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First Stop

We were leaving from La Guardia Airport, New York, three hours late because of snow storms. Our plane, as usual on this route, was a Super Constellation. Since it was night, I immediately prepared to go to sleep. We spent another forty minutes waiting on the runway with snow in front of the searchlights, powdery snow whirling over the runway, and what made me tense and anxious, so that I couldn’t get off to sleep straight away, was not the newspaper brought around by our air hostess, FIRST PICTURES OF WORLD’S GREATEST AIR CRASH IN NEVADA, a piece of news I had already seen at midday, but simply and solely the vibration in this stationary plane with its engines running – and also the young German next to me, who immediately caught my attention, I don’t know why, he caught my attention the moment he took off his overcoat, when he sat down and pulled at his trouser creases, when he did nothing at all, but simply waited for the take-off like the rest of us, merely sat in his seat, a fair-haired fellow with pink skin who at once introduced himself, before we had even fastened our safety belts. I didn’t catch his name, the engines were roaring, being revved up one after the other…

I was dead tired.

Ivy had talked away at me for three hours while we waited for the overdue plane, although she knew I was dead set against marrying.

I was glad to be alone.

At last we started.

I had never taken off in such a snow storm before: no sooner was our undercarriage off the white runway than there was nothing more to be seen of the yellow ground lights, not a glimmer, and a little later there was not a glimmer of Manhattan, it was snowing so hard. I could see only the flashing green light on our wing, which was swaying violently and occasionally jerked up and down; for seconds at a time even this flashing green light vanished in the mist and I felt like a blind man.

Permission to smoke.

He came from Düsseldorf, my neighbour, and he wasn’t as young as all that, in his early thirties, younger than I at any rate; he was going to Guatemala; on business as he immediately told me…

The wind was buffeting the plane pretty hard.

He offered me cigarettes, my neighbour, but I took one of my own, although I had no wish to smoke, and thanked him; then I picked up the paper again; there was no desire on my part to get better acquainted. Perhaps it was rude of me. I had a hard week behind me, not a day without a conference, I wanted to rest. People are tiring. Later on, I took my papers out of my briefcase in order to work; unfortunately hot soup came along just then, and after this there was no stopping the German. (He spotted me as Swiss the moment I replied in German to his halting English.) He discussed the weather or more exactly radar, which he knew very little about. Then, as is customary since the Second World War, he began to talk about European brotherhood. I didn’t say much. When we had drunk our soup I looked out of the window, although there was nothing to be seen but the flashing green light on our wet wing, the usual shower of sparks and the red glow in the engine cowl. We were still rising.

Later I slept.

The gusts of wind fell off.

I don’t know why he got on my nerves, there was something familiar about his face, a very German face. I thought about it with my eyes closed, but in vain. I tried to forget his pink face, which I succeeded in doing, and slept for about six hours, worn out as I was. But no sooner was I awake than he began to get on my nerves again.

He was already eating his breakfast.

I pretended to be still asleep.

As I could see out of my right eye, we were somewhere over the Mississippi, flying at a great height and absolutely smoothly, our propellers flashing in the morning sun; the usual window-panes, you see them and at the same time look through them; the wings also glistening, rigid in empty space, no swaying now, we were poised motionless in a cloudless sky, a flight like hundreds of others; the engines running smoothly.

‘Good morning,’ he said.

I returned his greeting.

‘Did you sleep well?’ he inquired.

We could make out the tributaries of the Mississippi, though only through mist, like trickles of molten brass or bronze. It was still early in the morning, I knew this part of the run, I shut my eyes with the intention of going to sleep again.

He was reading a paperback.

It was no use shutting my eyes, I was awake and there was nothing I could do about it; I kept thinking about my neighbour. I could see him, so to speak, with my eyes shut. I ordered breakfast…. This was his first visit to the States, as I had supposed, but his opinion of the country was already cut and dried; on the whole, he found the Americans lacking in culture, but there were certain things of which he could not help approving, for instance the friendly attitude of most Americans towards Germany.

I didn’t contradict.

No German wanted rearmament, but the Russians were forcing it on America, it was tragic, as a Swiss (a Switzer, he called it) I couldn’t judge these things because I’d never been in the Caucasus, he had been in the Caucasus, he knew Ivan and you could only teach him with weapons. He knew Ivan! He repeated this several times. You could only teach him with weapons, he said. Nothing else made any impression on Ivan…

I peeled my apple.

To distinguish between the master races and inferior races, as Hitler did, was nonsense of course; but Asiatics were always Asiatics…

I ate my apple.

I took my electric shaver out of my briefcase in order to shave or rather to be alone for a quarter of an hour; I don’t like Germans, although my friend Joachim was also a German…. In the washroom I wondered whether I should move to another seat. I just didn’t feel like getting better acquainted with this gentleman, and it would be at least another four hours before we reached Mexico City, where my neighbour had to change planes. I had made up my mind to sit somewhere else; there were a number of places free. When I came back into the cabin, shaved, so that I felt freer, more confident – I can’t bear being unshaven – he had just taken the liberty of picking up my papers from the floor in case somebody trod on them. He handed them to me, politeness personified. I thanked him as I stowed the papers away in my briefcase, rather too cordially, it seems, since he immediately took advantage of my thanks to ask more questions.

Did I work for UNESCO?

I felt my stomach – as I often did recently. There was no real pain, I was simply aware of having a stomach, a stupid feeling. Perhaps that was why I was so disagreeable. I sat down in my old seat and in order not to be disagreeable, told him I was concerned in TECHNICAL AID TO UNDERDEVELOPED COUNTRIES; I can talk about this while thinking of something entirely different. I don’t know what I was thinking about. He seemed to be impressed by UNESCO, as he was by anything international, he stopped treating me as a ‘Switzer’ and listened as though I were an authority, with positive reverence, interested to the point of subservience, which didn’t prevent him from getting on my nerves.

I was glad when we landed.

Just as we left the plane and parted in front of the customs shed I realized what it was that had struck me earlier; his face, though plump and pink as Joachim’s never was, none the less reminded me of Joachim…

Then I forgot it.

That was in Houston, Texas.

After the customs, after the usual palaver about my camera, which has been half way round the world with me, I went into the bar for a drink, but noticed that my Düsseldorfer was already sitting in the bar and actually keeping a stool free – presumably for me! – and went straight down into the washroom, where, having nothing else to do, I washed my hands.

We were stopping twenty minutes.

As I first washed and then dried my hands, I saw my face in the mirror, as white as wax with patches of grey and yellow and purple veins, a horrible sight, like the face of a corpse. I assumed it was due to the neon light and dried my hands, which were also yellowish-purple; then came the usual announcement over the loudspeaker, which was transmitted to every part of the building, consequently also to the basement. ATTENTION PLEASE, ATTENTION PLEASE. I didn’t know what was happening. My hands were sweating; although it was positively cold in this washroom, it was hot outside. All I knew was that when I came to a fat coloured woman was bending over me, a cleaner whom I hadn’t noticed before; she was only a few inches away, I could see her enormous mouth with the black lips and her pink gums; I heard the echoing loudspeaker while I was still on my hands and knees.

THE PLANE IS READY FOR DEPARTURE.

And again:

THE PLANE IS READY FOR DEPARTURE.

I was used to this public address system.

ALL PASSENGERS FOR MEXICO – GUATEMALA – PANAMA, in between engines roaring, KINDLY REQUESTED, engines roaring, GATE NUMBER FIVE, THANK YOU.

I stood up.

The coloured woman was still kneeling.

I swore never to smoke again and tried to hold my face under the tap, but couldn’t because of the basin. It was a sweating attack, that was all, a sweating attack accompanied by dizziness.

ATTENTION PLEASE.

I felt better at once.

PASSENGER FABER, PASSENGER FABER.

That was I.

PLEASE CALL AT THE INFORMATION DESK.

I heard the message, I dipped my face in the basin, I hoped they would fly on without me, the water was very little colder than my sweat, I couldn’t understand why the coloured woman suddenly burst out laughing – it made her breasts shake like jelly; that was how she had to laugh with her enormous mouth, her frizzy hair, her white and black eyes, a close-up from Africa. Then it came again: THE PLANE IS READY FOR DEPARTURE. I dried my face with a handkerchief, while the coloured woman brushed my trousers. I even combed my hair merely to waste time, announcement after announcement came over the loudspeaker, arrivals, departures, then once again:

PASSENGER FABER, PASSENGER FABER…

She refused to accept money, it was a pleasure for her that I was still alive, that the Lord had heard her prayer. I just put the bank note down beside her, but she followed me out on to the stairs where, as a Negro, she wasn’t allowed to go, and forced the note into my hand.

The bar was empty.

I slipped on to a stool, lit a cigarette, watched the barman drop the usual olive into the cold glass and then pour the liquid on to it with the usual movement, holding the strainer in front of the silver cocktail shaker with his thumb, so that no ice should drop into the glass, and I put my bank note down; outside, a Super-Constellation rolled past and out on to the runway for the take-off. Without me! I was drinking my dry martini when the loudspeaker began to rumble again. ATTENTION PLEASE. For a while there was nothing to be heard, the engines of the departing Super-Constellation were roaring just outside before it rose into the air and flew off over our heads. Then again:

PASSENGER FABER, PASSENGER FABER…

Nobody could know this referred to me, and I told myself they couldn’t wait much longer. I went up on to the observation roof to see our plane. It was standing there looking as though it was ready to take off: the Shell tankers had gone, but the propellers weren’t turning. I drew a deep breath as I saw our passengers streaming across the empty airfield to go aboard, my Düsseldorfer near the front. I waited for the propellers to start turning, the loudspeaker echoed and crackled here too.

PLEASE GO TO THE INFORMATION DESK.

But it wasn’t for me.

MISS SHERBON, MR AND MRS ROSENTHAL…

I waited and waited, the four crosses of the propellers remained absolutely still. I couldn’t stand this feeling of being waited for, and went down into the basement again, where I hid behind the bolted door of a toilet. Then it came again:

PASSENGER FABER, PASSENGER FABER.

It was a woman’s voice. And I was sweating again and had to sit down to save myself from feeling giddy. My feet were visible.

THIS IS OUR LAST CALL.

Again: THIS IS OUR LAST CALL.

I don’t really know why I was hiding. I was ashamed of myself; I’m not generally the last. I stayed in my hiding place at least ten minutes after the loudspeaker had given me up. I simply didn’t feel like flying any farther. I waited behind the bolted door until I heard the thunder of an engine taking off, a Super-Constellation. I know the sound! Then I rubbed my face, so that my pallor shouldn’t attract attention, and left the toilet like any ordinary person. I whistled to myself, I stood in the hall and bought some newspaper or other, I had no idea what to do in this Houston, Texas. It was strange: suddenly everything was happening without me. I listened every time the loudspeaker boomed – then, for the sake of something to do, I walked over to the Western Union counter to send a cable about my luggage, which was flying on to Mexico without me, then a cable to Caracas saying that the assembly of the turbines should be postponed twenty-four hours, then a cable to New York. I was just putting my ballpoint pen back in my pocket, when our air hostess, the usual list in her other hand, took me by the elbow.

‘There you are!’

I was speechless.

‘We’re late, Mr Faber, we’re late.’

I followed her holding my superfluous cables, with all sorts of excuses that were of no interest, out to our Super-Constellation; I walked like a man being led out of jail into the court room – my eyes on the floor or on the gangway, which was detached and wheeled away the moment I was inside the cabin.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I’m sorry.’

The passengers, their safety belts already fastened, turned to look at me without a word, and my Düsseldorfer, whom I had forgotten, immediately gave me back my window seat. He was very concerned as to what had happened. I told him my watch had stopped and took it off my wrist.

Take-off normal.

The next thing my neighbour told me was interesting – I found him altogether more congenial now that my stomach was no longer troubling me. He admitted that the German cigar was not yet among the world’s best, the first essential for a good cigar, he said, was good tobacco.

He unfolded a map.

The plantation his firm hoped to develop lay, it seemed, at the end of the world, territory of Guatemala, to be reached from Flores only on horseback, whereas from Palenque (territory of Mexico) you could get to it by jeep without trouble; even a Nash, he asserted, had been driven through this jungle.

He himself was flying there for the first time.

Population: Indians.

It interested me, inasmuch as I, too, was concerned with the exploitation of underdeveloped areas; we agreed that roads would have to be built, perhaps even a small airfield, it was all a question of connections, the goods would be shipped at Puerto Barrios. A bold enterprise, it seemed to me, not unreasonable, however, perhaps really the future of the German cigar.

He folded up the map.

I wished him good luck.

You couldn’t see anything on his map (1:500,000) anyway, a no man’s land, white with two blue lines, rivers, between green state frontiers, the only names (in red and unreadable without a magnifying glass) referred to Maya ruins.

I wished him good luck.

A brother of his, who had been living there for months, was obviously having trouble with the climate – I could just imagine it, flat, tropical country, the humidity during the rainy reason, the vertical sun.

That was the end of the conversation.

I smoked, gazing out of the window: below, the Gulf of Mexico, a multitude of little clouds casting violet shadows on the greenish sea, the usual play of colours, I had filmed it often enough. I shut my eyes to catch up on some of the sleep Ivy had robbed me of. The aeroplane was now absolutely quiet; so was my neighbour.

He was reading his novel.

Novels don’t interest me. Nor do dreams. I dreamed about Ivy, I think, anyhow I felt oppressed, it was in a Las Vegas poolroom (I’ve never been to Las Vegas in reality), there was a tremendous din and above it loudspeakers kept calling out my name, a chaos of blue and red and yellow automatic machines at which you could win money, a lottery, I was waiting among a lot of stark naked people to be divorced (though in reality I’m not married), somehow Professor O., my esteemed teacher at the Swiss College of Technology, was in it, he was wildly sentimental and kept weeping all the time, although he is a mathematician, or rather a professor of electrodynamics, it was very embarrassing, but the craziest thing of all, I was married to the Düsseldorfer!… I wanted to protest, but couldn’t open my mouth without holding my hand over it, for all my teeth had just fallen out, I could feel them in my mouth like so many pebbles…

The moment I woke up I knew what was happening.

Beneath us the open sea…

It was the left-hand engine that had broken down; one propeller stood out like a rigid cross against the cloudless sky – that was all.

