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Chapter 1: The Visit


I


Among my school-friends was a strange fellow whose story is well worth rescuing from oblivion. In the pages that follow I have done my best to give a faithful account, as an eyewitness, of at least part of the events connected with the name of Claus Patera.


In the course of my narrative, however, something odd has happened. As, with scrupulous regard for the truth, I set down my experiences I found that, without realising it, I had somehow managed to describe scenes which I cannot possibly have witnessed nor heard about from some other person. Later on you will hear what bizarre phenomena the presence of Patera generated in the imagination of a whole community and I feel sure I must ascribe these mysterious feats of clairvoyance to his influence. If you want an explanation I recommend you seek it in the works of our learned research psychologists.


I got to know Patera sixty years ago in Salzburg when we both started at the same high school together. At that time he was a somewhat short but broad-shouldered lad and the most striking – indeed the only striking – thing about him was the classical cut of his features beneath a tumble of handsome locks. My God, back in those days we were wild young hooligans who didn’t care tuppence about outward appearances! Nevertheless I must mention that even today, advanced in years as I am, I still remember his large, somewhat protuberant light-grey eyes. But which of us, in those youthful days, had any thought for the future?


After three years I left the high school to attend another establishment and saw less and less of my former school-friends. Eventually I moved away from Salzburg to a different city and lost touch with the people and places I had known there.


Time passed and with it my youth. By now I was in my thirties, had seen a bit of the world, was married and making a living, more or less, as an artist and illustrator.


II


One foggy November afternoon – it was in Munich, where we were living at the time – the servant announced a visitor.


‘Come in.’


As far as I could tell in the murky light, it was a very ordinary looking man. He hastily introduced himself.


‘My name is Franz Gautsch. I would like to speak to you. Have you half an hour?’


I replied that I had, offered the man a chair and had the servant bring a lamp and some tea.


‘How can I help you?’ It was only in the course of the stranger’s tale that my initial indifference turned first to curiosity, then to astonishment.


‘I have come to put certain proposals to you’, he began. ‘I am not speaking in my own name, but for a man whom you, perhaps, have forgotten, but who still remembers you well. This man has at his disposal what is, by European standards, untold wealth. I am speaking of your former classmate, Claus Patera. Please do not interrupt me! By a strange chance, Patera came into possession of what is probably the largest fortune in the world. Your old friend then set out upon the realisation an idea for which access to fairly inexhaustible financial resources is an absolute prerequisite. He resolved to found a dream realm. This is a somewhat complex matter, but I will be brief.


First of all a suitable tract of some 1,200 square miles was acquired. One third of the area is mountainous, the rest consists of a plain and hills. A lake, a river and large forests divide up this small realm and add variety to its landscape. A city was established, villages and farms. The latter were sorely needed as even the initial population was 12,000. The present population of the Dream Realm is 65,000.’


My visitor paused and took a sip of tea. I said nothing but a rather embarrassed, ‘Go on.’


‘Patera’, he continued, ‘feels an extraordinarily strong aversion to all kinds of progress. To be precise, to all kinds of scientific progress. Please take this literally, for in it lies the main idea behind the Dream Realm. The Realm is shut off from the rest of the world by a surrounding wall and protected against any attack by strong fortifications. There is a single gate for entry and exit, facilitating strict control of people and goods. The Dream Realm is a sanctuary for all those who are unhappy with modern civilisation and contains everything necessary to cater for their bodily needs. It is not at all the intention of the lord of this country to create a utopia, a kind of model state of the future. Although provision has been made to ensure there are no material shortages, the whole thrust of the principal aims of this community is directed less towards the maintenance of property and goods, the population, individuals. No, definitely not! … But I see a smile of disbelief on your lips. It is difficult, I know, almost too difficult for mere words to describe what Patera hopes to achieve with his Dream Realm.


At this point I should perhaps say that everyone who is admitted to our Realm is predestined to do so, either by birth or by later experiences. It is well known that abnormally sharp sense perceptions enable those who possess them to see relationships in the outside world which, apart from occasional moments, simply do not exist for the average person. And it is precisely these ‘non-existent’ things, you see, which are the essence of our endeavours. In the ultimate and most profound sense they form the unfathomable foundation of the world which the Dream people – as they call themselves – never forget for one moment. One could say that normal life and the Dream world are opposites, and it is precisely this deference which makes understanding between them so difficult. My answer to the question, ‘What actually happens in the Dream Realm? What is life there like?’ would have to be silence. All I could tell you about would be the surface, but the very essence of Dream people is that they seek the depths. Everything is geared towards giving life the deepest possible spiritual dimension. The values of the Dreamlanders are so different that the joys and sorrows of ordinary people are alien to them and will ever remain so. The word that probably comes closest to describing the core of our world is ‘mood’. The only things our people experience are moods or, better, they exist in moods alone. For them the external world is only raw material, so to speak. They mould it according to their wishes through the highest possible degree of interactive cooperation. Naturally full provision is made to ensure the raw material does not run out. But all the Dreamers believe in is the dream, their dream. And these are nurtured and developed, to disrupt them would be unthinkable, would be high treason. That explains the strict selection process for people who are invited to take part in our community. To be brief and make an end of it’ – here Gautsch put his cigarette down and looked me straight in the eye – ‘Claus Patera, the absolute ruler over the Dream Realm, has instructed me, as his agent, to pass on to you an invitation to come to live in his country.’


