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Chapter 1

“Eh, Tree-ear! Have you hungered well today?” Crane-man
called out as Tree-ear drew near the bridge.

The well-fed of the village greeted each other politely by
saying, “Have you eaten well today?” Tree-ear and his friend
turned the greeting inside out for their own little joke.

Tree-ear squeezed the bulging pouch that he wore at his
waist. He had meant to hold back the good news, but the
excitement spilled out of him. “Crane-man! A good thing that
you greeted me so just now, for later today we will have to
use the proper words!” He held the bag high. Tree-ear was
delighted when Crane-man’s eyes widened in surprise. He
knew that Crane-man would guess at once—only one thing
could give a bag that kind of smooth fullness. Not carrot-tops
or chicken bones, which protruded in odd lumps. No, the bag
was filled with rice.

Crane-man raised his walking crutch in a salute.

“Come, my young friend! Tell me how you came by such a
fortune—a tale worth hearing, no doubt!”

Tree-ear had been trotting along the road on his
early-morning perusal of the village rubbish heaps. Ahead
of him a man carried a heavy load on a jiggeh, an open-
framed backpack made of branches. On the jiggeh was a large
woven-straw container, the kind commonly used to carry
rice.

Tree-ear knew that the rice must be from last year’s crop;
in the fields surrounding the village this season’s rice had only
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Capitolul 1

— Hei, Urechi-de-Lemn! Ai fliménzit bine azi? strigd
Omul-Cocor in vreme ce Urechi-de-Lemn se apropia de pod.

Sitenii care se hrineau indestulitor se salutau amical cu -
intrebarea ,,Ai mancat bine azi?“. Urechi-de-Lemn §i prietenul sau
schimbaseri salutul, care devenise astfel 0 mica gluma intre ei doi.

Urechi-de-Lemn stranse de siculetul plin ochi pe care il purta la
brau. Vrusese si mai améne vestea cea bund, dar bucuria il coplesea.

— Omule-Cocor, a fost un lucru bun ca m-ai intimpinat asa
adineaori, cici mai tarziu va trebui si ne salutim si noi ca restul
lumii!

Urechi-de-Lemn ridica siculetul; vizu incantat ca Omul-Cocor
il privea cu ochi mari de uimire. $tia cid avea sd ghiceascd nu-
maidecit — un singur lucru putea oferi unei traiste rotunjimea
aceea minunati. Nu erau resturi de morcovi sau oase de pui, care
impungeau tesétura in fel si chip. Da, saculetul era plin cu orez.

Omul-Cocor ridici carja in semn de bun-venit.

— Apropie-te, tinere prieten! Spune-mi cum ai dat peste asa o
comoari — nu'ma indoiesc cd povestea meritd ascultata!

Urechi-de-Lemn umbla de-a lungul drumului, asa cum obis-
nuia in zorii zilei, ciutand prin gramezile de gunoi din sat. In
fata lui, un barbat ducea o mare greutate pe un jiggeh, un fel de
suport facut din nuiele, neacoperit, care se prindea in spate. Pe
acest suport se afla un cog mare de paie, cum sunt cele in care se
transporti de obicei orezul.

Urechi-de-Lemn stia ci orezul era din recolta de anul trecut;
orezul din acel an abia incepuse si creascé pe cAmpurile din jurul
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just begun to‘grow. It would be many months before the rice
was harvested and the poor allowed to glean the fallen grain
from the bare fields. Only then would they taste the pure flavor
of rice and feel its solid goodness in their bellies. Just looking
at the straw box made water rush into Tree-ear’s mouth.

The man had paused in the road and hoisted the wooden
jiggeh higher on his back, shifting the cumbersome weight. As
Tree-ear stared, rice began to trickle out of a hole in the straw
box. The trickle thickened and became a stream. Oblivious,
the man continued on his way.

For a few short moments Tree-ear’s thoughts wrestled
with one another. Tell him-—quickly! Before he loses too much
rice!

No! Don't say anything—you will be able to pick up the fallen
rice after he rounds the bend...