Beneath us, as I have said, the Gulf of Mexico.

Our air hostess, a girl of twenty, little more than a child to look at had taken hold of my left shoulder to wake me, but I realized what was going on before she told me, handing me a green life-jacket as she spoke; my neighbour was in the act of fastening his life-jacket, jokingly as in all such emergency drills.

We were flying at an altitude of at least six thousand feet.

Of course none of my teeth had fallen out, not even my crowned tooth, right upper fourth; I felt relieved, positively cheerful.

From the corridor in front the captain announced:

THERE IS NO DANGER WHATEVER.

The life-jackets were just a precaution, our plane could have gone on flying even with two engines, we were eight and a half miles from the Mexican coast, heading for Tampico, all passengers were kindly requested to keep calm and for the moment not to smoke.

THANK YOU.

Everyone sat as though in church, all with green life-jackets on their chests. I explored with my tongue to make sure that none of my teeth were really loose, nothing else worried me.

Time: 10.25 a.m.

If we hadn’t been delayed by the snowstorm in the northern United States we should have landed in Mexico by now. I said so to my Düsseldorfer, merely for the sake of talking. I hate solemnity.

No reply.

I asked him what time he had.

No reply.

The engines, the other three, were running smoothly, and there was nothing to suggest any of these might cut out, we were not losing height, I could see that; then the coast in a haze, a kind of lagoon, beyond it swamps. No trace of Tampico yet, however. I remembered Tampico from an earlier visit, from a fish-poisoning I shall never forget as long as I live.

‘Tampico,’ I said, ‘that’s the filthiest town in the world, an oil port, you’ll see, it stinks either of oil or of fish…’

He was fingering his life-jacket.

‘I’ll give you a piece of advice,’ I said. ‘Don’t eat any fish, whatever you do…’

He tried to smile.

‘The natives are immune, of course,’ I said, ‘but it’s different for us… ’

He nodded, without hearing. It seems I delivered quite a lecture on amoebas and on Tampico hotels. As soon as I noticed my Düsseldorfer wasn’t listening, I took him by the sleeve, a thing I don’t normally do, on the contrary, I hate this mania for taking hold of people’s sleeves. But otherwise he just wouldn’t have listened. I told him the whole tedious story of my ptomaine poisoning in Tampico in 1951, that is to say six years ago. Then I noticed that we were not flying parallel with the coast, but had turned inland. So we weren’t making for Tampico. I was amazed, and wanted to ask the air hostess what was going on.

Permission to smoke again.

Perhaps the Tampico airport was too small for our Super-Constellation (the other time it was a DC-4), or they had received instructions to fly on to Mexico City in spite of the engine trouble, which I couldn’t understand, with the Sierra Madre Oriental still in front of us. Our air hostess – I caught her elbow, a thing, as I have said, which I don’t normally do – had no time to answer questions, she had been called to the pilot.

We were actually gaining height.

I tried to think of Ivy.

We were gaining height.

Beneath us there were still swamps, shallow and turbid, divided by tongues of land, sand, the swamps were green in some places and in others red, the red of a lipstick, something I couldn’t understand, they were really not swamps but lagoons, and where they reflected the sun they glittered like tinsel or tinfoil, anyhow with a metallic glint, then again they were sky-blue and watery (like Ivy’s eyes) with yellow shoals and patches like violet ink, sombre, probably due to underwater plants, at one point a river flowed into the swamp, brown like milky American coffee, it was repulsive, nothing but lagoons mile after mile. The Düsseldorfer also had the feeling we were gaining height.

People were talking again.

There wasn’t even a decent map here, such as SWISSAIR always has available; and what got on my nerves was the idiotic information that the plane was making for Tampico, when it was really heading inland – and gaining height, as I have said, with three engines; I watched the three glittering discs, which occasionally seem to hesitate, though this is only an optical illusion, they were still the usual rotating circles of black. There was no cause for alarm. It was just that the rigid cross of a stationary propeller looks odd when you are in full flight.

I felt sorry for our air hostess.

She had to go from one row of seats to the next with an advertisement smile, asking if everybody felt comfortable in his life-jacket; as soon as someone made a little joke, she stopped smiling. ‘Can you swim in the mountains?’ I asked her.

Orders were orders.

I held the young lady, who could have been my daughter, by the arm, or rather by the wrist, and told her (jokingly, of course), shaking my finger at her, that she and she alone had forced me to make this flight. She answered:

‘There’s no danger, sir, no danger at all. We’re going to land in Mexico City in about an hour and twenty minutes.’

That’s what she told everyone.

I let her go, so that she could smile again and do her job, making sure everybody was fastened in. Shortly after this she received orders to bring lunch round, although it wasn’t lunch-time yet…. Fortunately the weather was fine overland too, almost no clouds, though there were gusts of wind as usual before mountains, the normal thermic conditions, so that our plane dropped and shook until it recovered its balance and started to gain height again, before dropping once more with its wings rocking; for minutes at a time we flew along perfectly smoothly, then there came another bump that set the wings vibrating and the whole plane rolling again, until it righted itself once more and gained fresh height, as though it had straightened itself out for good now, till the next bump – the usual thing in turbulent air.

In the distance the blue mountains.

Sierra Madre Oriental.

Below us the red desert.

Shortly after this – my Düsseldorfer and I had just been given our lunch, the usual thing, fruit juice and a white sandwich with green salad – a second engine suddenly cut out, there was the inevitable panic, in spite of the lunch everybody had on his knees. Someone yelled.

From this moment on everything moved very fast.

The captain had obviously decided to make a forced landing, for fear the remaining engines might cut out. At all events we were losing height; the loudspeaker crackled and spluttered, so that we could scarcely understand a word of the instructions we were being given.

My first worry: what to do with the lunch.

We were losing height, although, as I said, two engines should have been enough; the landing wheels were out, as usual before a landing, and I simply put my lunch tray down on the floor in the gangway, although we were still at least fifteen hundred feet up.

The air turbulence had stopped.

NO SMOKING.

I was aware of the danger that our plane might break in pieces or go up in flames as it landed – I was astounded at my own calm.

I didn’t think of anyone.

Things happened very quickly, as I have said; beneath us sand, a shallow valley between hills that seemed to be rocky, bare desert all around.

Actually I felt only curious.

We were coming in to land exactly as though there was an airstrip underneath us; I pressed my face to the window, you never see the runway till the last minute, when the brake-flaps are already out. I was surprised that the brake-flaps didn’t appear. Our plane was obviously avoiding any curve so as not to lose height and we flew on over the flat inviting plain; our shadow moved closer and closer to us, flying faster than we, so it seemed, a grey rag on the reddish sand, flapping.

Then rocks.

We rose again.

Then, fortunately, sand again, but sand interspersed with agaves; we flew for some minutes at house-height, both engines at full speed, the undercarriage retracted again. That meant a belly landing. We were flying as one otherwise flies only at great heights, rather quietly and without an undercarriage – but at house-height, as I have said, and I knew there was no runway coming, nevertheless I pressed my face to the window.

Our undercarriage was suddenly lowered again, although there was no runway coming, and also the brake-flaps; you felt it like a punch in the stomach, brakes, a drop as though in a lift; at the last moment I lost my nerve, so that the landing – all I saw were the agaves racing past on either side, then both hands over my face – was nothing but a blind bump, a crashing forward into unconsciousness.

Then silence.

We were damn lucky, I must say, nobody had so much as opened an emergency exit, I hadn’t myself, nobody moved, we hung forward, suspended on our safety belts.

‘Go on,’ said the captain, ‘go on.’

No one moved.

‘Go on.’

Fortunately there was no fire. People had to be told they could unfasten their belts, the doors were open, but of course no steps were wheeled up, the way we were used to, nothing but heat, like the air that comes out of an oven when you open the door, burning hot.

I was uninjured.

Finally the rope ladder.

Without waiting for an order we all gathered in the shade under the wing; not a word was spoken, as though talking in the desert was forbidden. Our Super-Constellation was tilted slightly forward, there was no serious damage, only the front undercarriage was jammed, having sunk into the sand, it wasn’t even smashed up. The four propeller-crosses gleamed in the glaring blue sky; so did the three rudders. No one moved, as I said; obviously everyone was waiting for the captain to say something.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘here we are.’

He laughed.

All around nothing but agaves, sand, the reddish mountains in the distance, farther off than I had previously estimated, but above all sand and again sand, yellow, with the shimmer of hot air over it, like molten glass.

Time: 11.05 a.m.

I wound up my watch.

The crew brought out blankets to protect the rubber tyres from the sun, while we stood around in our green life-jackets doing nothing. I don’t know why no one took his life-jacket off.
*

I don’t believe in providence and fate, as a technologist I am used to reckoning with the formulae of probability. What has providence to do with it? I admit that without this forced landing in Tamaulipas (2 April) everything would have turned out differently: I should never have got to know this young Hencke, I should perhaps never have heard of Hanna again, I shouldn’t know today that I was a father. It is impossible to imagine what would have happened if it hadn’t been for this forced landing in Tamaulipas. Sabeth might still be alive. I don’t deny that it was more than a coincidence which made things turn out as they did, it was a whole train of coincidences. But what has providence to do with it? I don’t need any mystical explanation for the occurrence of the improbable; mathematics explains it adequately, as far as I’m concerned.

Mathematically speaking, the probable (that in 6,000,000,000 throws with a regular six-sided die the one will come up approximately 1,000,000,000 times) and the improbable (that in six throws with the same die the one will come up six times) are not different in kind, but only in frequency, whereby the more frequent appears a priori more probable. But the occasional occurrence of the improbable does not imply the intervention of a higher power, something in the nature of a miracle, as the layman is so ready to assume. The term probability includes improbability at the extreme limits of probability, and when the improbable does occur this is no cause for surprise, bewilderment or mystification.

Cf. Ernst Mally’s Probability and Law, Hans Reichenbach’s The Theory of Probability, Whitehead and Russell’s Principia Mathematica, von Mises’ Probability, Statistics and Truth.
*

We remained in the desert of Tamaulipas, Mexico, for four-days and three nights, eighty-five hours in all, and there is little to report of this stay. It was not a magnificent experience, as everybody seems to expect when I talk about it. It was much too hot for that! Naturally I thought straight away of the Disney film, which was magnificent, and got out my camera; but absolutely nothing sensational happened, just an occasional lizard, which made me jump, and some creatures like sand spiders, that was all.

There was nothing to do but wait.

The first thing I did in the desert of Tamaulipas was to introduce myself to the Düsseldorfer, because he was interested in my camera; I explained its optics to him.

Other people were reading.

Fortunately, it soon turned out that he played chess, and as I always take my pocket chess set with me when I’m travelling, we were saved; he immediately organized a couple of empty Coca-Cola crates, we sat down away from the rest to escape from the general chatter, in the shadow of the tailplane – with nothing on but shoes (because of the hot sand) and jockey shorts.

The afternoon passed in no time.

Shortly before dusk, an aircraft appeared, a military plane, circled for a long time overhead without dropping anything, and disappeared (I filmed this) northwards, in the direction of Monterrey.

Supper: a cheese sandwich, half a banana.

I like chess because you can spend hours at a time without speaking. You don’t even have to listen when your opponent talks. You stare at the board and it isn’t in the least rude if you show no desire for personal contact, but devote all your attention to the game.

‘It’s your move,’ he said.

The discovery that he not only knew my friend Joachim, from whom I hadn’t heard a word for twenty years, but was actually his brother, came by chance…. When the moon rose (I also filmed this) between black agaves on the horizon, we could have gone on playing chess, it was so light, but suddenly too cold; we trudged out to smoke a cigarette, out into the sand, where I admitted that landscapes didn’t mean much to me, and certainly not a desert.

‘You don’t mean that!’ he said.

He thought it experience.

‘Let’s turn in,’ I said. ‘Hotel Super-Constellation, a holiday in the desert with all modern convenience.’

I felt cold.

I’ve often wondered what people mean when they talk about an experience. I’m a technologist and accustomed to seeing things as they are. I see everything they are talking about very clearly; after all, I’m not blind. I see the moon over the Tamaulipas desert – it is more distinct than at other times, perhaps, but still a calculable mass circling round our planet, an example of gravitation, interesting, but in what way an experience? I see the jagged rocks, standing out black against the moonlight; perhaps they do look like the jagged backs of prehistoric monsters, but I know they are rocks, stone, probably volcanic, one would have to examine them to be sure of this. Why should I feel afraid? There aren’t any prehistoric monsters any more. Why should I imagine them? I’m sorry, but I don’t see any stone angels either; nor demons; I see what I see – the usual shapes due to erosion and also my long shadow on the sand, but no ghosts. Why get womanish? I don’t see any Flood either, but sand lit up by the moon and made undulating, like water, by the wind, which doesn’t surprise me; I don’t find it fantastic, but perfectly explicable. I don’t know what the souls of the damned looked like; perhaps like black agaves in the desert at night. What I see are agaves, a plant that blossoms once only and then dies. Furthermore, I know (however it may look at the moment) that I am not the last or the first man on earth; and I can’t be moved by the mere idea that I am the last man, because it isn’t true. Why get hysterical? Mountains are mountains, even if in a certain light they may look like something else, but it is the Sierra Madre Oriental, and we are not standing in a kingdom of the dead, but in the Tamaulipas desert, Mexico, about sixty miles from the nearest road, which is unpleasant, but in what way an experience? An aeroplane to me is an aeroplane, I can’t see it as a dead bird, it is a Super-Constellation with engine trouble, nothing more, and it makes no difference how much the moon shines on it. Why should I experience what isn’t there? Nor can I bring myself to hear something resembling eternity; I don’t hear anything, apart from the trickle of sand at every step. I am shivering, but I know that in seven to eight hours the sun will be shining again. What is all this about the end of the world? I can’t imagine a lot of nonsense, merely in order to experience something. I see the sandy horizon, whitish in the green light, twenty miles away at a guess, and I don’t see why there, in the direction of Tampico, the Other World should begin. I know Tampico. I refuse to feel afraid simply because of an over-active imagination, or to start imagining things simply because I feel afraid. It was altogether too mystical for me.

‘Come on,’ I said.

Herbert stood there, still experiencing.

