes still clung, seemed
almost too brilliant.
And too beautiful. Things that are too beautiful often become frightening. The golden
color in Melk's chapel, the gold-painted bindings of books buried in the library for hundreds
of years—those things were frightening, too.
And this old man, walking slowly with his cane through this gold-colored vineyard...
My pace slowed.
I wondered if the old man's legs were really bad, and if his cane was just a cane.
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I felt as if the river trout I had just eaten was swimming in the bottom of my stomach.
I wondered where we were going. For several minutes, Peter said nothing, but I guessed
that we were walking toward some destination.
The grapevines continued, their leaves swathed in red. But now it was clearly a species
different from those I had seen until then.
Peter walked from the paved road into the vineyard. The ground below our feet was soft
but not muddy.
"Where are we going?" I asked, my voice intentionally bright.
But Peter just kept walking.
A straight wall of red and yellow continued on both sides of the path. A stone wall stood
at a dead end. Wherever we were going, it was too far away and too difficult to reach. The
river trout in my stomach moved limply. I was grateful for the lunch, but it’s true, I thought:
there is no such thing as a free lunch. After coming this far, I needed some kind of excuse to
turn back, and I tried desperately to think of one. Sweat glistened on the back of Peter's neck.
Finally, he stopped.
It was the only place free of grapevines. On it sat a long bench.
Peter put the cane between his knees, sat down, and let out a deep sigh. I supposed he
was quite tired.
I sat down too, a few feet away from him. So this was our destination. I wondered if this
was where I had to return his favor.
Black fruit was visible at the bottom of the red and yellow vines surrounding us. It was
rotten, and a sweet smell filled the air. I hadn't noticed it while we were walking, but now the
scent was so overpowering that I could hardly breathe. The rich air brimmed with ripeness
and rottenness—it was impossible to discern between the two—and mixed with the smell of
earth and grass, winding around my head and body.
“Those grapes are rotten, aren’t they?” I said.
"Fungus on the vine dries the fruit while it rots,” Peter replied. “Look, it's the white stuff
there. In a little while, the red will turn gray. Then the grapes will be their sweetest. When
they get to that point they'll be harvested."
Ah, I thought. So this was the grape used to make botrytized wine.
"If they don't rot they don't become sweet," he added.
Perhaps detecting my tenseness, he fiddled with his cane with both hands.
"Do you always invite someone from the library to come here?" I asked.
"Only women. And only those who stand by that window...the way Coco did."
"When she emerged from the painting?"
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"Nobody believed me. Everyone at the abbey said that the person painted in the vase
was a man. Their stern looks alone were like a heretical investigation."
He held his cane and thrust it into the ground. It sank into the earth. His eyes were
inflamed and his cheeks flushed. They possessed the same kind of intensity as when we meet,
like he was projecting his soul somewhere far away. His gaze drifted from the yellow
vineyard to the tall, empty sky.
"So you were a..." My voice trailed off.
"I was a monk. And that window exposed me to a brand new world. That window, you
see, secretly took monks away to another place. Can you imagine how many monks have
been seduced by Rosenthal's woman? They couldn't use flames in the library. There was no
heating, there were no candles. So to read their books, they relied on the thin, long light
coming through those windows. They couldn't take the books out of the library, so they also
copied them near the window. Many of them died young, from the cold or tuberculosis. I too
was close to death. But then a woman came down from the wall. It was Coco. She wore a red
dress then. Ahh, I am saved, I thought. This woman has come to save me."
I recalled the chilly, heavy air in the abbey's library. I imagined standing where Coco
stood while a young man stood before me, his face pale, his body emaciated. His eyes were
weary from religious training, craving human warmth. On the verge of death, he stared at the
window and fell in love.
He was a young man in a long black robe with a rope tied around the waist, a stiff white
collar, and a cross on his chest. This Benedictine monk stirred something in my entire being,
it made me shudder with unusual fear.
“So what did you do?” I intentionally asked the question slowly, as if concealing a
dryness in my throat.
"I didn't do anything. I’ve been with Coco all this time."
I reiterated his story. “She died, and is once again hidden under the vase in that wall."
"But her body rests here," he said.
"Where?"
"Here." He pointed to the ground beneath his feet.
Wind blew up from the ground and I was suddenly overcome by the moist smell of
sweet, rotting grapes.
I was being deceived. Or was he telling the truth? The red vines around the bench were
especially beautiful, their essence flowing downward to perpetuate the noble rot.
"What an interesting story," I said. My voice cracked. My heart beat so loudly that
perhaps Coco herself, deep in the ground, heard it.
A black shadow passed over my head. A short distance away, it dropped into the vines
and shook the leaves.
When the old man cleared his throat, a black bird about the size of a pigeon with a long
beak appeared from within the leaves and jumped down onto the grass. Cautiously, it
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approached me. Around its neck was a gray band. The old man took a grape from a nearby
vine and tossed it to the bird. It hopped up to it, took it in its mouth and quickly departed.
"This fruit of this vine is especially sweet. Do you want to try it?"
He plucked off another bunch of grapes. They were odd, an ash-purple color, withered
and half dried up.
"Notice the smell,” he said, raising it to my nose.
It wasn’t fruit. It was a living being concealing a quiet will. It smelled like expired
breath. The air around it, bewitching and offensive, wafted softly toward my face.
Peter’s white face came close to mine and the living being was suspended between us.
I smelled the bunch, and then chose a grape not yet covered with rot. I put it my mouth.
One was not enough and so I took another one.
What stayed in my mouth was not sweetness, but a penetrating numbness that made me
think that the grape was still fermenting on the vine.
"It was this color."
I looked. “Yes,” I said, “this is the exact same color as the woman’s clothes in the
painting.”
I recalled that rich color, red with black. Tears welled up in the old man's eyes.
It was time for me to leave. "Thank you so much for the meal. I'm glad I met you. You
two make a wonderful couple." I stood up and began to walk away.
He remained on the bench, motionless.
At the fork in the road, I saw the crucifix again. Perhaps it was regarded as the
protective spirit of the vineyards. As I passed before it, I wondered what Christ would have
said about a former monk whose austerities were sabotaged by a woman. The young chef had
spoken of the scandal it caused at the abbey, but it seemed somehow unfitting to associate the
Coco in the photograph with something "scandalous." She was an elderly woman, a country
daughter, the kind you find anywhere.
When I returned to the restaurant, the young chef was saying goodbye to some familiar
customers.
"Peter is the vineyard with Coco," I said.
He nodded, understanding everything. I asked a middle-aged couple just then about to
drive off if they would take me to Sankt Pölten.
I got into the car, the penetrating sensation still lingering on my tongue.
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