Tree-ear made his decision. He waited until the man had
reached the bend in the road, then ran to catch him.

“Honorable sir,” Tree-ear said, panting and bowing. “As I
walked behind you, I noticed that you are marking your path
with rice!”

The farmer turned and saw the trail of rice. A well-built
man with a broad suntanned face, he pushed his straw hat
back, scratched his head, and laughed ruefully.

“Impatience,” said the farmer. “I should have had this
container woven with a double wall. But it would have taken
more time. Now I pay for not waiting a bit longer”

He struggled out of the jiggeh’s straps and inspected the
container. He prodded the straw to close the gap but to no
avail, so he threw his arms up in mock despair. Tree-ear
grinned. He liked the farmer’s easygoing nature.

“Fetch me a few leaves, boy,” said the farmer.

Tree-ear complied, and the man stuffed them into the
container as a temporary patch.
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satului. Aveau si treacd multe luni pana sa fie cules, iar atunci celor
saraci li se ingaduia sa adune boabele rimase pe camp. Era singura
datd cand savurau aroma pura a orezului si aveau senzatia ca au
méncat bine. Urechi-de-Lemn simtea cum ii lasd gura apd doar
privind la cosul de paie.

Barbatul se oprise din drum si-si saltase suportul de lemn mai sus
pe spate, muténd astfel greutatea impoviratoare. Urechi-de-Lemn il
urmdrea cu privirea $i vazu cd orezul incepe sd curgd printr-o gaura
a cosului. Dara de orez de pe jos era din ce in ce mai groasd. Omul
isi vedea mai departe de drum, negtiutor.

Pentru cateva momente, in mintea lui Urechi-de-Lemn se dadu
o lupti apriga. ,,Spune-i imediat, inainte sa se risipeasca prea mult
orez!”

»Nu, nu-i spune nimic! Ai sa poti sa aduni orezul de pe jos de
indatd ce coteste...”

Urechi-de-Lemn se hotari. Astepta pand ce barbatul ajunse la
cotiturd, apoi alerga dupa el.

— Stimate domn, zise Urechi-de-Lemn, gafaind si inclinandu-se.
Mergeam in spate si am observat ci in urma dumneavoastrd raimane
o dard de orez!

Taranul se intoarse si vazu déara. Zdravén, cu fata latd, arsd de
soare, isi impinse péliria de paie pe ceafd, se scarpina in cap si rase
cu tristete.

— Neribdarea, spuse taranul. Ar fi trebuit sd captugesc peretii
cosului, dar mi-ar fi luat mai mult timp. Acum trag ponoasele
pentru ¢ n-am avut destuld rabdare.

Didu la o parte legaturile care sustineau suportul de lemn si
cerceta cosul. Impinse paiele ca sa astupe gaura, fird sa izbuteasca
insd, asa ca isi aruncd bratele in aer, ca un fel de capitulare.
Urechi-de-Lemn zambi larg. Ti placea firea asezatd a omului.

— Adu-mi niste frunze, biiete, zise taranul.

Urechi-de-Lemn se supuse, iar barbatul le indesa in cos ca
reparatie provizorie.
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The farmes squatted “to"don'the jiggeh. As he started
walking, he called over ‘his'shoulder. “Good deserves good,
urchin. The rice on the ground is yours if you can be troubled
to gather it”

“Many thanks, kind sir!” Tree-ear bowed, very pleased
with himself. He had made a lucky guess, and his waist pouch
would soon be filled with rice.

Tree-ear had learned from Crane-man’s example. Forag-
ing in the woods and rubbish heaps, gathering fallen
grain-heads in the autumn—these were honorable ways to
garner a meal, requiring time and work. But stealing and
begging, Crane-man said, made a man no better than a dog.
“Work gives a man dignity, stealing takes it away,” he often
said.

Following Crane-man’s advice was not always easy for
Tree-ear. Today, for example. Was it stealing, to wait as
Tree-ear had for more rice to fall before alerting the man that
his rice bag was leaking? Did a good deed balance a bad one?
Tree-ear often pondered these kinds of questions, alone or in
discussion with Crane-man.