‘By the way,’ I said, ‘are you any relation of a Joachim Hencke, who once studied in Zurich?’

It just slipped out as we stood there, our hands in our pockets and our coat-collars turned up; we were on the point of climbing up into the cabin.

‘Joachim?’ he said. ‘That’s my brother.’

‘No!’ I said.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘of course – I told you I was going to visit my brother in Guatemala.’

We had to laugh.

‘It’s a small world!’

We spent the nights in the cabin, shivering in an overcoat and rugs; the crew made tea, as long as the water lasted.

‘How is he?’ I inquired. ‘I haven’t heard anything of him for twenty years.’

‘He’s all right,’ replied Herbert, ‘he’s all right…’

‘We were very good friends in those days,’ I said.

What I heard was the usual story: marriage, a child (which I didn’t quite catch, obviously, otherwise I shouldn’t have asked again later on), then the war, a prison camp, return to Düsseldorf and so on; it shook me to think how time passes, how we grow older.

‘We’re worried,’ he said.

‘Why?’

‘He’s the only white man down there,’ he said, ‘and we’ve had no news for two months.’

He told me about it.

Most of the passengers were already asleep, we had to whisper, the main light in the cabin had been turned off long ago, and, to save current, we had been asked to switch off the little lights over the seats; it was dark; only the brightness of the sand outside, the wings in the moonlight, gleaming, cold.

‘Why should there have been an uprising?’

I calmed him down.

‘Why an uprising?’ I said. ‘Perhaps his letters simply went astray…’

Someone asked us to keep quiet.

Forty-two passengers in a Super-Constellation that wasn’t flying, but standing in the desert, an aeroplane with rugs around the engines (to keep the sand out) and with rugs around every wheel, the passengers exactly as though they were flying, sleeping in their seats with their heads to one side and most of them with their mouths open, but all in deathly silence, outside the four polished propeller-crosses, the white moonlight on the wings, everything motionless – it was a funny sight.

Someone was talking in his sleep.

When I woke up in the morning, looked out of the little window and saw the sand, the nearness of the sand, I took fright for a second, unnecessarily.

Herbert was reading a paperback again.

I took out my calendar. 3 April, assemble turbines at Caracas!

For breakfast there was fruit juice with two biscuits and further assurances that food was on the way, also drinks, there was nothing to worry about. It would have been better if they had said nothing; as it was, of course, we waited all day long for the sound of engines.

Another day of maddening heat.

It was even hotter in the cabin.

All we heard was the wind, the occasional whistle of sand mice, which we didn’t see, the scuffle of a lizard, and especially a perpetual wind that didn’t lift the sand, but simply blew it along the ground, so that our footsteps were again and again obliterated; again and again it looked as though no one had been here, no company of forty-two passengers and five members of the crew.

I wished I could shave.

There was absolutely nothing to film.

I don’t feel comfortable when unshaven; not on account of other people, but on my own account. Not being shaved gives me the feeling I’m some sort of plant and I keep involuntarily feeling my chin. I took out my shaver and tried every possible way of getting it to work. Of course it was no use: you can’t use an electric razor without any electric current, I knew that – that was what put me so much on edge, the fact that in the desert there is no current, no telephone, no power points, nothing.

Once, around noon, we heard engines.

Everyone, except Herbert and me, was standing outside in the broiling sun, watching the purple sky over the yellow sand and the grey thistles and the red mountains; it was only a thin hum, an ordinary DC-7 glittering up there at a great altitude, white as snow in the reflected light, heading for Mexico City, where we ought to have landed yesterday at about this time.

Our spirits dropped lower than ever.

Fortunately, we had our chess.

Many passengers followed our example, taking off everything but their shoes and their underpants; it was harder for the ladies, some of them sat with tucked up skirts and brassières, blue or white or pink, with their blouses wound round their heads like turbans.

A lot of people complained of headaches.

Somebody had to vomit.

Herbert and I were sitting apart from the rest again, in the shade of the tailplane, which, like the wings, was dazzling with the sunlight reflected off the sand, so that even in the shadow it was like sitting under a searchlight. As usual while playing chess, we spoke little. At one point I asked:

‘Isn’t Joachim married any more, then?’

‘No,’ he said.

‘Divorced?’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘We used to play a lot of chess in the old days.’

‘Oh,’ he said.

His monosyllables irritated me.

‘Who did he marry?’

I asked simply to pass the time, not being allowed to smoke made me edgy, I had an unlit cigarette in my mouth; it was taking Herbert so long to make up his mind, although he must have seen his position was hopeless; I was a knight up and therefore well ahead; then, after a long silence and quite casually, as casually as I had asked my questions, he mentioned Hanna’s name.

‘…Hanna Landsberg, from Munich, half Jewish.’

I said nothing.

‘It’s your move,’ he said.

I hid my feelings, I believe. I inadvertently lit my cigarette, which was strictly forbidden, so I quickly put it out again. I pretended to be thinking over my next move, and lost piece after piece.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ he laughed.

We didn’t finish the game, I gave up and turned the board around in order to set the men up again. I didn’t even dare to ask whether Hanna was still alive. We played for hours without uttering a word, every now and then shifting our Coca-Cola crate so as to stay in the shade. This meant forever sitting down on sand that a moment ago had been baking in the sun. We were sweating as though in a Turkish bath, bent over my leather pocket chess set, which was unfortunately getting discoloured by our dripping sweat.

There was nothing left to drink.

Why I didn’t ask whether Hanna was still alive, I don’t know – perhaps for fear he would tell me Hanna had been sent to Theresienstadt.

I worked out her present age.

I couldn’t picture her.

Towards evening, just before dusk, the promised aircraft arrived, a sports plane; it circled around for a long time before it finally ventured to drop the parachute – three sacks and two boxes that had to be collected from within a radius of three hundred yards – we were saved. CARTA BLANCA, CERVEZA MEXICANA, a good beer, even Herbert, the German, had to admit as we stood with our beer tins in the desert, a social gathering in brassières and underpants with another sunset, which I took on coloured film.

I dreamed of Hanna.

Hanna as a nurse on horseback.

On the third day the first helicopter came, to fetch at least the Argentinian mama and her two children, thank goodness, and to take mail; it waited an hour for mail.

Herbert immediately wrote to Düsseldorf.

Everyone sat writing.

You pretty well had to write, if only to stop kind people from asking whether you had no wife, no mother, no children – I took out my Baby Hermes (it’s still full of sand) and slipped in a sheet of paper with a carbon copy, since I thought I was going to write to Williams. I typed the date and pushed the carriage over to begin the letter.

‘My dear…’

So I wrote to Ivy. I had long felt a desire to make a clean breast of it. At last I had time and peace, the peace of a whole desert.

‘My dear…’

It didn’t take long to tell her I was sitting in the desert, sixty miles from the world of normal transport. That it was hot, fine weather, not the slightest injury and so on, and a few descriptive details to add local colour – Coca-Cola crate, underpants, meeting with a fellow chess enthusiast – all this didn’t fill a letter. What else? Beer at last. What else? I couldn’t even ask her to get films for me and I knew that Ivy, like every woman, really only wanted to know what I felt – or thought, if I didn’t feel anything. I knew what this was, all right: I hadn’t married Hanna, whom I loved, so why should I marry Ivy? But it was damned difficult to put this into words without hurting her feelings, for she didn’t know anything about Hanna and was a nice kid, but the sort of American woman who thinks she has to marry every man she goes to bed with. At the same time, Ivy was thoroughly married, I didn’t know how many times altogether, but her present husband, a Washington official, had no intention of getting a divorce; for he loved Ivy. I don’t know whether he had any idea why Ivy regularly flew to New York. She used to say she was going to the psychiatrist, and as a matter of fact she did that too. Anyhow, no one ever knocked at my door, and I couldn’t see why Ivy, who in other ways had a modern outlook, was so insistent about making a marriage of it; anyway, we had done nothing but row lately, it seemed to me, row about every little thing. We rowed about whether it should be a Studebaker or a Nash! I only had to think of it – and suddenly my fingers typed by themselves; in fact now I had to keep looking at my watch to be sure of having my letter finished by the time the helicopter took off.

Its engine was already running.

I didn’t want the Studebaker, that was Ivy’s idea; the colour especially (tomato-red in her opinion, raspberry-red in mine) was her taste, not mine, she wasn’t much interested in the technical qualities of the car. Ivy was a model, she chose her clothes according to the colour of the car, I think, and the colour of the car according to her lipstick or the other way around, I’m not sure which it was. I only knew her eternal reproach – that I had no taste at all and that I wouldn’t marry her. And yet she was a good kid, as I said. But she was horrified that I should want to sell her Studebaker and considered it typical of me that I didn’t give a moment’s thought to her wardrobe, for I was an egotist, a brute, a barbarian where taste was concerned, a monster as regards women. I knew her reproaches and was fed up with them. I had told her often enough that I definitely wouldn’t get married, or anyhow I had made it pretty clear, and in the end I definitely told her so, it was at the airport, when we had to wait three hours for this Super-Constellation. Ivy actually cried, and therefore listened to what I was saying. But perhaps Ivy needed it in black and white. If we had been burnt to death when we made this forced landing she would have been able to live without me! I told her sufficiently plainly (fortunately with a carbon copy), so I thought, to save us from another meeting.

The helicopter was ready to take off.

I had no time to read through my letter, but only to put it in an envelope, gum it up and hand it in – and watch the helicopter take off.

We were slowly growing beards.

I longed for electric current.

The situation was gradually getting tedious, in fact it was scandalous that the forty-two passengers and five crew members should not have been liberated long ago from this desert; after all, most of us were travelling on urgent business.

In the end I did ask:

‘Tell me, is she still alive?’

‘Who?’ he asked.

‘Hanna – his wife.’

‘Oh, I see,’ he said and thought about the best way of countering my opening gambit, whistling all the time, which got on my nerves at the best of times, whistling under his breath without any tune, an involuntary hissing sound like an outlet valve – I had to repeat my question.

‘Where does she live now?’

‘Don’t know,’ he said.

‘But she is alive still?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Don’t you know?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘But I suppose so.’ He repeated everything like his own echo. ‘I suppose so.’

Our game of chess was more important to him.

‘Perhaps it’s too late anyhow,’ he said later. ‘Perhaps it’s too late anyhow.’

He was referring to the chess.

‘Did she have a chance to emigrate?’

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘she did.’

‘1938,’ he said, ‘at the last moment.’

‘Where to?’

‘Paris,’ he said. ‘Then probably somewhere else, for we were in Paris ourselves a few years later. I never enjoyed myself so much in my life! That was before I went to the Caucasus. Sous les toits de Paris!’

There wasn’t much more to be got out of him.

‘I think I’ve had it,’ he said, ‘unless I exchange man for man.’

We were playing with less and less enthusiasm.

As we learned later, eight U.S. Army helicopters were waiting at the Mexican frontier for permission to pick us up.

I cleaned my Baby Hermes.

Herbert read.

There was nothing to do but wait.
*

As regards Hanna:

I couldn’t possibly have married Hanna; at that time – 1933 to 1935 – I was an assistant lecturer at the Swiss College of Technology, Zurich, working on my dissertation (on the significance of the so-called Maxwell’s demon) and earning 300 francs a month, marriage was out of the question on economic grounds, apart from anything else. Nor did Hanna ever reproach me for not marrying her. I was quite ready to do so. It was really Hanna herself who didn’t want to marry at that time.
*

My decision to change route on an official trip and make a private detour via Guatemala, merely to see an old friend of my youth again, was reached on the airfield at Mexico City and at the very last moment. I was already standing at the barrier, shaking hands all over again and asking Herbert to give his brother my best wishes, if he remembered me at all, when the usual announcement came over the loudspeaker: ATTENTION PLEASE, ATTENTION PLEASE (it was another Super-Constellation), WILL ALL PASSENGERS FOR PANAMA – CARACAS – PERNAMBUCO… I just couldn’t face the prospect of climbing into another aeroplane, fastening another safety belt. Herbert said:

‘It’s time you got moving.’

I am generally considered extremely conscientious over professional matters, perhaps excessively so, anyhow I have never before postponed an official trip for a passing whim, let alone changed my route. An hour later I was flying with Herbert.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘that’s sporting of you.’

I don’t know what it was really.

‘Now the turbines are waiting for me for a change,’ I said. ‘I’ve waited for them often enough, now they can wait for me.’

Of course, that was no way to look at it.

As soon as we reached Campeche the heat greeted us with slimy sunshine and sticky air, the stench of slime rotting in the sun, and when you wiped the sweat from your face it was as though you yourself stank of fish. I said nothing. In the end you stop wiping the sweat away and sit there with your eyes closed, breathing with your mouth shut, resting your head against a wall and sticking your legs out in front of you. Herbert was quite sure the train went every Tuesday, he had it in black and white in a Düsseldorf guidebook – but after waiting five hours we suddenly discovered it was not Tuesday, but Monday.

I didn’t say a word.

At least there was a shower in the hotel, and a towel that smelled of camphor as is usual in this part of the world; when I went to take a shower, beetles as long as my finger fell from the mouldy curtain – I tried to drown them, but they kept climbing up out of the plug-hole again, until I squashed them under my heel so that I could finally have my shower.

I dreamed of those beetles.

I had made up my mind to leave Herbert and fly back the following afternoon, friendship or no friendship…

I felt my stomach again.

I was lying stark naked.

It stank all night long.

Herbert also lay stark naked.

In spite of everything, Campeche is a town, a human settlement with electric current so that you can shave, and telephones; but there were zopilotes perched on every wire, waiting in rows for a dog to die of hunger, a donkey to collapse, a horse to be slaughtered, then they would come flapping down… We arrived just as they were tugging a long tangle of entrails this way and that, a whole pack of blackish-purple birds with bloody guts in their beaks, they wouldn’t fly away, even when a car came along; they dragged the carcass off somewhere else, without rising into the air, just hopping and scurrying, and all this right in the middle of the market place.

Herbert bought a pineapple.

As I said, I had made up my mind to fly back to Mexico City. I was in despair. I have no idea why I didn’t do so.

Suddenly it was midday.

