


A story
by

b
W

colorized
by
Barbara Winiger



for Nelly



Today, Olani explores new parts of the forest. Joyfully, she
swings from one tree to the next, excited by the sound of the
leaves parting as she passes.

In her carefree mood, Olani barely notices her surroundings
changing until she reaches the last branch...and looks out onto a
big clearing.

Swiftly, Olani climbs up her tree as high as she can in order to
get the best view.



And this is what she sees: an old lady with only one arm
collecting stones and piling them up.

“The Stone Lady,” Olani whispers to herself.

There are many stories about this figure.

Rumor has it that she lost her arm a long time ago while fighting
for the trees. She has lived on the ground alone collecting stones
ever since.

The ground is dangerous. This 1s what Olani has been taught by
her mother. It’s better to stay away.

And yet...

Seeing the old Stone Lady down there mesmerizes Olani.






The next day, Olani is back at the clearing. She wants to find out
what the stories are all about. Hours on end, she observes the old
lady putting stones on top of each other, now and then
disappearing and reappearing with new stones. Olani is bursting
with curiosity now.

When the old lady disappears again, Olani summons up the
courage to climb down her tree.

The ground feels unfamiliar to her. As quietly as possible, Olani
slips through the undergrowth. As the trees start clearing, Olant’s
unease grows.



There is nothing but open space and no cover. Olani craves a
tree to climb up like never before. But curiosity prevails.

Suppressing a shriek, Olani bursts out of the brushwood and
dashes across the clearing. She makes straight for the semicircle
of stones she has watched the Stone Lady build. Reaching it, she
anxiously huddles up to it.

Olani has a careful look around. Everything appears to be quiet.
The Stone Lady is nowhere to be seen.
Olani decides to have a closer look at the stones at her feet.

She takes one in her hand, turning it upside down, feeling the
smoothness of its surface, giving it a lick.
There doesn’t seem to be anything special about it.

“What’s your secret?” Olani whispers.
“I am,” says the Stone.

“What are you?” Olani asks.



“I am,” the Stone repeats.

“That is enough.”




At that moment, the Stone Lady reappears with an arm full of
stones.

Olani rises from the shadow of the semicircle, still holding the
Stone in her hand.

“Hello,” Olani says.

The Stone Lady eyes her warily, but doesn’t answer.

“What are you doing with the stones?” Olani asks.

“I'm building up a supply,” the Stone Lady grumbles.
“What are you building up a supply for?” Olani asks.

“For defense.”

Olani pricks up her ears.

“Against the tiger?”

“The tiger? No!” the old lady sneers.
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“Just bring it on



Olant gasps.

“Aren’t you afraid of the tiger, then? We are completely at its
mercy down here!” Olani exclaims.

“There are worse enemies than the tiger,” the Stone Lady says.
“And I'll be ready when it’s time for them to come.”

She grabs a stone from the heap before her, takes a good swing
with her one arm and sends it flying onto the clearing.

“Wow,” Olani says.
The Stone Lady gives her a mischievous look.

“You didn’t expect me to throw like this, did you? An old one-
armed lady who can’t even climb trees anymore is ready to meet
her death down here. Haha, as if]” the Stone LLady shouts and
waves her remaining arm.

“I have transformed my weakness and made it my strength!”



Olani looks down at the Stone in her hand. Then she throws it as
far as she can.

“See,” the Stone Lady exclaims, “that was easy, wasn’t it?”
Olani is bursting with exhilaration She feels like jumping for joy.

“I would like to be as strong as you are,” Olant says, in awe.
“How do you do that?”

The Stone Lady gives Olani a long look.

“The things that happened to me in my life made me strong,” she
says, in a heavier tone. “I had no choice.”

Olani feels her rush of elation ebbing away.
“And where did you find your strength?”” Olani asks.

The old Stone Lady reaches out and softly puts her long index
finger on Olant’s chest.



“In here,” she whispers.




Olani has made a decision. She wants to find her strength.
So, the next day, despite her fear, she climbs down her tree again.