“Such questions serve in two ways,” Crane-man had
explained. “They keep a man’s mind sharp—and his thoughts
off his empty stomach.”

Now, as always, he seemed to know Tree-ear’s thoughts
without hearing them spoken.

“Tell me about this farmer,” he said. “What kind of man
was he?”

Tree-ear considered the question for several moments,
stirring his memory.

At last, he answered, “One who lacks patience—he said it
himself. He had not wanted to wait for a sturdier container to
be built. And he could not be bothered to pick up the fallen
rice!

Tree-ear paused.

“But he laughed easily, even at himself”
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Taranul se ldsa pe vine ca sa-si ridice jiggeh-ul in spate. Dupa ce
facu cativa pasi, strigd peste umar:

— Binele se rispliteste cu bine, baiete. Orezul de pe jos e al tau
de-ti vei da osteneala sa-] aduni.

— Multumirile mele, bunule domn!

Urechi-de-Lemn se inclina, tare incantat de el insusi. Ficuse
o presupunere castigatoare, iar siculetul de la brau avea sd fie in
curand plin cu orez.

Urechi-de-Lemn invatase urméind exemplul Omului-Cocor.
Sa umbli prin pddure si prin gramezile de gunoaie dupa hrand, sa
aduni toamna spicele cizute - toate acestea erau moduri cinstite
de a incropi o masi, cici presupuneau timp si muncd. Furtul si
cersetoria, spunea Omul-Cocor, faceau ca fiinta umana si nu se mai
deosebeasca de caine. ,Munca ii daruieste omului demnitate, furtul
i-o ripeste”, zicea el adesea.

Pentru Urechi-de-Lemn nu era intotdeauna simplu sa urmeze
sfaturile Omului-Cocor. ITata, de pilda, situatia de azi. Sa astepti, asa
cum facuse Urechi-de-Lemn, sd cadd mai multe boabe inainte de
a-1 avertiza pe tdran cd-i curge orez din cos era oare furt? Fapta
bund rascumpdra oare fapta rea? Urechi-de-Lemn isi punea mereu
astfel de intrebari, fie ca era singur, tie impreuna cu Omul-Cocor.

»Asemenea intrebari sunt de doud ori folositoare®, ii expli-
case Omul-Cocor. ,,Iti tin treazd mintea si-ti abat gandurile de la
foame.”

Si acum, ca intotdeauna, pirea si cunoasca gandurile lui
Urechi-de-Lemn fara ca baiatul sa fi zis ceva.

— Ia povesteste-mi despre taranul asta, il ruga el. Ce fel de om
era?

Urechi-de-Lemn cantéri intrebarea céteva clipe, scormonind
prin amintiri. In cele din urmad, raspunse:

— Un om care n-are rabdare, mi-a spus-o chiar el. N-a vrut sa
astepte ca si aibd un cos mai trainic. Un om care nu-si dd osteneala
sd adune boabele de orez cdzute.

Urechi-de-Lemn se opri cateva clipe.

— Dar stia sa rada, chiar si pe seama sa.
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“If he werehere now, and heard you tell of waiting a little
longer~before-speaking,”what do you think he would say
or do?”

“He would laugh,” Tree-ear said, surprising himself with
the speed of his response. Then, more slowly, “I think... he
would not have minded.”

Crane-man nodded, satisfied. And Tree-ear thought
of something his friend often said: Scholars read the great
words of the world. But you and I must learn to read the world

itself.

Tree-ear was so called after the mushroom that grew in
wrinkled half-circles on dead or fallen tree trunks, emerging
from the rotten wood without benefit of parent seed. A good
name for an orphan, Crane-man said. If ever Tree-ear had had
another name, he no longer remembered it, nor the family
that might have named him so.

Tree-ear shared the space under the bridge with
Crane-man—or rather, Crane-man shared it with him. After
all, Crane-man had been there first, and would not be leaving
anytime soon. The shriveled and twisted calf and foot he had
been born with made sure of that.

