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I want to share with you the story of a very good friend of mine. 

He was the workaholic type, always on the move, wired, always 

chasing after something. 

Until one day he stopped by and told me he was now searching 

for peace of mind, inner calmness and relaxation. 

I laughed and joked about him being drunk, because it really 

didn’t sound like him at all. 

But he nodded and said he enlisted in a painting class to start his 

new life.  

That again sounded just like him.  

 

The following week he showed up, smiling, very happy, and 

talked about nothing other than painting. - How he enjoyed colours 

and the soft movement of the brush, tenderly caressing the tissue, 

the flow of both water and mind… Stuff like that.  

But it did seem as if he had found the way to inner peace and 

relaxation he had been looking for. 

When I congratulated him, he swayed his head.  



In the beginning, he said, he was getting more and more relaxed. 

Painting an apple in a mirror, mastering the shadows and the 

reflections beautifully, proud of himself.  

But then, as he went on, he got nervous again. Until, in the end, 

he was all tense and angry and almost destroyed the paper in a 

rage.  

 

I grinned, because I hadn’t really believed in his “peace of mind” 

project anyway. But he looked so unhappy that I tried to encourage 

him to try again. Which of course he would. After all… it had been 

there. So all he would need to do is to prolong the relaxed state of 

mind until the end.  

 

The following week he stopped by a broken man. His face 

showed utter sadness, his posture sunken in, his voice thin and like 

that of a man who had lost his will to live. 

 

He explained to me how he had started painting an orange in a 

mirror. And how everything had went beautifully, how he had felt 

so very peaceful and relaxed inside, enjoyed the flow of the water 

and the mind…  

But then, at some point, he had felt… bored by the monotony of 

the repeated brush strokes, and gotten angry about the dirty water. 

And those feelings had gotten stronger and stronger.  

 

In addition, the painting just didn’t seem to be finished. For 

hours he kept adding a stroke here and a highlight there, until he 

finally gave up and turned away, before he would destroy the 

entire painting out of anger.  

But… since it had worked for a while, he would now go home 

and give it another try, he said.  



 

I wanted to cheer him up, because he looked really miserable. 

Told him he didn’t have to do this if it was such a strain. Then told 

him he should just try again and again, and that he would surely 

master it some day. Because he didn’t want to hear about giving 

up, of course. He’s not the type who gives up. 

Ever.  

 

So he left, and I didn’t see him for a while.  

 

The next time he stopped by he was a wreck. His hands were 

shaking with untraceable tremor, his face had lost all colour and he 

looked like he had aged 50 years in just two weeks.  

 

Sobbing, he told me how back in his apartment he had restarted 

his painting.  

Again and again. He had painted all kinds of fruits in mirrors, but 

every time it was the same thing: everything went beautifully, he 

was full of content and in peace with himself and his doing…  

Until, after he had gotten the shapes and shadows and reflections 

beautifully and was about to add just a few details as the finishing 

touch, he started to feel uneasy… As if something was missing.  

Something substantial. And he knew, from inside, that this, that 

was missing, ruined the entire painting. And so, like with all the 

other paintings before, he got nervous and mad, and ended up in a 

rage.  

And this he had repeated for several weeks now. 

 

“No wonder you feel horrible. That’s a very discouraging 

experience. Don’t you want to stop this new hobby and go rafting 

or try music or something?”, I tried to suggest new ideas. But 



looking at him I knew it was no use. And as I had expected, he 

shook his head with sudden determination.  

He needed to find out what was missing. Then he would be able 

to maintain this feeling of inner peace and relaxation and go on 

living his life in his new calm and relaxed state of mind. 

So he went back home, and left me a bit worried.  

 

I waited for two days, but couldn’t sleep well because I was too 

worried about him, and so I called him. I caught him in the middle 

of a painting of a lion in a mirror, and he sounded so very relaxed 

and content, his voice had such a nice melody, that I was 

astonished, but relieved.  

 

Maybe that’s why it was 4 weeks later, when I started to wonder 

where he was and got worried again. Worried to a point where I 

decided to spontaneously visit him. As if his voice had deceived 

me about his true state of mind.  

 

So I drove to his place, getting more and more uneasy the closer 

I got, jumped out of the car, nearly ran up the stairs to his 

apartment, found the door unlocked, pushed it open, rushed in 

and… saw a strange arrangement: A small desk in front of a huge 

mirror, all sorts of things arranged in front of the mirror, from a 

brown apple and a mildewy orange to a little plush lion, a glass of 

water, a cuckoo clock, a sad shrunken, wrinkled heart shaped 

balloon, and many other objects. And around him there were more 

mirrors of all sizes, a bright lamp, black fabrics…  

In between all these disconnectedly arranged properties he sat, a 

white lifeless shadow, unmoving, staring at the mirror in front of 

him, as if his life really played out within the flatland of glass that 

had become his world lately.  



Before him, last but not least, lay the piece of paper, covered 1 

inch high with paint, showing a lion’s head half turned into a 

cuckoo in front of an orange with beak, furry ears and bee wings in 

a mirror.  

I carefully shook him, which made him sigh and look up at me, 

squinting against the spotlight. Maybe it was because of the light 

that he couldn’t see me, and maybe he heard me like a strange 

voice from the off, and maybe that’s why after my first words he 

jumped up, with a wild expression on his face, and started to lash 

out in my direction.  

So I had to step back and started yelling at him, ordering him to 

calm down and relax. Which of course he didn’t do. Quite the 

contrary.  

And so I left his apartment, deeply worried and deeply scared. 

 

I barely reached home, when the phone rang and he apologised 

to me. He had finally, with my help, found out what had been 

missing, he said. And that he was now sure to get it right. He had 

decided, he explained to me, that he would paint a portrait of 

himself now. 

 

I congratulated him to the very good idea. But of course that was 

half hearted. It actually got me even more worried. If all the 

harmless objects got him this upset, then what if he would decide 

that he got his self portrait wrong too?  

And something told me, that was exactly what would happen. 

 

The next evening I called him (I didn’t dare go to his place 

again) to ask how it went.  



He took up the phone breathing heavily. But I’m not sure if he 

even heard my question. Anyhow… he didn’t answer, just kept 

breathing, and that’s how I knew I had to do something. 

I rang a doctor, explained the case to him, but – imagine – he 

didn’t take me seriously. Kept talking about how it was normal in a 

learning and practising process, as a beginner, to get frustrated, and 

about frustration taking different forms… In the end I hung up on 

him and called the police.  

But they said painting pictures and almost destroying them 

wasn’t a crime, and that there was nothing they could do. He 

wasn’t considered dangerous or a threat to public order – although 

I wasn’t sure if that wasn’t the case in a way.  

 

So… I got into the car and drove to his place again, armed with a 

kitchen knife, just in case…  

Jumped out of the car, ran up the stairs, found the door unlocked, 

stormed in and … found nothing.  

 

The room was all dark, no light, shutters down and the black 

fabrics hanging in front of them in addition. So I couldn’t 

determine where the desk or my friend was, and stood near the 

door motionless, thinking.  

Would it be safe to talk to him, or would he attack me from out 

of the dark?  

Then I heard his voice.  

 

“It’s ok. I found it.”  

 

And on this day, in Yuanlishan in Pingliang in the province of 

Gansu in China, a butterfly was whirled around in an unpredicted 

thunderstorm.   


