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We have learned the use of these medicines from the 
doctoritos, the plants themselves. This is the only 
way to truly learn the medicines, and it is Sacha 
Runa who introduces them to us. Our training 
is long, our whole life maybe, and years must pass 
before becoming vegetalista. You must understand 
that many, though not all, vegetalistas are also 
what you in your country call herbalists, but that is 
the least of our training: not all herbalists are called, 
or want to become, vegetalista.
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A NOTE TO THE READER

The owl’s dark eyelids cover a luminosity our reason 
cannot grasp.

Robert Bly

I would do for you what spring does for cherry trees.
Pablo Neruda

The best ecstatics take long journeys.
Author’s Journal, March 2017

I spend most of my days, when I am not washing the outside 
steps or cleaning the kitchen, which I am sure Yeats never had 
do to, thinking and contemplating and imagining and feeling 
and moving into and through this animate world we call Earth. 
Sometimes out there in the wildness of the world I come upon a 
story that needs more than anything to live inside a book, which, 
of course, it begins telling me pretty insistently that it must do 
right now and no more procrastinating. Sometimes I don’t have 
what it takes, so the story stays out there waiting until it finds a 
storyteller who really can craft the words the story needs to be 
inside of for it to be itself.

Other times, it seems (though no storyteller is ever completely 
sure of this) that I have both the skill to manage the telling of it 
and the willingness to open myself so the story can enter inside 
me and remain alive without my trying to make it something it is 
not. In that way it will still speak in its own voice all the things it 
needs to say, and that is how the best stories come to be anyway. 
Once the story realizes this, as all stories that are ready to be told 
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do to every writer that is, it won’t let me alone no matter whether 
I am sleeping or waking or washing the steps, which Yeats never 
had to do I am sure. So, that is how this story you hold in your 
hands came to be.

If you have read any of my other books and think you know 
what you will find inside this one, I just want you to know that 
this one is very different from anything I have written before and 
actually I myself have never read one like it . . .

for it is a quilting sewn from ragged pieces of memoir and 
remnants of narrative nonfiction and poetic prayer ties and 
scraps of fictional short stories and even a few odd blanket 
edges of scholarly commentary and still other things that are 
not usually found in stories such as telephone poles and the 
number 37 and purple tennis shoes disappearing around the 
bend just ahead of you as well as really rare pieces of fabric 
that can only be found beneath the owl’s dark eyelids or 
inside the emerald glimmering of a newly opened leaf or – 
sometimes – even inside secrets that everyone says must not 
be spoken out loud.

. . . despite the fact that I have read ten or twenty thousand books 
(which people keep telling me I couldn’t have done no way no 
how) during the sixty-five years of my life though of course that 
includes reading some of them more than once or even ten times.

Like all books, you might like it or you might not. There 
might be something inside this one that your soul needs you to 
find right now because that is the way souls are or else it might 
not be in here at all and if it is not your soul will tell you pretty 
quickly about it and then you can put the book down and go find 
what it is that your soul needs you to find right now, which is, by 
the nature of things, going to be a lot more important than you 
reading a book that has nothing to say to you.

And for sure, as I say every time I write a story – though for 
some reason a lot of people don’t believe me – most rationalists 
and all mechanical reductionists and the majority of monotheists 
and even some love and light beings (because there is so much 
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dark, heavy stone in here) will hate this book and if you are any 
of those life forms you should proceed with caution if you decide 
to open any more pages of the book than this one you are read-
ing right now. For what is surely true is that it will upset your 
stomach and you will find yourself getting mad, the reasons for 
which you will only partly know, and waving your hands in the air 
and expostulating and just having a miserable time so I wouldn’t 
bother if I were you.

On the other hand, if you know what Mirabai meant when 
she said she has felt the swaying of the elephant’s shoulders and 
if you have spent any time in your life being called by the wildness 
of the world or having strange experiences like plants talking to 
you or being awakened in the night by a voice that sounds really 
familiar speaking your name then there might be some things in 
this book that your soul needs you to find this day of all days.

Still, there might not be, and if so, just put the book down 
and go on with your life for the world is as filled with stories as 
it is with song and with animate beings that care for you and 
watch you with affectionate looks and there is no reason for you 
to waste your time here when all that is out there just waiting for 
you to just happen by.

Because really that’s all this book is about: what happened 
when the Earth and I by chance ran into each other one day, met 
one another’s gaze, and stopped a minute to talk.

In the end, we went back to her place.