Tree-ear knew the story of his friend’s name.

“When they saw my leg at birth, it was thought I would
not survive,” Crane-man had said. “Then, as I went through
life on one leg, it was said that I was like a crane. But besides
standing on one leg, cranes are also a symbol of long life”
True enough, Crane-man added. He had outlived all his
family and, unable to work, had been forced to sell
his possessions one by one, including, at last, the roof
over his head. Thus it was that he had come to live under the
bridge.

Once, a year or so earlier, Tree-ear had asked him how long
he had lived there. Crane-man shook his head; he no longer
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— Daci ar fi acum aici si te-ar auzi spunand ci ai asteptat ceva
mai mult inainte de a-i vorbi, ce crezi cd ar face sau ar zice?

— Ar rade, spuse Urechi-de-Lemn, surprins de iuteala rdspun-
sului sau. Apoi, chibzuind: Cred... ca nu s-ar fi suparat.

Omul-Cocor dadu din cap, multumit. Lui Urechi-de-Lemn
ii veni in minte ceva ce-i spusese adesea prietenul sau: ,Invitatii
deslusesc marile cuvinte ale lumii. Insa tu si cu mine trebuie sa
invatam sa deslusim lumea insasi.“

Numele lui Urechi-de-Lemn venea de la o ciupercd care crestea
sub forma unor jumatiti de cerc valurite, pe buturugi sau pe
(runchiurile cazute ale copacilor, rasarind din lemnul putred fira sa
aibd nevoie de spori care sé-i dea nastere. Omul-Cocor spunea ca era
un nume potrivit pentru un orfan. Daci o fi avut Urechi-de-Lemn
un alt nume inainte, nu si-l mai amintea, cum nu-si mai amintea
nici familia care ar fi putut sa i-1 dea.

Urechi-de-Lemn impartea locul de sub pod cu Omul-Cocor,
sau mai degrabd Omul-Cocor il impartea cu el. Pand la urma,
Omul-Cocor se pripasise acolo primul si n-avea de gand sa plece
prea curdand. Gamba si laba unuia dintre picioare, prea subtiri si
rasucite — aga se nascuse —, nu-l ajutau deloc.

Urechi-de-Lemn cunostea povestea numelui prietenului sau.

— Céand mi-au vazut piciorul, la nastere, au crezut ca n-o sa
traiesc prea mult, ii destdinuise Omul-Cocor. Apoi, cdnd am inceput
sd ma descurc cu un singur picior, mi-au spus ca semanam cu un
cocor. Cu toate astea, dincolo de faptul ca sta intr-un picior, cocorul
este si un simbol al unei vieti indelungate.

Lucrul asta s-a dovedit adevarat, mai adaugase Omul-Cocor.
Supravietuise intregii sale familii, si, pentru ca nu putea sa
munceascd, fusese nevoit si-si vanda toate bunurile, unul cate unul;
cel din urma a fost acoperisul de deasupra capului. Asa ajunsese sa
traiasca sub pod.

La un moment dat, cam cu un an inainte, Urechi-de-Lemn il
intrebase de cand traia sub pod. Omul-Cocor clatina din cap; nu-si
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rememberedsBut then he brightened and hobbled over to one
side of the bridge, beckoning Tree-ear to join him.

“I do not remember how long I have been here,” he said,
“but I know how long you have.”

And he pointed upward, to the underside of the bridge.
“I wonder that I have not shown you this before.”

On one of the slats was a series of deep scratches, as if
made with a pointed stone. Tree-ear examined them, then
shook his head at Crane-man. “So?”

“One mark for each spring since you came here,” Crane-man
explained. “T kept count of your years, for I thought the
time would come when you would like to know how old
you are”

Tree-ear looked again, this time with keen interest.
There was a mark for each finger of both hands—ten marks
in all.