We were standing outside on an embankment, where it stank less but was even hotter, because there was no shade, eating our pineapple; we leaned forward because of the dripping juice, then we bent down over the stones and rinsed our sugary fingers; the warm water was also sticky, not sugary but salty, and our fingers smelled of seaweed, of motor oil, of shells, of unidentifiable rotting matter, so that we immediately wiped them on our handkerchiefs. Suddenly there came the roar of engines. I stood paralysed. My DC-4 for Mexico City was flying directly overhead, then it curved round and out to sea, where it seemed to dissolve in the hot sky as though in a blue acid.

I said nothing.

I don’t know how that day passed.

It passed.

Our train (Campeche–Palenque–Coatzocoalcos) was better than expected – a diesel engine with four air-conditioned carriages, so that we forgot the heat and along with the heat the stupidity of this whole journey.

‘I wonder whether Joachim will recognize me?’

Every now and then our train would stop during the night on the open track, no one knew why, there was no light anywhere, from time to time a distant flash of lightning revealed that we were passing through a jungle, or sometimes a swamp, the lightning flashed behind a tangle of black trees, our locomotive hooted and hooted into the night, we couldn’t open the window to see what was going on…. Suddenly it started off again – at twenty m.p.h., although the ground was as flat as a pancake and the line dead straight. Still, we were glad it was moving at all.

At one point I asked: ‘Why did they get divorced?’

‘Don’t know,’ he said. ‘She became a Communist, I think.’

‘Was that the reason?’

He yawned.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t a success. I never inquired.’

Once, when our train stopped again, I went to the carriage door and looked out. Outside was the heat we had forgotten, humid darkness and silence. I stepped down on to the footboard, the stillness was broken by flashes of lightning, a buffalo stood on the track in front of us, that was all. It stood as though stuffed, because it was dazzled by our headlamps, obstinately immovable. The sweat at once ran over my forehead and down my neck again. The locomotive hooted and hooted. All around us was undergrowth. After a few minutes the buffalo (or whatever it was) moved slowly out of the light of the headlamps, then I heard a rustling in the undergrowth, the snapping of branches, then a plop and it splashed around in the water out of sight.

After this we drove on.

‘Have they any children?’ I asked.

‘One daughter.’

We settled down to sleep, our jackets under our heads, our legs stretched out on the empty seat opposite.

‘Did you know her?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Why?’

Soon afterwards he fell asleep.

When morning broke, we were still in the brushwood; the early-morning sun shone over the low jungle horizon and white flocks of herons rose with a flapping of wings in front of our slow-moving train; there was brushwood without end, as far as the eye could see, with every now and then a group of Indian huts hidden among trees with aerial roots, an occasional isolated palm, but for the most part deciduous trees, acacias and others I didn’t know, above all bushes and antediluvian ferns; the place was teeming with sulphur-yellow birds and the sun shone once more as though behind smoked glass, you could see the heat-haze.

I had been dreaming (not of Hanna!).

The next time we stopped on the open track it was Palenque, a little halt at which no one got out or in except us, a small shed beside the line, a signal, that was all, not even a double track (if I remember rightly); we asked three people where Palenque was.

The sweat immediately began to pour again.

The train drove on, leaving us standing there with our luggage as though at the end of the world, or at least at the end of civilization, and of the jeep that was supposed to take the gentleman from Düsseldorf straight to the plantation there was, of course, not a sign.

‘Here we are.’

I laughed.

All the same, there was a narrow road, and, after a pretty exhausting half hour, children emerged from the bushes and later a donkey-driver, who took our luggage, an Indian of course. All I kept was my yellow briefcase with the zip-fastener.

For five days we were suspended in Palenque.

We were suspended in hammocks, with beer within reach all the time, sweating as though sweating was our purpose in life, incapable of coming to any decision, quite contented actually, because the beer here was excellent, YUCATECA, better than the beer in the uplands. We lay suspended in our hammocks and drank, so that we could sweat better, and I couldn’t think what we really wanted.

We wanted a jeep.

If we didn’t keep telling ourselves this all the time, we forgot about it, and apart from this we said very little all day long, a curious state.

A jeep, yes, but where from?

Talking only made us thirsty.

The landlord of our tiny hotel (the Lacroix) had a Land Rover, obviously the only vehicle in Palenque, but he needed it himself to fetch beer and guests from the railway station, people interested in Indian ruins, pyramid-lovers; at the moment there was only one of them there, a young American who talked too much, but fortunately he was out all day – looking at the ruins, which he thought we ought to look at too.

Not on your life!

Every step set the sweat pouring, which immediately had to be replaced with beer, and the only way to exist was to lie motionless in the hammock with bare feet, smoking; apathy was the only possible state; even a rumour that the plantation across the frontier had been abandoned months ago did not stir us; Herbert and I looked at one another and drank our beer.

Our only chance was the Land Rover.

It stood outside the hotel day after day.

But, as I have said, the hotel-keeper needed it.

Only after sunset (the sun didn’t really set, it simply wilted away in the haze) did it become cooler, so that we could at least joke. About the future of the German cigar. I found the whole thing ludicrous, our trip and everything. Native uprising! I didn’t believe that for a moment; the Indians were far too gentle, too peaceable, positively childlike. They squatted for whole evenings in their white straw hats on the earth, motionless as toadstools, content without light, silent. The sun and moon were enough light for them, an effeminate race, eerie but innocuous.

Herbert asked what I thought had happened.

Nothing.

What should we do? he asked.

Take a shower.

I showered from morning to evening, I hate sweat, because it makes me feel like a sick man. (I’ve never been ill in my life, except for measles.) I think Herbert was rather hurt that I had no suggestions to make, but it was much too hot. He himself made the craziest suggestions.

‘Let’s go to the cinema,’ he said.

As if there was a cinema in this little cluster of Indian huts! He got quite angry when I laughed at him.

There was not a drop of rain.

Lightning flashed every evening, it was our only entertainment in the evenings, Palenque had a diesel motor that generates electricity, but it was turned off at 9 p.m., so there we were in the darkness of the jungle and all we could see was the lightning, bluish like a quartz lamp, and the red glow-worms, and later a slimy-looking moon, there were no stars to be seen, it was too hazy for that…. Joachim simply didn’t write any letters, because it was too hot, I could well understand that; he lay suspended in his hammock like us, yawning, or he was dead…. There was nothing to do, anyhow, but wait till we could get a jeep and cross the frontier and see for ourselves.

Herbert yelled at me:

‘A jeep! Where from?’

A few minutes afterwards he was snoring.

Apart from this, silence reigned most of the time, once the diesel generator had been turned off; a horse grazed in the moonlight and in the same enclosure a deer, but the deer made no sound, there was also a black sow and a turkey that couldn’t bear the lightning and squawked, and also some geese that started cackling when the turkey set them off, there would be a sudden alarm, then silence again with lightning flashing across the flat landscape, only the grazing horse we heard all night long.

I thought about Joachim.

But what was I thinking?

I was simply awake.

Only our ruin-lover chattered a lot; it was quite interesting when you listened to him – about Toltecs, Zapotecs and Aztecs, who built temples yet hadn’t discovered the wheel. He came from Boston and was a musician. At times he got on my nerves, like all artists who think themselves loftier or more profound beings simply because they didn’t know what electricity is.

In the end I, too, fell asleep.

Every morning I was woken by a curious noise, half mechanical, half musical, a sound which I couldn’t explain, not loud, but as frenzied as crickets, metallic, monotonous; it must be mechanical in origin, but I couldn’t guess what it was, and later, when we went to breakfast in the village, it was silent, nothing to be seen. We were the only guests in the only inn, where we always ordered the same thing – huevos a la mexicana, terribly peppery, but presumably wholesome, together with tortilla and beer. The Indian proprietress, a matron with black pigtails, took us for archaeologists. Her hair resembled plumage; it was black with a bluish-green sheen. She had ivory teeth, that showed when she smiled, and soft black eyes.

‘Ask her,’ said Herbert, ‘whether she knows my brother and when she last saw him!’

There wasn’t much to be got out of her.

‘She remembers a car,’ I said. ‘That’s all.’

The parrot didn’t know anything either.

GRACIAS, HEE-HEE!

I spoke Spanish to him.

HEE-HEE, GRACIAS, HEE-HEE!

On the third or fourth morning, while we were having breakfast in the usual way, gaped at by a crowd of Maya children who didn’t beg but merely stood by our table and every now and then laughed, Herbert developed the fixed idea that somewhere in this miserable hamlet, if we only looked hard enough, there must be a jeep – behind some hut, somewhere in the thickets of gourds, bananas and maize. I left him to it. It struck me as crazy, like everything else, but I didn’t care, I lay suspended in my hammock and Herbert didn’t show up all day long.

I was even too lazy to take films.

Apart from beer, YUCATECA, which was excellent but flat, there was only rum in Palenque, rotten stuff, and Coca-Cola which I can’t stand.

I drank and slept.

Anyhow, I spent hours thinking of nothing.

Herbert, who didn’t return till dusk, pale with exhaustion, had discovered a brook and bathed; he had also discovered two men with curved sabres (so he asserted) walking through the maize, Indians with white trousers and white straw hats, just like the villagers – but carrying curved sabres.

Not a word about the jeep, of course!

I believe he was scared.

I shaved while there was still electric current, and Herbert told me all about his time in the Caucasus again, his horror stories about Ivan, which I knew already; later, as there was no more beer, we went to the cinema, accompanied by our ruin-lover, who knew his Palenque – there really was a cinema, a shed with a corrugated iron roof. The first film was Harold Lloyd climbing up and down walls in the manner of the twenties, the main film, love and passion among the Mexican smart set, adultery with a Cadillac and a Browning and plenty of evening dresses and marble. We doubled up with laughter, while the four or five Indians squatted motionless in front of the crumpled screen, their great straw hats on their heads, perhaps satisfied, perhaps not, you can never tell, they are so impassive, Mongolian…. Our new friend, a Boston musician, as I mentioned, an American of French origin, was thrilled with Yucatan and couldn’t understand why we were not interested in ruins; he asked what we were doing here.

We just shrugged our shoulders and looked at one another, each one leaving it to the other to say that we were waiting for a jeep.

I don’t know what he must have thought of us.

Rum has the advantage that you don’t break into a sweat as after every glass of beer; on the other hand you wake up with a headache next morning, when the incomprehensible noise starts off again, half piano, half machine-gun, and accompanied by singing – it went on every day between 6 and 7 a.m., and every day I decided to look into it, but I always forgot about it as the day wore on.

You forget everything here.

On one occasion – we wanted to bathe, but Herbert couldn’t find his legendary brook and we suddenly found ourselves among the ruins – we came across our musician at work. Among the stones, which were supposed to represent a temple, the heat was unbearable. The only thing he was worried about was keeping the drops of sweat off his paper! He scarcely greeted us; we were disturbing him. His work consisted in placing tracing paper over the stone reliefs and then rubbing a black crayon this way and that for hours on end, a crazy way of obtaining a copy of anything; but he insisted that you couldn’t photograph these hieroglyphs and grinning deities, they would be dead at once. We left him.

I’m no art historian.

After climbing around the pyramids for a while out of sheer boredom (the steps are far too steep, the relation between height and width is exactly the reverse of what it should be, so that you get out of breath), I lay down, dizzy from the heat, in the shadow of some so-called palace, with my arms and legs stretched out, breathing.

The humid air…

The slimy sun…

I had made up my mind to go back on my own if we didn’t get hold of a jeep tomorrow. It was more sultry than ever, damp and musty; birds with long blue tails were flitting in all directions; someone had used the temple as a lavatory, hence the flies. I tried to sleep. The flitting wings and animal cries made the place sound like a zoo; you couldn’t tell what creatures were whistling and screeching and warbling, it was a din like modern music, they might have been monkeys, or birds, or maybe some feline species, it was impossible to tell, they might have been in rut or terrified, you couldn’t tell that either.

I could feel my stomach. (I was smoking too much.)

At one time, in the eleventh or thirteenth century, a whole city is supposed to have stood here, said Herbert, a Maya city.

So what?

To my question whether he still believed in the future of the German cigar, Herbert returned no answer; he was snoring, having finished talking about the religion of the Mayas, art and stuff like that…

I let him snore.

I took my shoes off, snakes or no snakes, I needed air, I had palpitations from the heat, I was astounded by our tracing-paper artist, who could work in the blazing sun and gave up his holidays and his savings to bring home hieroglyphs which no one could decipher.

People are funny.

A race like these Mayas, who hadn’t discovered the wheel and built pyramids and temples in the jungle, where everything becomes smothered in moss and crumbles with damp – what for?

I couldn’t understand myself.

I should have landed in Caracas a week ago and today (at the latest) I ought to have been back in New York. Instead of that I was stuck here – for the sake of saying hello to a friend of my youth, who had married the girl friend of my youth.

What for?

We were waiting for the Land Rover that brought our ruin-artist here every day and took him back again around evening with his rolls of tracing paper. I decided to wake Herbert and tell him I was going off with the next train to leave Palenque.

The flitting birds…

Never an aeroplane!

Every time I turned my head to one side to avoid seeing the smoked-glass sky, it was as if I was in the sea, our pyramid an island or a ship, with the sea on all sides; and yet it was nothing but undergrowth, unending, greenish-grey, flat as an ocean – undergrowth.

Above it the full moon, lilac in the daylight.

Herbert was still snoring away.

It’s amazing how they got these blocks of stone here, when they weren’t acquainted with the wheel and therefore had no pulleys. They didn’t know the arch either. Apart from the decorations, which didn’t appeal to me anyhow, because I like functionalism, I found these ruins extremely primitive – unlike our ruin-lover, who liked the Mayas precisely because they had no technology, but gods instead. He thought it delightful that they began a new era every two hundred and fifty years, smashed up all their pots and pans, put out all their fires, then relit them all over the country from the fire in the temple and made fresh pots and pans. A people that simply abandoned their cities (intact) and moved on, for religious reasons, and after fifty or a hundred miles built a completely new temple-city somewhere in this unchanging jungle – he thought it pregnant with significance, though uneconomic, a sign of great depth of spirit, that was his serious opinion.

Sometimes it made me think of Hanna.

When I woke Herbert, he sprang to his feet. What was the matter? When he saw that nothing was the matter, he started snoring again – to avoid being bored.

Not a sound of an engine!