My visitor spoke these last words louder and very formally. Then he was silent and, for the moment, so was I, as every reader will readily understand. I couldn’t help thinking I must be confronted with a madman and I found it extremely difficult to conceal my unease. As if I were playing with it, I moved the lamp out of his immediate reach; at the same time I cleverly pushed a compass and an erasing knife – dangerous, pointed implements – to one side.


The whole situation was decidedly embarrassing. When he started on this dream business it occurred to me that some acquaintance might be playing a joke on me. Unfortunately this hope gradually died and for the last ten minutes I had desperately been working out my chances. I knew that the best way of dealing with lunatics was to go along with their idées fixes, but nevertheless! I’m no giant, basically I’m a shy, rather puny individual. And there was this massive Gautsch, with his prim and proper air of a bureaucrat, his pince-nez and blond goatee, sitting in my room!


Those, more or less, were the thoughts going through my mind. And now I had to say something, my visitor was waiting for me to. If the worst came to the worst and he was seized with a frenzy I could always blow out the lamp and quietly slip out of the room, knowing the disposition of the furniture so well.


‘Certainly, certainly, Herr Gautsch. I can hardly wait! I’ll just have to talk it over with my wife. You’ll have my answer first thing in the morning.’ I spoke in soothing tones and stood up. My visitor, however, calmly remained seated and said in a matter-of-fact voice, ‘You have completely misunderstood the situation, which I find quite understandable. Most likely you don’t believe a word I’ve said, always assuming, that is, that the agitation you are taking such pains to try and conceal does not indicate some even more sinister suspicion. I am as normal as the next man, I assure you, and everything I have told you is to be taken seriously. It does sound remarkable, extraordinary, I grant you, but perhaps this will set your mind at rest.’


As he spoke, he took out a small package and put it on the table. It was addressed to me. I broke the seal and found I was holding a slim case of smooth, greenish-grey leather. In it was a little miniature, a strikingly individual half-length portrait of a young man. Brown locks framed a face with remarkably classical features; the eyes, large and abnormally bright, were staring out of the picture straight into mine. No doubt about it, that was Claus Patera! In the twenty years since we had last seen each other I had scarcely thought of my old school-friend once, but at the sight of this lifelike portrait all those years simply rolled away. In my mind’s eye I saw the yellow-painted corridors of the high school in Salzburg and the old janitor with his venerable goitre, only partly concealed by a cunningly trained beard. I saw myself again among the schoolboys, and among them too was Claus Patera, his looks desecrated by a bowler hat and a strait-jacket of a coat, the result of the rather muddled taste of the aunt who was bringing him up.


‘Where did you get this picture?’ I cried, suddenly seized with a mood of optimism and curiosity.


‘I’ve already told you’, replied my visitor. ‘And your fears seem to have vanished too’, he went on with a good-natured smile, completely lacking in menace.


‘But that was all a piece of nonsense, surely, a trick, a hoax’, I exclaimed with a laugh. By now Gautsch seemed a completely normal, respectable person to me. He was stirring his tea with great deliberation. There must be some joke behind the whole affair, I would find out who was responsible later. It was simply my overactive imagination that had played a trick on me. How could I have jumped to the conclusion that a decent fellow was mad just on the basis of that story? In my younger days I would have found a humorous response. Dear God, I must be getting old! By now I had cheered up completely.


‘But you do accept the picture as genuine?’ said Gautsch. ‘Your friend, whom it depicts, has had a varied life. He only stayed at the high school in Salzburg for a few years. At fourteen he ran away from his aunt and travelled round Hungary and the Balkans with a band of gypsies. Two years later he ended up in Hamburg. At the time he was an animal-tamer, but he gave that up and went to sea, signing on as cabin boy on a small merchantman. In that way he came to China. The ship lay at anchor with many others in Canton; they had brought millet and rice to prevent an imminent rise in prices. After the cargo had been unloaded the vessel had to stay in port for a few days because the goods they were to take back to Europe – human hair and a new type of fine China clay – were not yet ready for loading.