Crane-man answered before Tree-ear asked. “No, you have
more than ten years,” he said. “When you first came and I
began making those marks, you were in perhaps your second
year—already on two legs and able to talk”

Tree-ear nodded. He knew the rest of the story already.
Crane-man had learned but little from the man who had
brought Tree-ear to the bridge. The man had been paid by
a kindly monk in the city of Songdo to bring Tree-ear to the
little seaside village of Ch'ulpo. Tree-ear’s parents had died of
fever, and the monk knew of an uncle in Ch'ulpo.

When the travelers arrived, the man discovered that
the uncle no longer lived there, the house having been
abandoned long before. He took Tree-ear to the temple
on the mountainside, but the monks had been unable to
take the boy in because fever raged there as well. The villagers
told the man to take the child to the bridge, where Crane-man
would care for him until the temple was free of sickness.

“And,” Crane-man always said, “when a monk came to
fetch you a few months later, you would not leave. You clung

18

mai aducea aminte. Apoi chipul i se lumina si se duse schiopdtand pana
intr-o anume parte a podului, ficindu-i baiatului semn sa-1 urmeze.

— Nu mai stiu de cand sunt aici, zise el, dar stiu de cat timp ai
aparut fu.

Aritd atunci cu méana in sus, spre partea de dedesubt a podului.

— Ma mir ¢a nu ti-am aratat asta mai demult.

Pe o stinghie se vedeau cateva zgarieturi adanci, care pareau sa fi
fost facute cu o piatrd ascutitd. Urechi-de-Lemn le privi cu atentie,
iar apoi intoarse capul spre Omul-Cocor.

— Sice-icuasta?

— O linie pentru fiecare primavard de cand esti aici, ii explica
Omul-Cocor. Am tinut socoteala, caci m-am gandit cd va veni o
vreme cand vei vrea sa stii cati ani ai.

Urechi-de-Lemn privi din nou, de asta datd mult mai atent. Era
acolo cite o linie pentru fiecare deget al celor doud maini: zece linii
cu totul.

Omul-Cocor ii rispunse inainte ca baiatul si fi apucat sa puna
intrebarea.

— Da, ai mai mult de zece ani, ii zise el. Atunci cand ai ajuns
aici, iar eu am inceput sa fac semnele astea, aveai pesemne doi ani -
stateai deja in picioare si vorbeai.

Urechi-de-Lemn incuviintd din cap. Restul povestii il stia.
Omul-Cocor aflase foarte putine de la barbatul care il adusese
acolo. Fusese plitit de un calugar milostiv din orasul Songdo ca sa-1
aduca pe baiat in micul sat Ch'ulpo, de la malul marii. Parintii lui
Urechi-de-Lemn muriserd de friguri, iar cdlugarul stia de un unchi
care traia in Ch'ulpo.

Cénd a ajuns acolo cu béiatul, barbatul a aflat cd unchiul lui nu
mai locuia in satul acela, iar casa fusese lasata in paragind. L-a dus
pe Urechi-de-Lemn la templul de pe munte, dar calugdrii nu I-au
putut primi pe bdiat, fiindca malaria se rdspandise si acolo. Satenii
i-au spus sa-1lase la pod, unde Omul-Cocor urma sa aiba grija de el
pana ce locuitorii templului aveau sa scape de malarie.

,Si° povestea Omul-Cocor, ,,cand unul dintre cdlugdri a venit sd
te ia, cateva luni mai tarziu, n-ai vrut sd pleci. Te-ai agatat de piciorul
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to my good leg like a monkey to a tree, not crying but not
letting"go, either! The monk went away. You stayed.”

When Tree-ear was younger, he had asked for the story
often, as if hearing it over and over again might reveal
something more—what his father’s trade had been, what
his mother had looked like, where his uncle had gone—but
there was never anything more. It no longer mattered. If there
was more to having a home than Crane-man and the bridge,
Tree-ear had neither knowledge nor need of it.

Breakfast that morning was a feast—a bit of the rice
boiled to a gruel in a castoff earthenware pot, served up in
a bowl carved from a gourd. And Crane-man produced yet
another surprise to add to the meal: two chicken legbones. No
flesh remained on the arid bones, but the two friends cracked
them open and worried away every scrap of marrow from
inside.