I tried to picture what it would be like if there were suddenly no more engines as in the days of the Mayas. One has to think about something. I felt a rather childish amazement at the way in which they had shifted these blocks of stone: they simply built ramps and then dragged the blocks up them with an idiotic expenditure of manpower, that was what made it so primitive. On the other hand their astronomy. According to the ruin-lover, their calendar reckoned the solar year at 365.2420 days, instead of 365.2422 days; nevertheless, for all their mathematical knowledge, they never evolved a technology and were therefore condemned to decline and disappear.

Our Land Rover at last!

The miracle happened when our ruin-lover heard that we had to cross over into Guatemala. He was wildly enthusiastic. He took out his little calendar and counted the remaining days of his vacation. Guatemala, he said, was teeming with Maya settlements, some of them barely excavated, and if we could take him with us he would do everything in his power to get the Land Rover, which we couldn’t get, on the strength of his friendship with the landlord of the Lacroix Hotel – and he did get it.

(At a hundred pesos a day.)

It was Sunday when we packed, a hot night with a slimy moon, and the queer noise that had woken me every morning turned out to be music, the clatter of an antiquated marimba, hammer taps without resonance, a ghastly kind of music, positively epileptic. It was some festival connected with the full moon. They had practised every morning before going to work in the fields, so that now they could play for dancing, five Indians who struck their instrument with whirling hammers, a kind of wooden xylophone, as long as a table. I overhauled the engine to avoid a breakdown in the jungle and had no time to watch the dancing; I was lying underneath our Land Rover. The girls were sitting in rows round the market place, most of them with a baby at their brown breasts; the dancers sweated and drank coconut milk. As the night passed, more and more seemed to arrive, whole tribes; the girls were not wearing their everyday clothes, but American frocks in honour of their moon, a fact that agitated Marcel, our artist, for several hours. I had other worries. We had no arms, no compass, nothing. I’m not interested in folklore. I packed our Land Rover, after all someone had to, and I was glad to do it in order to get out of here.
*

Hanna had to leave Germany and came to study art history 
with Professor Wölfflin, a subject in which I took no interest, but apart from this we understood one another immediately, without thinking about marriage. Hanna didn’t think about marriage either. We were too young, as I have already said, quite apart from my parents, who found Hanna a very pleasant person, but were worried about what would happen to my career if I married a girl who was half Jewish, a worry that angered, indeed infuriated, me. I was quite ready to marry Hanna, I felt under an obligation to do so because of the times we were living in. Her father, a professor at Munich, was taken into custody just then, those were the days of what people referred to at the time as ‘atrocity stories’, and of course I wouldn’t leave Hanna in the lurch. I wasn’t a coward, quite apart from the fact that we really loved each other. I remember those days clearly, there was a party rally at Nuremberg, we sat by the radio, the race laws were promulgated. It was really Hanna who didn’t want to get married then; I was perfectly willing. When I heard from Hanna that she had to leave Switzerland in fourteen days I was an officer in the army at Thun; I at once travelled to Zurich and went with Hanna to the aliens office, where my uniform made no difference, but at least we saw the head of the department. I can still remember how he looked at the letter Hanna showed him and then sent for her dossier; Hanna was sitting, I was standing. Then his well-meaning question as to whether the young lady was my fiancée, and our embarrassment. We must understand that Switzerland was a small country, no room for countless refugees, right of asylum, but Hanna had had time enough to make arrangements for her emigration. Then finally the dossier arrived and it turned out that it didn’t concern Hanna at all, but a refugee with the same name who had already emigrated overseas. Everyone felt relieved. In the anteroom I was picking up my officer’s gloves and my officer’s cap, when Hanna was called back to the counter. Hanna went 
white in the face. She had to pay ten centimes, postage for the letter wrongly sent to her address. She was wildly indignant. I thought it a joke. Unfortunately I had to go back the same evening to my recruits at Thun. During that journey I made up my mind to marry Hanna, if ever her residence permit were withdrawn. Soon afterwards (if I remember rightly) her old father died in prison. I had made up my mind, as I have said, but I never got round to it. I don’t really know why. Hanna was always very sensitive and moody, an unpredictable temperament – manic-depressive, as Joachim said. Though Joachim had only seen her once or twice; Hanna didn’t want to have anything to do with Germans. I swore to her that Joachim, my friend, was no Nazi; but it was no use. I understood her mistrust, but she didn’t make things easy for me, apart from the fact that our interests weren’t always the same. I called her a sentimentalist and arty crafty. She called me Homo Faber. Sometimes we had out-and-out rows, for example when we came out of the theatre, which Hanna was always making me go to; on the one hand Hanna had Communist leanings, which I couldn’t bear, and on the other a tendency to mysticism, or to put it less kindly, hysteria. Now, I am a man who has both feet on the ground. Nevertheless, we were very happy together, it seems to me, and I really don’t know why we didn’t marry. We just didn’t get around to it. Unlike my father, I wasn’t anti-semitic, as far as I can remember; I was simply so young, like most men under thirty, too immature to become a father, I was still working on my dissertation, as I have said, and living with my parents, which Hanna couldn’t understand at all. We always used to meet in her room. Then came the offer from Escher-Wyss, a chance in a million for a young engineer, and what worried me about it was not the climate in Baghdad, but Hanna in Zurich. She was expecting a child at that time. I heard her revelation on the very day on which I came from my first interview with 
Escher-Wyss, having made up my mind to take the job in Baghdad as soon as possible. I still contest her assertion that I was scared to death. I merely asked: Are you sure? A perfectly matter-of-fact and reasonable question. It was only her certainty that made me feel duped. I asked: Have you been to a doctor? Also a reasonable and permissible question. She knew for sure! I said: Let’s wait another fortnight. She laughed because she was perfectly certain, and I couldn’t help assuming that she had known for a long time and hadn’t told me; that was the only reason I felt duped. I put my hand on her hand, at the moment I couldn’t think of anything much to say, that’s true; I drank coffee and smoked. Her disappointment! I didn’t dance with joy at the prospect of becoming a father, it’s true, the political situation was far too serious for that. I asked: Do you know a doctor you can go to? Of course I only meant, to have an examination. Hanna nodded. That’s no problem, she said, that can be arranged. I asked: What do you mean? Later, Hanna asserted that I was relieved she wasn’t going to have the child, positively delighted, and that’s why I put my arm round her shoulder when she cried. She was the one who didn’t want to talk about it any more, and then I told her about Escher-Wyss, about the job in Baghdad, about an engineer’s professional prospects in general. This wasn’t aimed at her child at all. I even told her how much I should be earning in Baghdad. My very words were: If you want to have your child, then of course we must get married. Later she reproached me for having said ‘must’. I asked her frankly: Do you want to get married or don’t you? She shook her head, and I didn’t know where I stood. I discussed the matter at length with Joachim, while we were playing chess; Joachim told me about the medical side of it, which of course was no problem, then about the legal side, which was no problem either if you knew how to get hold of the necessary certificate; then he filled his pipe and stared at the chessboard, for Joachim was 
fundamentally opposed to giving advice. He promised his help (he was a medical student in the middle of his finals) in case we, the girl and I, should need his help. I was very grateful, rather embarrassed, but glad he didn’t make a great fuss about it. He merely said: It’s your move. I told Hanna the whole thing was no problem. It was Hanna who suddenly broke it all off; she packed her bag, suddenly seized with the crazy idea of going back to Munich. I planted myself in front of her and tried to make her see sense. All she said was: It’s all over. I had said ‘your child’, instead of ‘our child’. That was what Hanna could not forgive me.
*

The distance from Palenque to the plantation was barely seventy miles as the crow flies, which meant about a hundred miles by car – a negligible journey if there had been anything approaching a road, which of course there wasn’t; the only road going in that direction stopped at the ruins, simply disappearing into moss and ferns.

Nevertheless, we made progress.

Thirty-seven miles the first day.

We took turns driving.

Nineteen miles the second day.

We simply kept heading south-east, but of course moving in a zig-zag, cutting through any gaps in the undergrowth, which is actually not so dense and impenetrable as it looks from a distance; there were clearings everywhere, and even herds, but without herdsmen, and fortunately no large swamps.

Flashes of lightning.

Rain never fell.

What set my nerves on edge was the rattle of our petrol tins; I stopped several times and tightened the ropes, but after half an hour of driving over roots and rotting tree trunks they were rattling again.


Marcel kept whistling.

Although he was sitting at the back, where he was bounced from side to side all the time, he whistled like a kid on a school spree. When he wasn’t whistling, he sang a French children’s song for hours on end.

Il Etait Un Petit Navire…

Herbert kept rather quiet.

We spoke very little about Joachim.

What Herbert couldn’t stand were the zopilotes; yet they do us no harm at all as long as we are alive, they merely stink, as is only to be expected of vultures, they are ugly and you always come across them in flocks, it’s almost impossible to frighten them away once they get to work, it’s no use blowing your horn, they just flap their wings and hop round the carcass they have ripped open, refusing to give it up…. On one occasion, when Herbert was at the wheel, he was seized by an absolute fury; he suddenly put his foot down and drove straight into the black pack, into the middle and right through, so that black feathers rained down on all sides.

Afterwards it was all over the wheels.

The sweetish stench kept us company for hours, until we dealt with it. The stuff stuck in the treads of the tyres and there was nothing for it but to scrape it laboriously out by hand, groove by groove. Fortunately we had rum! Without rum I think we should have turned back – on the third day – not out of fear, but out of common sense.

We had no idea where we were.

Somewhere on the eighteenth parallel.

Marcel either sang Il Etait Un Petit Navire or chattered all night long – about Cortez and Montezuma (I didn’t mind that, after all, it’s historical) or about the decline of the white race (it was too hot and too humid to argue), about the disastrous pseudo-victory of the western technologist (he called Cortez a technologist, because he possessed gunpowder!), about the Indian soul and a lot of other rubbish, a whole 
lecture about the return of the old gods (after the H-bomb had been dropped!) and about death becoming extinct (his very words!) thanks to penicillin, about the retreat of the soul from all the civilized regions of the earth, the soul in the maquis and so on. Herbert woke up at the word maquis, which he understood, and asked: ‘What’s he talking about?’ – ‘Highbrow tripe,’ I said, and we let him go on about his theory of America, which he said had no future, ‘The American Way of Life was an attempt to cosmeticize life, but you couldn’t cosmeticize life…’

I tried to sleep.

I only lost my temper when Marcel started to talk about my work, that is to say about UNESCO, saying the technologist was the final guise of the white missionary, industrialization the last gospel of a dying race and living standards a substitute for a purpose in living…

I asked him if he was a Communist.

Marcel denied it.

On the third day, when we were once more driving through the bush with no track to follow, simply heading in the direction of Guatemala, I had had enough.

I was for turning back.

‘Because it’s idiotic,’ I said, ‘just to drive on at random until we’ve no petrol left.’

Herbert took out his map.

What got on my nerves were the newts in every pool, a seething mass of newts in every one-day puddle – all this procreation, this stench of fertility, of blossoming decay.

Wherever you spat it germinated!

I knew this 1: 500,000 map that didn’t show a thing, even under the magnifying glass, nothing but white paper – a blue river, a dead-straight frontier, a line of latitude in the empty white… I was for turning back. I wasn’t afraid (what of?), but there was no point. We went on simply to please Herbert; unfortunately, for soon afterwards we did indeed come to a river, or rather a river bed, which could only be the Usumancinta, the border between Mexico and Guatemala, dry in some places and in others full of water that didn’t seem to be flowing; we couldn’t cross at this point, but there must be places where you could get across without a bridge, and Herbert wouldn’t wait, although I wanted to bathe, he drove along the bank until we came to a point where we could cross, and Joachim (as we learned later) had also crossed.

I had a bathe.

Marcel bathed too, and we floated on our backs in the water with our mouths shut to avoid swallowing any; the water was warm and murky and stank, every movement left bubbles behind, but still it was water; the irritating things were the innumerable dragonflies and Herbert, who kept wanting to move on, and the thought that there might be snakes.

Herbert stayed on land.

Our Land Rover stood up to its axles in the slippery marl (or whatever it was), Herbert was filling the petrol tank.

There were swarms of butterflies.

When I saw a rusty petrol tin in the water, which suggested that Joachim (who else?) had also once filled his tank here, I said nothing, but went on bathing, while Herbert tried to get our Land Rover out of the slippery marl…

I was for turning back.

I stayed in the water, although it suddenly disgusted me, the insects, the bubbles on the brown water, the lazy flicker of the sunlight, a sky full of vegetation when you lay on your back and looked up, fronds with yard-long leaves, motionless, in between them the filigree of acacia, lichen, aerial roots, motionless, every now and then a red bird that flew across the river; apart from this, deathly silence (when Herbert wasn’t revving up) beneath a whitish sky, the sun as though bedded in cotton wool, clammy and hot, hazy with a circular rainbow.

I was for turning back.

‘Because it’s crazy,’ I said, ‘because we’ll never find this plantation.’

I was for taking a vote.

Marcel was also in favour of turning back, because his vacation was drawing to an end; when Herbert had finally succeeded in getting the Land Rover across to the other bank, it was only a question of convincing him of the stupidity of going on when there was absolutely no trail to follow. At first he cursed me, because he couldn’t contradict my arguments, then he fell silent and listened and I had just about won him round – when Marcel suddenly put a spoke in the wheel.

‘Voilà,’ he shouted, ‘les traces d’une Nash.’

We thought he was joking.

‘Mais regardez,’ he cried, ‘sans blague…’

In places the crusty tracks had been partially washed away, so that they might have been cart tracks; at other places, according to the nature of the soil, we could clearly recognize the tyre pattern.

Now we had our trail.

Otherwise I shouldn’t have gone on and everything would have turned out differently – this is a thought I cannot get out of my mind.

Now there was no turning back.

(Unfortunately!)

On the morning of the fourth day we saw two Indians crossing a field with curved sabres in their hands, just like the two Herbert had seen in Palenque and taken for murderers; their curved sabres were nothing but sickles.

Then came the first tobacco fields.

The hope of arriving before nightfall made us more on edge than ever, on top of this heat, tobacco on all sides with ditches in between, human handiwork, dead straight, but no human being anywhere.

We had lost the trail again.

Again we searched for the tread pattern.