Patera used this period of enforced leisure to explore the surrounding area. On one occasion he saved an elderly Chinese, a lady of rank, from drowning. She had slipped on the mud left behind by flooding into a canal running into the Canton River and would surely have drowned. The local inhabitants who saw her – almost none of them can swim – wrung their hands and screamed, but none of them dared to plunge into the murky brown waves. Your friend, an expert swimmer, happened to be passing and wasted no time but leapt into the water and, after a hard struggle with the current, brought the woman, unconscious, to land, where she was resuscitated. She was the wife of one of the richest men in the world, a frail old greybeard who had been quickly carried to the spot in a litter. Wordlessly, he embraced his wife’s rescuer, who was taken to a large country villa. What discussions took place there we do not know. What we do know is that Hi-Yong, who was childless, kept the poor cabin boy with him in his house and adopted him as his own son. After a further three years – all we know of that period is that he undertook journeys to the unknown interior of Asia – Patera mourned the loss of his adoptive parents. Hi-Yong and his wife died on the very same day. Their heir was now in sole possession of fabulous, untold wealth.’


I interrupted him. ‘And I suppose the Dream Realm comes next?’ I said, still amused by the whole affair. ‘It’s a novel idea, certainly. If you’ve no objection, I’ll pass it on to a writer friend of mine. I’m sure it could be turned into a nice little story. Would you like a cigarette?’ My visitor politely declined the offer, heaved a deep sigh and said in calm, measured tones, ‘As I said, I can see you think I’m making it all up. However, my purpose here is not to convince you of the existence of the Dream state but to pass on the invitation from my employer. I have carried out my mission, for the moment at least. If you absolutely refuse to believe what I have told you, then there is nothing I can do about it just now. I would, however, ask you to give me a receipt for the picture. It is quite possible that I will have further messages to pass on to you in the very near future.’


Gautsch stood up and sketched a bow. I must admit that, with his simple manner, he did not seem at all like a con-man, and I had the leather case in my hand. As I opened it again I felt a flap I must have overlooked before. Underneath was a card on which was written in ink, If you want to, come.


Once more the dreamlike shimmer of an image from a long-forgotten past softly surfaced in my memory. Splayfooted, rambling, clumsy, too large – that was exactly what my old school-friend’s handwriting had been like; ‘desperate’ one of the teachers had once called it. The hand that had written those five words was firmer, to be sure, but it was clearly the same hand. Now I was seized by a strange unease. The handsome face had fixed me with an ice-cold stare. They were eyes that could ensnare a man; there was something cat-like about them. My previous amusement was gone, I felt strange, confused. Gautsch was still standing there waiting. He must have noticed my agitation for he was observing me closely.


Neither of us broke the silence.


III


When it comes down to it, no one can deny their own temperament, it will always determine everything you do. In mine, a decidedly melancholy one, pleasure and misery lie quite close together. I have always been subject to the most abrupt changes of mood. This particular disposition, a psychological legacy from my mother, has been the source of both great joy and bitter torment. I mention this excessive emotionalism now; it will make my later behaviour in various situations more readily understood.


I have to admit that Gautsch now appeared to me as a person in whom I could have complete confidence. I was convinced that he must have some connection with Patera and it was obvious there was some truth in the story of the Dream Realm. The world’s a big place and I have come across many bizarre things in my time. Patera, of this at least I was convinced, was very rich. The Dream Realm must be a kind of hobby, a caprice realised on a large and expensive scale. Being an artist I always found that kind of thing plausible. In a sudden upsurge of emotion I stretched out my hand to Gautsch.


‘Do please forgive my strange behaviour, but I am only just coming to terms with all this. I am most interested in what you have had to say. Would you please tell me more about my old school-friend.’ As I spoke I pushed his chair towards him.


My visitor sat down and said, very politely, ‘Certainly. I will fill in the details of what I sketched out before and tell you more about the Dream state and its mysterious lord.’


‘I can hardly wait!’