The clearing lies quietly in the morning sun. Olani takes her
chance. In the distance, she can see the Stone Lady working on
her stone supply. Olant heads her way.

Suddenly, she trips. Looking down, she recognizes the Stone that
she threw yesterday.

“You again,” Olani says.



“Why are you popping up like that?”

“T'o make yvou pause.” the Stone says.
you p 5 y




Remembering the Stone’s words, Olani spontaneously decides to
just be for a little moment.

“I don’t know how you do it,” she says after a while.
“Whenever I try to be, I start thinking.”

“Just think, then,” the Stone says.

“But then I worry,” Olant answers.
“Just worry, then,” the Stone says.

“But I don’t want to worry,” Olani says.
“Then don’t,” the Stone says.

“You really are of no help at all,” Olani says, frustration kicking
in. “The only thing that felt good was throwing you away.”

Olani picks up the Stone. “Maybe the Stone Lady 1s right and 1
can at least use you to defend myself.”

When Olani continues walking across the clearing, she suddenly
hears something rustling in the undergrowth. It makes her jump.
Unfamiliar shadows are dancing along the edge of the forest.



Olani looks out for a tree to climb on, but she is already too far
into the clearing for that. Skeptically, she looks down at the
Stone in her hand.

There is another rustle in the bushes and Olani’s heart skips a
beat. Squinting her eyes, she tries to spot the tiger. Is this the
time to throw her Stone? But as long as she cannot see her target,
she cannot aim correctly. Could these even be the enemies the
Stone Lady talked about, the ones that are even worse than the
tiger? What are they about to do to her? Will they take her arm?
Should she just run away?

Suddenly, things are getting blurred around Olani. The outlines
of the bushes are becoming softer and softer until they dissolve
into nothingness.

“What’s going on?” Olani shouts, terrified. “Stone Lady, where
are your”

No answet.

“Help! Can somebody hear mer” Olani cries, desperately trying
to make out a landmark.



She doesn’t dare walk into the unknown, so she sinks to the floor
and buries her face in the crook of her arm.

“Can you hear me now?” a voice asks.

Olani jumps out of her skin and frantically looks around her.

“Who is there?”



“I am the Fog,” says the Fog.

“Where are your” Olani asks.

“I am where you can no longer see clearly,” the Fog says.
Olant cringes. “Will you hurt me?” she asks, shivering.
“No,” the Fog says.

“Then why didn’t you answer me when I was calling for help?”
Olant splutters.

“I did answer,” the Fog says, “but you couldn’t hear me.”
“Why couldn’t I hear you? I can hear you now,” Olani wonders.
“You were overcome by fear,” the Fog says.

Suddenly, Olani realizes that her hands are empty.

“Where i1s my Stone?” she gasps. “I need to defend myself
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Olani starts fumbling around hastily. Has she dropped it?
“Nothing 1s ever lost,” the Fog says.

“What about my Stone then,” Olani whines. “I cannot find it
anywhere!”

“Find yourself first,” the Fog says, “then you will see.”

Disheartened, Olani stops. She closes her eyes and focuses on
slowly breathing in, breathing out.

Little by little, her heartbeat slows down.

When Olani opens her eyes, she sees the Stone lying in front of
her. The Fog has gone.

“I thought that I would feel stronger taking you with me,” Olani
says, addressing the Stone.

“But you are not enough. If I really want to feel strong, I need
more,” she says.



“Will you show me where you get your stones?” Olani asks the
Stone Lady. The old one gives her a scrutinizing look. Then she
beckons her to follow.

The Stone Lady leads Olani to the mountain where she collects
her stones.

Olani has never been this close to the mountain.
“Hello,” she says.
“Hello,” says the Mountain.

Olant marvels at the Mountain’s stony slopes.



“You are so lucky you have stones for days at your disposal,” she
says. “I, too, would like to have more stones. I only have this one
here.” Olant presents her Stone to the Mountain.

“It 1s not important how many stones you have,” the Mountain
says. “What matters is that you put down the stones you are
carrying.”

“But I don’t want to put my Stone down,” Olani says. “I need it
to defend myself.”