Afterward, Tree-ear washed in the river and fetched a
gourd of water for Crane-man, who never went into the river
if he could help it; he hated getting his feet wet. Then Tree-ear
set about tidying up the area under the bridge. He took care
to keep the place neat, for he disliked having to clear a space
to sleep at the tired end of the day.

Housekeeping complete, Tree-ear left his companion and
set off back up the road. This time he did not zigzag between
rubbish heaps but strode purposefully toward a small house
set apart from the others at a curve in the road.

Tree-ear slowed as he neared the mud-and-wood structure.
He tilted his head, listening, and grinned when the droning
syllables of a song-chant reached his ears. The master potter
Min was singing, which meant that it was a “throwing” day.

Min’s house backed onto the beginnings of the foothills
and their brushy growth, which gave way to pine-wooded
mountains beyond. Tree-ear swung wide of the house. Under
the deep eaves at the back, Min kept his potter’s wheel.
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meu sdnatos cum se agatd maimuta de copac, fard sa plangi, dar si
fara sa-mi dai drumul! Calugédrul a plecat. Tu ai rdmas".

Cand era mai mic, Urechi-de-Lemn ii cerea adesea sa-i spund
povestea, ca si cAnd ascultarea ei repetata ar fi putut scoate la lumina
un detaliu in plus - cu ce se ocupa tatdl lui, cum arata maica-sa,
unde plecase unchiul -, dar nu descoperise nimic nou. Nici nu mai
avea importantd. Dacd exista undeva un loc pe care l-ar fi numit
»acasd’, dincolo de pod si de Omul-Cocor, nu stia unde sa-1 caute si
nici nu mai avea nevoie de el.

Micul-dejun din dimineata aceea a fost un adevarat festin:
au facut o fiertura de orez intr-o oald de lut pe care o gasisera
si au mancat-o dintr-o strachina incropita dintr-o tigva de dovleac.
Si Omul-Cocor avea o surprizd pentru dejun: doud copdnele
de pui. Nu mai era pic de carne pe oasele uscate, dar cei doi
prieteni le-au desficut si au scos dinauntru si ultima firdma de
maduva.

Urechi-de-Lemn facu apoi o baie in rau si ii aduse Omului-Cocor
o coaja de dovleac plind cu api; prietenul sau nu intra niciodata in
rau daca nu era neapdratd nevoie. Nu-i placea sa-si ude picioarele.
Pe urmi, Urechi-de-Lemn incepu sd faca curat sub pod. Avea grija
ca totul sa fie ingrijit, fiindca nu-i plicea sa-si aranjeze locul de
dormit la sfarsitul zilei, cind se aduna oboseala.

Dupa ce termind cu dereticatul, Urechi-de-Lemn isi lasa
prietenul si porni din nou pe drumul din sat. De asta datd nu
mai umbld la intamplare printre gramezile de gunoaie, ci se
indrepta spre o casa micd, aflata la distanta de celelalte, la un cot de
drum.

Urechi-de-Lemn isi incetini pasii pe mdsurd ce se apropia de
locuinta din lemn si lut. Isi inclind capul, ascultand, si zambi larg
cand ii ajunse la urechi murmurul unui cént ritmat. Mesterul olar
Min canta, semn cd era o zi cand lucra la roata.

Casa mesterului se afla la poalele unor dealuri acoperite de ar-
busti, care se continuau cu munti unde cresteau paduri de pin.
Baiatul ocoli casa. Sub streasina latd din spate, Min isi agezase roata.
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He was there now, his gray head bent over the wheel, chanting
his wordless song.

Tree-ear made his way cautiously to his favorite spot,
behind a paulownia tree whose low branches kept him hidden
from view. He peeped through the leaves and caught his breath
in delight. Min was just beginning a new pot.