Soon the sun went down; we stood on our Land Rover and whistled with our fingers in our mouths, as loudly as we could. We couldn’t be far away. We whistled and hooted, while the sun was already sinking into the green tobacco – as though bloated, looking in the haze like a blister filled with blood, repulsive, like a kidney or something of that sort.

The moon was just the same.

It would have been the last straw if we had now lost one another in the dusk, as each of us trudged off in a different direction looking for tyre marks. We divided the ground up into areas and examined one each. Whichever of us found something looking like a tyre track was to whistle.

Only the birds whistled.

We went on searching by moonlight, until Herbert stumbled on the zopilotes, zopilotes on a dead donkey – he let out a yell and fled and threw stones at the black birds, uncontrollable in his rage. It was horrible. The donkey’s eyes had been pecked out, leaving two red holes, so had the tongue; now they were trying, as Herbert threw his stones, to drag the entrails out through the anus.

This was our fourth night.

We had nothing left to drink.

I was exhausted, the earth felt as though it were heated, I sat there with my head in my hands, sweating in the bluish moonlight. There were glow-worms everywhere.

Herbert paced up and down.

Only Marcel slept.

At one point I suddenly heard no more footsteps and looked over to Herbert – he was standing by the dead donkey, he wasn’t throwing stones at the rustling birds, just standing watching.

They gorged themselves all night long.

When the moon sank at last into the tobacco, so that the damp mist over the field ceased to look like milk, I finally slept; but not for long.

There was the sun again!

The donkey lay gaping open, the zopilotes had eaten their fill and were perched on the trees round about, as though stuffed, when we set off again with no path to follow; Herbert, as the representative and nephew of Hencke-Bosch & Co. Ltd, to whom these fields belonged, assumed responsibility and the steering wheel, still without a word, and drove straight through the tobacco; it was absurd, we left a trail of broken tobacco plants behind us, but we had no alternative, since our repeated hooting and whistling brought no answer.

The sun was rising.

Then a group of Indians, employees of Hencke-Bosch & Co. Ltd, Düsseldorf, came and told us their señor was dead. I had to translate, beause Herbert knew no Spanish. What did they mean, dead? They shrugged their shoulders. Their señor was dead, they said, and one of them showed us the way by running alongside our Land Rover at the Indian jogtrot.

The rest went on working.

So there was no question of an uprising.

It was an American Quonset hut, roofed with corrugated iron, and the only door was bolted from inside. We shouted and knocked for Joachim to let us in.

‘Nuestro señor es muerto.’

I fetched the spanner from our Land Rover, and Herbert broke open the door. I wouldn’t have recognized him. Fortunately he had done it behind closed windows, there were zopilotes on the trees all round, zopilotes on the roof, but they couldn’t get in through the windows. You could see him through the windows. Nevertheless, the Indians went to work every day and never thought of breaking down the door and taking down the hanged man. He had done it with wire. I wondered where his radio, which we immediately switched off, was getting the electric current from, but that wasn’t the important thing at the moment…

We photographed and buried him.

The Indians (as already stated in my report to the board of directors) carried out all Herbert’s instructions, although at that time he spoke no Spanish, and at once recognized Herbert as their immediate superior… I sacrificed another day and a half to convincing Herbert that there could be no question of an uprising and that his brother had simply been unable to stand up to the climate, which I could well understand; I don’t know what Herbert had got into his head, he refused to be persuaded; for his part, he was determined to stand up to the climate. We had to go back. We felt sorry for Herbert, but it was quite impossible for us to stay, apart from the fact that there was no point; Marcel had to get back to his work in Boston, and I had to move on, or rather back along the route Palenque–Campeche–Mexico, to continue my flight, quite apart from the fact that we had undertaken to return our Land Rover to the friendly landlord of the Lacroix in a week at the outside. I had to get to my turbines. I don’t know how Herbert imagined he would manage, he couldn’t even speak Spanish, as I have said, and I found it uncomradely, positively irresponsible, to leave him there with no other white man; we begged him to come back with us, but in vain. Herbert had the Nash 55, which I looked over; the car was standing in an Indian hut, protected from the rain only by a roof of leaves; it obviously hadn’t been used for a long time and was scratched and filthy, but it went. I overhauled it myself. At that time the engine was in working order, although clogged up; I tested it out and there was plenty of petrol. Otherwise, naturally, we shouldn’t have left Herbert alone. We simply had no time, neither Marcel nor I; Marcel had to get back to his symphony players, we both had our jobs, whether Herbert could grasp that or not – he shrugged his shoulders without contradicting, and scarcely waved when Marcel and I were sitting in the Land Rover giving him a last chance to come with us; he shook his head. On top of everything it looked as though a storm was blowing up, and we had to get going while our trail was still there to follow back.
*

It still puzzles me why Hanna and Joachim married and why she never let me, the father of her child, know that this child had come into the world.

I can only report what I know.

It was the time when the Jewish passports were withdrawn. I had sworn not to leave Hanna in the lurch and I stuck to my promise. Joachim was willing to act as witness to the marriage. My worried middle-class parents were also glad we didn’t want a wedding with coaches and a lot of to-do; only Hanna was still doubtful whether it was right for us to marry, right for me. I took our papers to the appropriate office, our wedding announcement was in the papers. Even if we get divorced, I told myself, Hanna will remain Swiss and in possession of a passport. Time was short, because I had to start my job in Baghdad. It was a Saturday morning when we eventually – after a queer breakfast with my parents, who, when it came to the point, missed the sound of wedding bells – went into the town hall to go through the marriage ceremony. The place was teeming with couples waiting to get married, as always on a Saturday, that was why we had to wait so long, we sat in the antechamber, all in our everyday clothes, surrounded by white brides and bridegrooms who looked liked waiters. I thought nothing of it when Hanna went outside; we talked, we smoked. When the registry official finally called us, Hanna wasn’t there. We looked for her and found her outside on the banks of the Limmat; we couldn’t shift her, she refused to go into the registry office. She couldn’t! I talked to her encouragingly while the clocks all around struck eleven; I begged Hanna to look at the situation quite objectively; but in vain. She shook her head and wept. I was only marrying her to prove I wasn’t an anti-semite, she said, and there was just nothing to be done. The following week, my last in Zurich, was horrible. It was Hanna who didn’t want to get married, and I had no choice, I had to go to Baghdad under the terms of my contract. Hanna went with me to the station, and we said good-bye. Hanna promised that as soon as I had left she would go to Joachim, who had promised his medical aid, and it was on this understanding that we parted; it was agreed that our child should not be born.

I never heard from her again.

That was in 1936.

I asked Hanna at the time what she thought of my friend Joachim. She thought him a nice chap. It never entered my head that Hanna and Joachim might marry.
*

My stay in Venezuela (two months ago today) lasted only two days, for the turbines were still at the docks, all packed up in crates, and there could be no question of assembly.

April 20th – Flew from Caracas.

April 21st – Landed at Idlewild, New York.

Ivy hooked me the moment I stepped off the plane, she had found out when I was arriving and there was no escaping her. Hadn’t she received my letter? She kissed me without replying and already knew that I had to fly to Paris in a week on official business; she smelled of whisky.

I didn’t utter a word.

We got into our Studebaker, and Ivy drove to my flat. Not a word about my desert letter! Ivy had brought flowers, although I don’t care for flowers, and a lobster, and sauterne – to celebrate my escape from the desert – and more kisses as I went through my mail.

I hate farewells.

I hadn’t reckoned with seeing Ivy again, and certainly not in this flat, which she called ‘our’ flat.

Maybe I was a long time in the shower…

The row began when Ivy came in with a bath towel; I threw her out – violently, unfortunately, for she loved violence, it gave her an excuse to bite me…

As luck would have it, the phone rang.

After I had made a date with Dick, who congratulated me on my forced landing, a date to play chess, Ivy called me a brute, an egotist, a monster with absolutely no feelings…

Of course, I laughed.

She struck me with both fists, sobbing, but I took care not to use force, because that was what she wanted.

Maybe Ivy loved me.

(I’ve never been certain with women.)

A quarter of an hour later, when I rang Dick and told him that unfortunately I couldn’t come after all, he had already set out the pieces; I had to apologize, which was embarrassing. I couldn’t tell him why I wasn’t able to come, I merely said I would much rather play chess.

Ivy started sobbing again.

That was at 6 p.m., and I knew exactly how this long evening would pass if we didn’t go out; I suggested a French restaurant, then a Chinese one, then a Swedish one. All in vain. Ivy coolly told me she wasn’t hungry. But I was, I told her. She pointed out the lobster in the refrigerator and also her casual frock, which wasn’t suitable for a smart restaurant. What did I think of her frock, by the way? I had already picked up our lobster with the intention of throwing it into the incinerator – I wasn’t going to be bullied by a lobster…

Ivy immediately promised to be sensible.

I put the lobster back into the refrigerator, Ivy agreed to the Chinese restaurant; only, as I had to admit, she certainly had to make up her face after all those tears.

I waited.

My flat, on Central Park West, had been costing me too much for a long time. Two rooms and a roof garden, a unique location, no doubt of that, but much too expensive if one wasn’t in love.

Ivy asked when I was flying to Paris.

I didn’t answer.

I was standing outside sorting my last films in readiness to have them developed, writing labels on the spools, as usual…. I didn’t feel like talking about Joachim’s death, Ivy didn’t know him, Joachim had been my one real friend.

Why was I so taciturn?

Dick, for example, was a nice fellow, also a chess player, highly educated, I believe, anyhow more educated than I am, a witty chap whom I admired (only at chess was I his equal), or at least envied, one of those people who could save your life without becoming your intimate friend on that account.

Ivy was still combing her hair.

I told her about my forced landing.

Ivy was doing her eyelashes.

The mere fact that we were going out together again, after parting in writing, made me furious. But Ivy seemed to have no idea that we had parted!

I suddenly felt I’d had enough.

Ivy was varnishing her finger nails and humming.

All of a sudden I heard myself on the telephone, inquiring about a passage to Europe by boat, it didn’t matter what line, the quicker the better.

‘What do you mean, by boat?’ asked Ivy.

It was very unlikely that I should be able to get a passage to Europe at this time of the year, and I don’t know what suddenly made me decide not to fly (perhaps only the fact that Ivy was humming and acting as though nothing had happened). I was surprised myself. I was lucky, a cabin-class booking had just been cancelled – Ivy heard me take it and jumped up to interrupt me; but I had already put down the receiver.

‘It’s okay,’ I said.

Ivy was speechless, which I enjoyed; I lit myself a cigarette.

Ivy had caught the time of my departure.

‘Eleven o’clock tomorrow morning.’

I repeated it.

‘Are you ready?’ I asked, holding her coat in the usual way, ready to go out with her. Ivy stared at me, then she suddenly threw her coat across the room and stamped her foot, beside herself with rage…. Ivy had arranged to spend a week in Manhattan, she now revealed, and my sudden decision not to fly, but to leave tomorrow by boat so as to reach Paris in a week’s time as planned, upset her calculations.

I picked up her coat.

I had written and told her it was all over, she had it in black and white; she simply hadn’t believed me. She thought she could lead me by the nose and that if we spent a week together everything would be as before, that’s what she thought – and that was why I laughed.

Maybe I was mean.

So was she.

Her suspicion that I was afraid to fly was touching, and although, of course, I have never felt in the least afraid of flying I acted as though this was the explanation. I wanted to make things easier for her. I didn’t want to be mean. I lied and told her (for the second time) all about my forced landing at Tamaulipas and, to make my decision understandable, how close we had come to…

‘Oh honey,’ she said, ‘stop it!’

A fault in the fuel feed, which should never happen, of course, one single breakdown would be enough, I said, and what use would it be to me that out of 1,000 flights I had made, 999 would pass without incident; of what interest would it be to me that on the same day as I crashed in the sea, 999 planes made perfect landings?

She grew thoughtful.

So why not travel by sea for a change?

I worked out the odds until Ivy believed me, she actually sat down and admitted that she had never worked out the odds like that before; she could well understand my decision not to fly.

She begged my pardon.

I have flown more than 100,000 miles in my life, I should think, with no sign of a breakdown. There was no question of my being afraid of flying. I just pretended, until Ivy asked me never to fly again.

I had to swear…

Never again!

Ivy was funny – she wanted to read my hand; she suddenly believed in my fear of flying and was afraid for my life. I felt sorry for her, because she seemed to be completely serious when she spoke about my short line of life (and yet I’m already fifty!) and wept; as she deciphered my left hand, I stroked her hair with my right – which was a mistake.

I could feel her hot skull.

Ivy is twenty-six.

I promised to go and see a doctor and felt her tears on my left hand, it all seemed to me terribly sentimental, but there was nothing I could do about it, Ivy was like that by temperament, she believed what she said and although I, for my part, don’t believe in fortune telling, naturally, not for a moment, I had to comfort her as though I had already crashed and been smashed to pieces and charred beyond recognition, I laughed of course, but I stroked her hair as you stroke and comfort a young widow, and kissed her…

Everything happened exactly as I had intended it shouldn’t.

An hour later we were sitting side by side, Ivy in the dressing gown I had given her for Christmas, eating lobster and drinking sauterne; I hated her.

I hated myself.

Ivy was humming. As though contemptuously.

I had written to tell her it was all over, and she had my letter (I could see it) in her pocket.

Now she was having her revenge.

I was hungry, but the lobster revolted me. Ivy thought it heavenly, and I was revolted by her demonstrations of affection, her hand on my knee, her hand on my arm, her arm on my shoulder, her shoulder against my chest, her kiss when I poured out the wine, it was intolerable – I told her straight out that I hated her.

Ivy didn’t believe it.

I stood at the window and hated every moment I had spent in this Manhattan, and especially my flat. I felt like setting fire to it. When I came back from the window Ivy still wasn’t dressed, but she had prepared two grapefruits and asked whether I wanted coffee.

I told her to get dressed.

As she walked past me to put the water on for coffee, she turned her nose up at me. As though I were an idiot. Did I want to go to the cinema? she asked from the kitchen alcove, as though she were ready to come at once – in stockings and a dressing gown.

Now she was playing cat and mouse.

I controlled myself and I didn’t say a word, I collected her shoes, her underclothes, all her odds and ends (I can’t bear the sight of these pink things at the best of times) and threw them into the next room, so that Ivy could go through her interminable toilet all over again.