“What you do with your stones is none of my business,” the
Mountain says. “I just want you to know that you can put them
down if some day they become too heavy.”

“You being a Mountain cannot understand me. You are strong.
Nobody can harm you,” Olani rants. “Some of us need to be
able to defend themselves.”

“Those who know how to put things down will gain true
strength,” the Mountain says.

“I actually even threw this Stone away once,” Olani boasts. “But
it didn’t make me stronger.”



“If you want to be stronger
it is no use to put something
down and pick it right up again,”
the Mountain says.



Olani takes her eyes away from the rocks and looks down at the
Stone in her hand.

“Are you saying I shouldn’t pick up stones anymore?”” Olani
asks.

“You can pick up as many stones as you wish,” the Mountain
says. “Just remember that it is your weakness that makes you
pick up stones. As soon as you find your strength, you will start
putting them down.”

“Are you coming?” the Stone Lady asks. She put as many stones
as possible between her chest and her one arm and is now ready

to head back.
Quickly, Olani picks up a few stones at the foot of the Mountain.

“Let me take a few stones for now. If they become too heavy, I
can always put them down,” Olani says.

“Help yourself,” the Mountain says.



Senses sharpened, Olani tries to catch up with the Stone Lady on
her way back.

But the stones Olant collected are getting heavy and slow her
down.

All of a sudden, from the corner of her eye, Olani catches a
shadow. Intuitively, she focuses on the stones in her hand. She
gets ready to throw them. But everything is quiet in the
undergrowth.

Olant dares to look around her. Close by, there is a tree within
reach.

Eyes fixed on the bush, the first stone ready to be thrown, Olani
backs up to the tree.

There, she pulls herself together and shouts at the bush, “Show
yourself, tiger! I am strong. I’'m not afraid of you!”

This is when from the darkness of the thicket, the Shadow
emerges. Olani freezes.

“Here I am,” says the Shadow.



Olani tightens her grip on the Stone in her hand and asks, her
voice trembling, “Who are your”

“I am the Shadow,” the Shadow says.
“What do you want from me?” Olani asks.

“The question should be: What do you want from mer” the
Shadow says.

“What do you mean?” Olani splutters. “You are the one putting
me in danger!”

“I don’t put anyone in danger,” the Shadow says.
“But if 'm called, I will show myself.”

“I haven’t called you,” Olani says bravely.

“But you have been expecting me,” the Shadow says, indicating
the stones Olani is clutching.

Olani pauses.

“No,” she says after a little while. “I’ve been expecting the tiger.”



“I can take on any form you wish,” the Shadow says,

slowly creeping towards Olani.




“What? No!” Olani shouts nervously. “I don’t want to run into
the tiger!”

The Shadow stops.
“Ah? Then this must be a misunderstanding.”

Before Olani can say something, the Shadow slowly starts
retreating into the bushes.

Confused, Olant follows the Shadow with her eyes. She stays put
for a while with her back to the tree, the Stone in her hand.

When all movement ceases, she puts down the stones she is
holding. The only one she hangs onto is her Stone.

“I think I’ve just talked to my fear,” Olani says to the Stone.

“It came exactly when I had prepared for it. I was ready to throw
my stones. But then the threat turned out to be a Shadow figure.
There is no point in throwing stones at shadows.*

“Then, how about puttine me down now?”’ the Stone says.
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Nervously, Olani glances at the bushes the Shadow just emerged
from. She decidedly shakes her head, “I will need you when the
tiger comes.”

When Olani returns to the clearing, the Stone Lady is busy
stacking her stone supply.

Olani decides to scatter her load at a little distance. She moves
from left to right, piling some stones up, others stay solitary.

The Stone Lady observes her from the corner of her eye. Olani
seems to scatter her stones randomly, without system or sense.

The old Lady shakes her head disapprovingly and tries to refocus
on her work.

But she catches herself glancing over at the youngster time and
again. Finally, her curiosity prevails. She joins Olani.



“What are you doing with your stones?” the Stone Lady asks.
“I’'m building up supplies, just like you,” Olani says.