Min threw a mass of clay the size of a cabbage onto the
center of the wheel. He picked it up and threw it again, threw
it several times. After one last throw he sat down and stared
at the clay for a moment. Using his foot to spin the base of
the wheel, he placed dampened hands on the sluggardly lump,
and for the hundredth time Tree-ear watched the miracle.

In only a few moments the clay rose and fell, grew taller,
then rounded down, until it curved into perfect symmetry.
The spinning slowed. The chant, too, died out and became a
mutter of words that Tree-ear could not hear.

Min sat up straight. He crossed his arms and leaned back
a little, as if to see the vase from a distance. Turning the
wheel slowly with his knee, he inspected the graceful shape
for invisible faults. Then, “Pah!” He shook his head and in a
single motion of disgust scooped up the clay and slapped it
back onto the wheel, whereupon it collapsed into an oafish
lump again, as if ashamed.

Tree-ear opened his mouth to let out his breath silently, only
then realizing that he had been keeping it back. To his eyes the
vase had been perfect, its width half its height, its curves like
those of a flower petal. Why, he wondered, had Min found it
unworthy? What had he seen that so displeased him?

Min never failed to reject his first attempt. Then he would
repeat the whole process. This day Tree-ear was able to watch
the clay rise and fall four times before Min was satisfied.
Each of the four efforts had looked identical to Tree-ear, but
something about the fourth pleased Min. He took a length of
twine and slipped it deftly under the vase to release it from the
wheel, then placed the vase carefully on a tray to dry.
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Mesterul era acolo; isi tinea capul carunt aplecat peste ea, inganand
cantecelul fara cuvinte.

Urechi-de-Lemn se strecurd cu grija in locul sau preferat, in
spatele unui copac Paulownia, ale cirui ramuri aplecate il ascundeau
privirii. Privi printre frunze si isi tinu respiratia de incantare. Min
tocmai incepea sa faca un nou vas.

Mesterul tranti in centrul rotii un bot de lut de marimea unei
verze. 11 ridica si il arunca din nou, de mai multe ori. Dupa cea
din urma aruncare, se aseza si privi lutul pentru un moment. In
timp ce invartea cu piciorul baza rotii, isi puse mainile umede peste
bulgérele acela fara forma si, pentru a o suta oard, Urechi-de-Lemn
privi infaptuirea miracolului.

In doar cateva clipe, lutul se ridica si cobori, crescu mai inalt,
iar apoi se rotunji pand ce curburile dobandira o simetrie perfecta.
Miscarea rotii incetini. Cantecelul nu se mai auzea, era mai degraba
un murmur pe care Urechi-de-Lemn nu-1 mai putea intelege.

Min isi ridica fruntea. Isi incrucisd bratele si se dadu putin
pe spate, ca si cand ar fi vrut sa priveasca vasul de la distanta.
Invartind incetisor roata cu genunchiul, cerceta obiectul acela
delicat in ciutarea unor defecte invizibile. Dintr-odata, ,,Pah! Isi
scuturd capul si, dezgustat, ridica lutul si il tranti inapoi pe roata
dintr-o singura miscare; parca de rusine, vasul se prefacu din nou
intr-un cocolog stramb.

Urechi-de-Lemn deschise gura ca s rasufle incetisor, dandu-si
seama cd-si tinuse respiratia. Lui i se paruse cd vasul era perfect;
litimea era jumdtate din inéltime, iar curburile precum ale petalei
unei flori. De ce, se intreba el, i se paruse lui Min urat? Ce vazuse
de-1 suparase atat de tare?

Mesterul distrugea mereu rezultatul primei incercari. Apoiolua
de la capat. in ziua aceea, Urechi-de-Lemn vizu lutul ridicandu-se
si coborand de patru ori inainte ca Min sa fie multumit. Baiatului
i se paruse cé toate cele patru vase fuseserd la fel, dar lui Min ii

placuse ceva anume la cel din urma. A luat o bucatd de sfoara sia
strecurat-o cu indeménare pe dedesubt, ca sa desprinda vasul de
pe roatd, iar apoi l-a agezat cu grijd pe un suport, sa se usuce.
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