Yes, I wanted to go to the cinema.

The coffee did me good.

My resolve to give up my flat was now unshakeable, and I told her so.

Ivy didn’t contradict.

I felt a desire to shave, not because it was necessary, but just because I felt like it. To avoid waiting for Ivy. But my shaver was broken; I went from socket to socket – it wouldn’t buzz.

Ivy thought I looked perfectly all right.

But that wasn’t the point.

Ivy had her hat and coat on.

Of course I looked perfectly all right, quite apart from the fact that I had another shaver in the bathroom, it was older, but it worked; but that wasn’t the point, as I said; I sat down and took the shaver to pieces. Any appliance can break down; it only worries me until I have found out why.

‘Walter,’ she said, ‘I’m waiting.’

As though she had never kept me waiting!

‘Technology!’ she said – not only uncomprehendingly, as I’m used to hearing women speak of it, but positively scornfully, which didn’t prevent me from taking the little appliance completely to pieces; I wanted to know what was wrong.
*

It was once again pure coincidence that decided the future, no more, a nylon thread in the little appliance – anyhow it was pure chance that we had not yet left the flat when the Compagnie Générale Transatlantique rang, the same call, probably, that I had heard about an hour ago, but hadn’t been able to answer, a crucial call it was. My passage to Europe could only be booked if I called at once, by 10 p.m. at the latest, with my passport. All I mean is that if I hadn’t taken the little appliance apart the call wouldn’t have reached me and this would have meant that my voyage would never have taken place, at least not on the ship on which Sabeth was travelling, and we should never have met, my daughter and I.
*

An hour later I was sitting in a bar, my boat ticket in my pocket, down by the Hudson, cheerful, now that I had seen our ship, a gigantic tub with lighted port holes everywhere, masts and cranes and the red funnels in the floodlight – I was enjoying life like a youngster, as I hadn’t done for a long time. My first sea voyage! I drank a beer and ate a sandwich, a man among men; a hamburger with plenty of mustard, because I felt hungry as soon as I was alone; I pushed my hat on to the back of my head, licked the froth from my lips and glanced at the boxing match on television. I was surrounded by dock labourers, most of them Negroes, I lit a cigarette and asked myself what I really expected from life when I was a youngster.

Ivy was waiting in the flat.

Unfortunately I had to go back, I still had to pack, but there was no hurry. I ate a second hamburger.

I thought of Joachim.

I felt as though I were beginning a new life, perhaps merely because I had never made a sea voyage before; anyhow, I was looking forward to my sea voyage.

I sat there till midnight.

I hoped Ivy wasn’t waiting any longer, that she had lost patience and left my flat, angry with me because (as I very well knew) I had behaved like a heel; but there was no other way of getting rid of Ivy – I paid and walked all the way, to increase the chances of not meeting Ivy by half an hour; I knew she was tough. That was about all I did know about Ivy. She was a Catholic, a model, she could take a joke about anything except the Pope, perhaps she was Lesbian, perhaps frigid, she felt the urge to seduce me because she thought I was an egotist, a monster, she wasn’t stupid, but a bit perverse, it seemed to me, a bit queer, and yet she was a good kid when she didn’t get sexy…. When I entered my flat she was sitting in her hat and coat, smiling; although I had kept her waiting over two hours, there were no reproaches.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked.

There was still some wine in the bottle.

‘Everything okay,’ I said.

Her ashtray was brimming over, her face was tear-stained, I filled our glasses as fairly as possible and apologized for what had gone before. Let bygones be bygones! I’m unbearable when I am overworked, and one is generally overworked.

Our sauterne was lukewarm.

When we clinked glasses, Ivy (who was standing) wished me a happy voyage, a happy life all around. Without a kiss. We drank standing, as at diplomatic receptions. All in all, I thought, we had had good times together, Ivy thought so too, our week-ends out on Fire Island, and our evenings on the roof garden here too.

‘Let bygones be bygones,’ said Ivy also.

She looked charming, but good sense personified, she had a boy’s figure, only her bosom was very female, her hips narrow, as was right in a model.

So we stood and said good-bye.

I kissed her.

She refused to kiss me.

While I held her, wanting nothing but a last kiss, and felt her body, she turned her face away; I kissed her out of defiance, while Ivy smoked and refused to put her cigarette down, I kissed her ear, her taut throat, her temple, her bitter hair.

She stood like a tailor’s dummy.

She not only smoked her cigarette as though it was her last, right down to the filter – in her other hand she held her empty glass.

I don’t know how it happened again.

I believe Ivy wanted me to hate myself and seduced me merely to make me hate myself, and that was her joy, to humiliate me, the only joy I could give her.

There were times when she frightened me.

We sat there just as a few hours earlier.

Ivy wanted to sleep.

When I phoned Dick again – I couldn’t think of any other solution – it was a long time past midnight, Dick was having a party of his own, I told him to come over with the whole gang. You could hear his party over the telephone, a confused uproar of drunken voices. I besought him. But Dick was adamant. Only when Ivy attached herself to the receiver did Dick consent to save me from being alone with Ivy.

I was dog tired.

Ivy combed her hair for the third time.

At last, when I had fallen asleep in the rocking chair, they arrived. Seven or nine men, of whom three were cripples who had to be carried in from the lift. One went on strike when he heard there was a woman present; that was too much for him or foo little. Drunk as he was, he walked down the stairs, cursing, sixteen storeys.

Dick did the introductions:

‘This is a friend of mine…’

I don’t believe he knew the fellow himself, somebody was found to be missing. I explained that one of them had turned back; Dick felt responsible for seeing that none of his friends got lost and counted them on his fingers; after a lot of fuss, it turned out that one of them was still missing.

‘He’s lost,’ said Dick, ‘anyhow…’

Of course I tried to look at everything from the funny side, even when the Indian vase smashed to smithereens – and it wasn’t even mine.

Ivy told me I had no sense of humour.

An hour later I still had no idea who these people were. One of them was supposed to be a famous acrobat. To prove it, he threatened to do a handstand on the balustrade of our sixteenth-floor balcony, which we were able to prevent; in the struggle a whisky bottle fell down over the front of the building – of course he wasn’t an acrobat, they just said so to fool me, I don’t know why. Fortunately the bottle didn’t hit anyone. I went down at once, prepared to find a crowd of people, ambulance, blood, police who would arrest me. But there was nothing of the kind. When I came back into my flat they burst out laughing, saying no whisky bottle had fallen down at all.

I don’t know what the truth was.

When I happened to go to the toilet the door was bolted. I fetched a screwdriver and prised it open. There was a fellow sitting on the floor smoking, who wanted to know what my name was.

It went on like this all night.

‘In your company a man could die,’ I said, ‘a man could die and you wouldn’t even notice, there’s no trace of friendship, a man could die in your company!’ I shouted. ‘What the hell are we talking to each other for at all?’ I shouted. ‘What the hell’s the point of this party,’ I could hear myself shouting, ‘if a man could die without your noticing?’

I was drunk.

It went on like this until morning – I don’t know when they left the flat or how; only Dick still lay there.

By 9.30 a.m. I had to be on board.

I had a headache, I packed and was glad Ivy helped me, I was late, I asked her to make some good coffee, she behaved wonderfully and even came aboard with me. Of course she cried. I didn’t know who Ivy had besides myself, apart from her husband; she had never mentioned her mother and father, I could only recall her curious remark, ‘I’m just a dead-end kid.’ She came from the Bronx, beyond this I really knew nothing about Ivy, to begin with I took her for a dancer, then for a tart, neither was right – I believe Ivy really did work as a model.

We were standing on deck.

Ivy in her humming-bird hat.

Ivy promised to see to everything in connection with the Studebaker. I gave her the keys. I thanked her as the siren blew and the loudspeaker kept telling visitors to leave the ship; I kissed her, because now Ivy really had to go, sirens were reverberating on all sides so that we had to stop our ears. Ivy was the last to cross the gangplank to land.

I waved.

I had to pull myself together, although I was glad when the heavy hawsers were cast off. It was a cloudless day. I was glad everything had gone off all right.

Ivy was also waving.

A good kid, I thought, although I have never understood Ivy; I was standing on the base of a crane as the black tug pulled us out stern first, the sirens blew again, I filmed (with my new telescopic lens) Ivy waving, until you could no longer distinguish faces with the naked eye. I filmed the whole process of leaving port, as long as we could see Manhattan, and then the gulls kept us company.
*

We shouldn’t have buried Joachim in the earth (it often seems to me), we should have cremated him. But that couldn’t be altered now. Marcel was absolutely right: fire is clean, earth is mire after a single storm (as we found out on our return journey), decay filled with seed, as slippery as vaseline, pools in the red of dawn like pools of filthy blood, menstrual blood, pools full of newts, nothing but black heads with jerking tails like a seething mass of spermatozoa, just like that – horrible.

(I want to be cremated!)

On our way back we never stopped at all, except at night, because without a moon it was simply too dark to drive. It was raining. There was a gurgling sound all night long, we left our headlamps on, although we were stationary, and there was a rushing of water like the Flood, the earth steamed in front of our headlamps, the rain was lukewarm and heavy. With no wind. What we could see in the cones of the headlamps was vegetation, motionless, the loops of aerial roots that gleamed in the light from our headlamps like entrails. I was glad not to be alone, although there was really no danger, looking at the situation objectively; the water flowed away. We didn’t get a minute’s sleep. We squatted there without clothes; it was unbearable to have the wet stuff against our bodies. And yet, as I kept telling myself, it was only water, no reason to feel disgusted. Towards morning the rain stopped, suddenly, like a shower being turned off; but the vegetation still dripped, there was no end to the gurgling and dripping. Then the dawn. It hadn’t got any cooler; the morning was hot and steamy, the sun slimy as always, the leaves glistened, and we were wet with sweat and rain and oil, smeary like newborn babies. I was driving; I don’t know how we got our Land Rover across the river; but we did get it across; and we couldn’t understand how we could ever have swum in this lukewarm water with putrid bubbles. The mud sprayed upon either side when we drove through the pools, those pools in the red of dawn. At one point Marcel said: ‘Tu sais que la mort est femme!’ I looked at him. ‘Et que la terre est femme!’ he said, and I could understand the latter, because that’s what it looked like, just like that, I laughed out loud, involuntarily, as though at a dirty joke…
*

We had only just left port when I saw the girl with the blonde pony-tail for the first time, we had to queue up in the dining-room for our table tickets. I didn’t really care who sat at my table, though I hoped it would be one for men only, no matter what language they spoke. But there was no suggestion of choice! The steward had a plan in front of him, a French bureaucrat, ungracious towards those who didn’t understand French but loquacious when it suited him, infinitely charming as we waited in a long line. In front of me stood a young girl in black jeans, very little shorter than I, English or Scandinavian I guessed, I couldn’t see her face, only her blonde or reddish pony-tail that swung to and fro every time she moved her head. Of course I looked around to see if there was anyone I knew; it might have happened. I really hoped to be put at a table for men only. I only noticed the girl because her pony-tail was dangling in front of my face for at least half an hour. As I have said, I didn’t see her face. I tried to guess what it looked like. To pass the time; as people do crossword puzzles to pass the time. Apart from her there were very few young people. She was wearing (I remember it perfectly) a black roll-necked sweater, existentialist, with a necklace of plain wooden beads, rope-soled shoes, everything pretty cheap. She was smoking, she had a thick book under her arm and a green comb protruded from the back pocket of her jeans. It was simply the waiting that forced me to look at her. She must be very young – the down on her neck, her movements, her little ears which went red when the steward made a joke. She merely shrugged her shoulders; she didn’t mind whether it was first or second service.

She was put in with the first, I with the second.

Meanwhile the last stretch of the American coast, Long Island, had also disappeared; now there was nothing but water all around us. I took my camera down into the cabin, where I saw my fellow-passenger for the first time, a young man as strong as a tree, Lajser Lewin, an agriculturist from Israel. I let him have the lower bunk. When I came into the cabin he was sitting on the upper one, as stated on his ticket; but I think we both felt better when he sat on the lower bunk to unpack his belongings. An avalanche of a man! I shaved, as I hadn’t had a chance to do so in the rush that morning. I plugged in my shaver, the same one as yesterday, and it worked. Mr Lewin had been studying Californian agriculture. I shaved, without talking much.

Afterwards I went up on deck again.

There was nothing to see, water all around, I stood and enjoyed being out of reach – instead of getting hold of a deck-chair.

I didn’t know about that sort of thing yet.

Gulls were following the ship.

I couldn’t imagine how I was to pass five days on this ship, I walked up and down with my hands in my trouser pockets, at one moment pushed by the wind, almost flying along, at another against the wind, laboriously, so that I had to lean forward with my trousers flapping. I wondered where the other passengers got their chairs from. Every chair was marked with a name. When I asked the steward, there weren’t any deck-chairs left.

Sabeth was playing ping-pong.

She played magnificently, tick-tack, tick-tack, the ball simply flew this way and that, it was a joy to watch. I hadn’t played myself for years.

She didn’t recognize me.

I had nodded…

She was playing with a young gentleman. Possibly her boy friend or fiancé. She had changed her clothes and was now wearing an olive-green corduroy frock with a flared skirt, which I thought suited her better than her boyish trousers – assuming it was really the same person!

At all events, the other was nowhere to be found.

In the bar, which I discovered by chance, there wasn’t a soul. In the library there were nothing but novels and elsewhere card tables, which also looked like boredom – outside it was windy, but less boring because at least we were moving.

Really it was only the sun that moved.

Occasionally a cargo boat appeared on the horizon.

At four o’clock tea was served.

Every now and then I stopped by the ping-pong table, surprised every time I saw her from the front, forced to ask myself whether this was really the same person whose face I had tried to guess while we were waiting for our table tickets. I stood by the big window of the promenade deck, smoking and pretending to look out at the sea. Seen from behind, from the reddish pony-tail, it was unquestionably she, but from the front she looked strange. Her eyes were the water-grey that so often goes with red hair. She took off her woolly jacket, because she had lost the game, and rolled up the sleeves of her frock. At one point she almost crashed into me as she ran for the ball. Not a word of apology. The girl didn’t even see me.

I moved on.