“And why are you scattering them everywhere?” the Stone Lady
wonders.

“If these stones are available all over the clearing,” Olani
sputters, “we will be quick to defend ourselves at all times. Isn’t
this great?”

The Stone Lady smiles.
“It really is a great idea,” she says.

Then, they both continue their work until the night starts setting
in.

“Good night,” Olani says to her Stone after putting it beneath
the tree she chose for the night.



“Good night,” the Stone says.




The next day, Olani picks up her Stone and heads off again.

At the mountainside, she collects new stones and hauls them
towards the clearing all the while looking out for stones at her
disposal and trees within her reach.

She gives the place where she encountered the Shadow a wide
berth though. There is no way she wants to run into that creature
agaln, it 1s far too strange.

This means Olant has to make quite a detour, which means more

struggle.



“Phew,” Olani exhales when she finally arrives at the clearing.
“Carrying stones is really exhausting.”

She rubs her aching back with her spare hand.

“How about putting me down now?”” the Stone in her other
hand reminds her.

“But I feel sate when you are with me,” Olani says.

“I cannot serve you like this,” the Stone says. “I am just weighing
you down.”

“If I put you down now and then the tiger comes, you cannot
serve me either,” Olani says.

“Trust that I will pop up when you need me,” the Stone says.

Olani muses upon it for another moment, then tentatively puts
the Stone down.

“Can I come see you again?”” Olani wants to know.

“l am here.”



On her own, Olani sets out for the Mountain.
“Hello,” Olani says, arriving at the Mountain.
“Hello,” the Mountain says.

“I have just put down the Stone I was carrying for so long,”
Olant says sadly. “Even if it reminded me of my weakness, it was
a friend, really.”

“Putting something down only means that you do not burden
yourself with it anymore,” the Mountain says. “It does not mean
that you forget.”



On her way back to the clearing, Olani feels her confidence
growing. She decides to take the direct route, passing the
undergrowth which once produced the Shadow.

The bushes are quiet and sun-lit. Olani stops. Even without her
stones, she is not afraid.

“I think I know now how I called for you that day,” Olani says,
approaching the bushes.

“T'he more stones I carried, the more I thought about tigers and
enemies. And the more fearful thoughts I had, the more shadows
appeared. So, in a way, my fear was fed by those stones.”

Olani’s face lights up. “Therefore, it was essential to put those
stones down. They are not meant to be kept. Just as my fear is
not meant to be kept!”

There is a slight rustle in the bushes, caused by the breeze.
This time, Olani doesn’t even blink.



When Olani returns to the clearing, the old Stone Lady is
relaxing in the shade at the edge of the forest.

“Now I’'m beginning to understand how important stones are,”
Olant says, joining her.
“They remind us.”

Olani points across the clearing towards the Stone she had been
carrying for so long.

“Over there lies a Stone that reminds me of my fear.”
Frowning, the old Stone Lady follows Olant’s finger with her
gaze.

“Why do you want to be reminded of your fear?” she asks.

“So 1t can serve me without weighing me down,” Olani says.

“I thought carrying as many stones as possible meant that I was
strong. But it only increased my fear. Now that I know that, I can
start putting my stones down.”



“You have transformed your weakness and made it your
strength, then,” the Stone Lady says.

“You are right, I have,” Olani says. “Everything has its place.
Even my fear. I can put it down without forgetting about it. I just
need to trust that it will be there to serve me when I need it.”

Olani looks out over the stone-studded clearing. “Just as the
stones will serve us when we need them.”

“What a beautiful perspective,” the Stone Lady says.
For a while, they both are 1n silence.

“If I ever had a stone to put down,” the Stone Lady begins,
“would you be there to help mer”

Olani smiles at her.

“l am here.”



As the night sets in, Olani joins the Stone she had carried for so
long. Sitting down next to it, she feels a surge of complete
satisfaction.

The stones around her are shining in the last light of the day,
transforming the clearing into a multi-colored mosaic. It is a sight
of utter beauty.

Eventually, Olani rises.
“Good night,” she says to the Stone.

“Good night,” the Stone says.
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