On deck it turned cold, and even wet, because of the spray, and the steward folded up the chairs. The waves sounded much louder than before, but I could still hear the ping-pong from the floor below, tick-tack, tick-tack. Then the sun went down. I shivered. On my way to the cabin to fetch my overcoat I had to pass through the promenade deck again – I picked up a ball for her, without making a nuisance of myself, I think, she thanked me briefly in English (in general she spoke German) and soon afterwards the gong went for the first service.

I got through the first afternoon.

When I came back with my overcoat and camera to film the sunset, the two ping-pong bats were lying on the green table…
*

What difference does it make if I prove that I had no idea, that I couldn’t possibly have known? I have destroyed the life of my child and I cannot make restitution. Why draw up a report? I wasn’t in love with the girl with the reddish pony-tail, she attracted my attention, that was all, I couldn’t have suspected she was my own daughter, I didn’t even know I was a father. How does providence come into it? I wasn’t in love, on the contrary, she couldn’t have seemed more of a stranger once we got into conversation, and it was only through an unlikely coincidence that we got into conversation at all, my daughter and I. We might just as well have passed one another by. What has providence to do with it? Everything might have turned out quite differently.
*

On the evening of the first day, after I had filmed the sunset, we played ping-pong, our first and last game. Conversation was hardly possible; I had forgotten that anyone could be so young. I explained my camera to her, but everything I said bored her. Our ping-pong went better on my part than I had expected; I hadn’t played for decades. Only her service was snappier, it spun. She spun the ball whenever she could, but not always successfully; I kept my end up. Ping-pong is a matter of self-confidence, nothing more. I wasn’t as old as the girl thought, and it wasn’t quite so much of a pushover as she had obviously expected; I gradually found out how to deal with her shots. I’m sure I bored her. Her opponent of the afternoon, a young man with a toothbrush moustache, naturally played a much more impressive game. I was soon red in the face from bending down, but the girl also had to take off her woolly jacket, and even roll up the sleeves of her frock, in order to beat me; she threw back her pony-tail impatiently. As soon as her friend with the moustache appeared and stood watching with a smile on his face and his hands in his pockets, I gave up my bat – she thanked me, but didn’t ask me to finish the game; I thanked her, too, and picked up my jacket.

I didn’t run after her.

I got into conversation with all kinds of people, particularly Mr Lewin, by no means only with Sabeth, even with the old spinsters at my table, stenographers from Cleveland who felt it their duty to have seen Europe, or with the American clergyman, a Baptist from Chicago, but a jolly fellow.

I’m not used to doing nothing.

Every night before turning in I strolled around all the decks for a breath of air. When I came across her – by chance – arm in arm with her ping-pong friend, she pretended not to notice me; as though I wasn’t under any circumstances to know she was in love.

What business was it of mine?

As I said, I was merely going for a breath of air.

She thought I was jealous.

The following morning, while I was standing alone by the rails, she came over to me and asked where my friend was. I wasn’t interested in whom she took for my friend, the Israeli agriculturist or the Chicago Baptist, she thought I was feeling lonely and wanted to be kind; she stuck at it until she got me chatting – about navigation, radar, the curvature of the earth, electricity, entropy, which she had never heard of. She was anything but stupid. Not many people to whom I have explained the so-called Maxwell’s demon understand as quickly as this young girl, whom I called Sabeth, because Elisabeth seemed to me an impossible name. I liked her, but I didn’t flirt with her in the slightest. I feared I must be talking like a teacher, when I saw her smile. Sabeth knew nothing about cybernetics, and as always when you talk to laymen about it, I had to refute all sorts of childish notions about robots, the human resentment towards the machine, which annoys me because it is so short-sighted, and her hackneyed complaint that man isn’t a machine. I explained what modern cybernetics means by INFORMATION – our actions or impulses as responses to information, automatic responses that are largely independent of the will, reflexes that a machine can carry out just as well as a man, if not better. Sabeth creased her forehead (as she always did on hearing jokes that she didn’t really like) and laughed. I referred her to Norbert Wiener, Cybernetics or Control and Communication in the Animal and the Machine, 1948. Of course I wasn’t referring to the robots depicted in illustrated papers, but to the lightning calculating machine, also known as the electronic brain, because it is controlled by vacuum electron tubes, a machine that far surpasses any human brain. Two million additions or subtractions a minute! It does an infinitesimal calculus in the same time, it converts logarithms faster than you can read off the result, and a sum that would previously have taken a mathematician his whole life to work out is calculated in a matter of hours and calculated more reliably, because the machine cannot forget anything, because it has a greater power than the human brain to grasp information and assess its probability value. Above all, however, the machine has no feelings, it feels no fear and no hope, which only disturb, it had no wishes with regard to the result, it operates according to the pure logic of probability. For this reason I assert that the robot perceives more accurately than man, it knows more about the future, for it calculates it, it neither speculates nor dreams, but is controlled by its own findings (the feedback) and cannot make mistakes; the robot has no need of intuition…

Sabeth thought me funny.

Nevertheless, she liked me a little, I believe; anyhow, she nodded when she saw me on deck, she was lying in her deck-chair and immediately picked up her book, but she nodded…

‘Hello, Mr Faber.’

She called me Mr Faber, because I was so used to the English pronunciation of my name that that was how I introduced myself; the rest of the time, we spoke German.

I often left her in peace.

Really I ought to have been working.

A sea voyage is a funny situation. Five days without a car! I’m used to working or driving my car, it’s no holiday for me if there’s no mechanism running, and in any case anything unusual makes me edgy. I couldn’t work. We sailed and sailed, the engines chugged away day and night, I could hear them and feel them, we sailed incessantly, but only the sun moved, or else the moon, the idea that we were sailing along might have been an illusion; however much our tub pitched and threw up waves, the horizon remained the horizon and we remained in the centre of a chalk circle, as though fixed, only the waves slid by, I don’t know at how many knots, anyway pretty fast, but nothing changed – except that we grew older!

Sabeth played ping-pong or read.

I roamed about half the day, although it’s impossible to meet someone who isn’t on board; I hadn’t walked so much in ten years as I walked on that ship; sometimes the Baptist joined in the childish game of pushing wooden disks around, just to pass the time, I had more time than ever before and yet I didn’t even get around to reading the ship’s newspaper.

TODAY’S NEWS…

Only the sun moved.

PRESIDENT EISENHOWER SAYS…

I should worry!

The important thing is push your wooden disk into the right square, and it is quite certain that no one can turn up who is not already on board, Ivy for example, one is simply out of reach.

The weather was fine.

One morning, while I was having breakfast with the Baptist, Sabeth sat down at our table, which really pleased me, Sabeth in her jeans. There were plenty of empty tables all around, I mean if the girl couldn’t stand me. I was really pleased. They talked about the Louvre in Paris, which I didn’t know, and meanwhile I peeled my apple. Her English went splendidly. Again I felt amazed at her youthfulness. At moments like this you wonder whether you were ever that young yourself. The ideas she had! There simply couldn’t be such a thing as a man who didn’t know the Louvre because it didn’t interest him; Sabeth thought I must be pulling her leg. But it was the Baptist who pulled my leg.

‘Mr Faber is an engineer,’ he said.

What irritated me was not his stupid jokes about engineers, but the way he flirted with the young girl, who hadn’t come over to the table on his account, the way he laid his hand on her arm, then on her shoulder, then on her arm again, his fleshy hand. Why did he keep touching the girl all the time? Just because he was an expert on the Louvre.

‘Listen,’ he kept saying, ‘listen.’

Sabeth: ‘Yes, I’m listening.’

And yet the Baptist had nothing to say, the sole object of all his talk about the Louvre was an excuse to paw the girl in his old-gentlemanly way, while he poked fun at me.

‘Go on,’ he said to me, ‘go on.’

I took the standpoint that the profession of technologist, a man who masters matter, is a masculine profession, if not the only masculine profession there is. I told them we were on a ship, that is to say a product of technology…

‘True,’ he said, ‘very true.’

And all the time he held her arm, pretending to be interested and attentive merely so as not to have to let go of the girl’s arm.

‘Go on,’ he said, ‘go on.’

The girl came to my aid. As I hadn’t seen the sculptures in the Louvre she brought the conversation around to my robots; but I didn’t feel like talking about them and merely said that sculptures and things like that are nothing more (to my way of thinking) than forbears of the robot. Primitive peoples tried to annul death by portraying the human body – we do it by finding substitutes for the human body. Technology instead of mysticism!

Fortunately Mr Lewin joined us.

When it turned out that Mr Lewin had never been to the Louvre either, the conversation changed, thank goodness. Mr Lewin had been over the engine-room the day before. This led to a split in the conversation: the Baptist and Sabeth went on talking about Van Gogh, Lewin and I discussed diesel engines, during which time I, though interested in diesel engines, did not take my eyes off the girl. She listened attentively to the Baptist while she took his hand and laid it down beside her like a table napkin.

‘Why do you laugh?’ he asked me.

I was simply laughing.

‘Van Gogh was the most intelligent fellow of his time,’ he told me. ‘Have you ever read his letters?’

Sabeth added: ‘He really knows a lot.’

But as soon as Mr Lewin and I started talking about electricity, our Baptist and cock of the walk didn’t know anything any more, but sat peeling his apple without a word.

Eventually we discussed Israel.

Afterwards, on deck, Sabeth (without any pressure from me) expressed the wish to look over the engine-room – with me; I had merely said I intended to look over the engine-room too some time. I didn’t want to be a nuisance to her. She wondered why I hadn’t got a deck-chair and immediately offered me hers, because anyhow she had a ping-pong date.

I thanked her and she was gone.

After that I often sat in her deck-chair, the steward used to get her chair out the moment he saw me, open it up and greet me as Mr Piper, because her chair was labelled MISS E. PIPER.

I told myself that probably every young girl would somehow remind me of Hanna. I had begun to think a great deal about Hanna again lately. Where was the likeness? Hanna had black hair, Sabeth reddish blonde, and it seemed to me very far-fetched to compare the two of them. I did it out of sheer idleness. Sabeth was young, as young as Hanna had been in those days, and moreover she spoke the same High German, but after all (I told myself) there are whole ethnic groups that speak High German. I lay for hours in her deck-chair with my legs on the rails which trembled, gazing out to sea. Unfortunately I had no engineering periodicals with me and I can’t read novels; I preferred to ponder over the problem of what caused this vibration and why it couldn’t be eliminated, or else I calculated Hanna’s present age and wondered whether her hair would already be white. I closed my eyes to sleep. If Hanna had been on deck I should have recognized her at once, no doubt about it. Perhaps she is on deck! I thought. And I got up and wandered around among the deck-chairs, without seriously believing Hanna was really on deck. It was just to pass the time. All the same (I admit) I was afraid she might be there, and I calmly studied all the ladies who were no longer young girls. You can do that when you’re wearing dark glasses; you stand smoking and studying people, unnoticed by those you are studying, quite calmly, quite objectively. I estimated their ages, which wasn’t at all easy; I paid less attention to the colour of their hair than to their legs and feet, in so far as they were uncovered, and noticed especially their hands and lips. Here and there, I came across full and rosy lips accompanied by a throat that recalled the folded skin of lizards, and I could imagine that Hanna was still very beautiful, I mean lovable. Unfortunately I couldn’t see their eyes, because of the sun glasses. All sorts of worn-out goods lay there, all sorts of organisms that had probably never blossomed, American women, the products of cosmetics. I knew Hanna would never look like that.

I sat down again.

The wind whistled in the funnel.

The waves frothed and foamed.

Once a cargo boat appeared on the horizon.

I was bored, hence all this musing about Hanna; I lay with my legs resting on the white railing that never stopped vibrating, and what I knew about Hanna was just enough for the description of a wanted person that would be no use if the person wasn’t there. I couldn’t see her, not even with my eyes shut.

Twenty years is a long time.

Instead (I opened my eyes, because someone had bumped into my chair) I saw again the young thing called Fräulein Elisabeth Piper.

She had finished playing ping-pong.

What struck me most was the way she threw back her pony-tail to emphasize her disagreement in conversation (and yet Hanna never wore a pony-tail), or the way she shrugged her shoulders when it really wasn’t a matter of indifference to her, simply out of pride. But above all it was the small, brief wrinkling of her forehead between the eyebrows, when I made a joke at which she had to laugh but really thought stupid. It struck me, it occupied my mind. I liked it. There are gestures you like, because you have seen them somewhere or other before. I am always sceptical when people talk about a likeness; from experience. How often my brother and I used to laugh ourselves silly, when good people, with no idea of the facts, remarked on our striking resemblance! My brother was adopted. When anyone (for example) puts his right hand around the back of his head to scratch his left temple, it catches my attention, I immediately think of my father, but it would never occur to me to take someone for my father’s brother merely because he scratched himself like this. I believe in reason. I’m no Baptist or spiritualist. How could I guess that a girl called Elisabeth Piper was Hanna’s daughter? If I had the slightest suspicion on the ship (or later) that there might be any real connection between the young girl and Hanna, who was understandably on my mind after the business with Joachim, of course I should immediately have asked: Who is her mother? What is her name? Where does she come from? I don’t know how I should have acted, but anyhow differently, that’s obvious, I’m not pathological, I should have treated my daughter as my daughter, I’m not a pervert!

It was all so natural.

A harmless shipboard friendship.

Once Sabeth was rather seasick; instead of going up on deck, as she was advised, she insisted on going to her cabin, then she was sick in the corridor, her friend with the moustache laid her on her bunk, as if he was her husband. Fortunately I was there. Sabeth in her black jeans, with her face turned to one side on account of her pony-tail, lay a limp heap with her legs spread out and her face as pale as china clay. He held her hand. I immediately unscrewed a port-hole to let more air in, and fetched water.

‘Thanks,’ he said, as he sat on the edge of her bunk; then he unlaced her rope-soled shoes, playing the Good Samaritan. As though her sickness came from her feet!

I stayed in the cabin.

Her red belt was far too tight, you could see that, but I didn’t think it was our business to loosen the belt…

I introduced myself.

We had no sooner shaken hands than he sat down on the edge of her bunk again. Perhaps he was really her boy friend, Sabeth was already a proper woman, when she lay like that, not a child; I took a blanket from the upper bunk, in case she was cold, and covered her up.
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