‘Twelve years ago my master was in the extensive region of the Tien Shan, the Mountains of Heaven, which are in Chinese central Asia. His main purpose was to hunt the rare animals which are now found only in those parts. Among others, he wanted to bag a Persian tiger, one of a smaller, particularly long-haired species. They found some tracks, and in the evening he set off to follow it. With the help of his Buryat tracker he soon succeeded in flushing the animal out. Before they managed a single shot, however, the cornered beast flung itself at its two attackers. The Buryat quickly took evasive action, but Patera was thrown to the ground. His guide, fortunately, managed to intervene in time and shot the animal through the head from point-blank range. Patera escaped with a badly lacerated hand which meant he had to stay in the area for some considerable time. It refused to heal until it was treated by an old man who was the chieftain of a strange blue-eyed clan. This tiny tribe – there were only about a hundred of them in all – was characterised by a lighter skin colour. Surrounded by a pure Mongol population, the outliers of the great Kirghiz hordes, they kept themselves to themselves and did not intermingle with the neighbouring tribes. Even at that time they were said to have strange, mysterious customs, but unfortunately I cannot tell you anything about them. What is certain, however, is that Patera was interested in and accepted by them. He gave them rich presents when he left, promising to return soon. The chieftains accompanied him a good way and their leave-taking was, it is said, an extremely solemn occasion. Our Lord was much moved by it. Nine months later he returned to the region for good. Among those accompanying him were a high-ranking mandarin and a whole troop of engineers and surveyors. They established a camp near our Master’s blue-eyed friends, who were delighted to see him again. I have all these events from an engineer I know who still lives in the Dream Realm. The result of their activities was the marking-out and purchase of an extensive tract of land, the several thousand square miles on which the Dream Realm was founded. The rest is quickly told. A whole army of coolies, under the guidance of experienced foremen, worked day and night, the Master constantly urging them to work as fast as they could. Two months after his arrival the first houses from Europe were already arriving, all of considerable age and in dilapidated condition. Cunningly dismantled and shipped in separate pieces, they were immediately re-erected on the foundations that had been prepared in advance. Of course, many people shook their heads at the grubby, smoke-blackened old walls, but the gold flowed freely and the Master’s will was done. Everything was crowned with success and only one year later Pearl, the capital of the Realm, must have looked almost the way it does today. All the tribes that used to live there left along with the coolies, only the blue-eyed folk stayed.’
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Gautsch paused.


‘But there is one thing I still don’t understand’, I interjected. ‘According to what system does Patera buy the houses?’


‘I’m afraid that’s something I don’t know either’, Gautsch replied. ‘They are all old properties. Some are even falling down and would be worthless to anyone else; others, though, are solid and well preserved. They come from all over Europe. The master himself designated each one individually so one must presume these buildings, both wood and stone and gathered together from different parts, must have some particular significance for him. Why else would he have invested millions in founding this city?’


‘How much money does this man have then, for goodness sake?’ I exclaimed, astounded.


‘Ah, well, if we knew that’, was his melancholy reply. ‘I have been in his employment for ten years and have certainly paid out close on two hundred million for purchases, compensation, transport and other goods and services. There are agents like myself in all parts of the world. It is impossible even to guess at the extent of Patera’s wealth.’


I gave a groan. ‘I believe you, sir, but I still don’t understand. It all sounds so mysterious. Well, go on, go on. What is life there like?’


‘I’ll try to explain some things. To tell you everything would be impossible, there isn’t time for that. And anyway, I don’t live there permanently, I just visit from time to time. What kind of thing would you like information on?’


I was naturally interested in artistic matters so Gautsch told me what he knew about the arts in the Dream Realm.


‘We don’t have special museum buildings or art galleries. We don’t pile up valuable works of art, but you will find many an exceptional individual piece. Everything is shared out, “in use”, so to speak. I must say, though, that I cannot recall a single case of a more recent painting, bronze or other art object being purchased. The 1860s are the absolute limit. I can tell you from my own experience that I despatched a crate of good Dutch paintings, including two Rembrandts, myself a few years ago, so they must be there now. Patera is more a collector of antiquities than of art, though on the grand scale. As I have already explained, he buys extensive building complexes. But there is even more! He has an unbelievable memory and can remember almost all the objects in his realm. We agents purchase them to order. We often receive lists of the desired objects with precise details of their appearance, where to find them and who owns them. These goods are acquired, often at the highest prices, and then carefully packed and sent to Pearl. And quite a task that is too’, he added. ‘I often find it incomprehensible where he gets his immense knowledge of these things. Although I have been in his employment for many years now and might be expected to be used to anything, I keep on being amazed. Valuable articles and what is clearly trash are both demanded with the same insistence. How often have I visited people, from respectable city-dwellers to peasants living in remote mountain areas, and had to rummage through their cellars and lofts looking for some old piece of rubbish. The people themselves often have no idea that they possess the thing, a broken chair, an old cigar-lighter, a pipe-rack, an egg-timer or whatever. Sometimes, when the object is too trifling, they just laugh and let me have it for nothing. Quite often I have great difficulty persuading the people they actually possess the object I’m looking for, but we always find it in the end. It’s usually the wily peasant who takes the fattest cut. Yes, I’ve plenty to keep me occupied. Only last week I received a consignment of old pianos. There were some very worn-out ones among them.’


‘Oh, I just love old junk’, I interjected.


‘Yes, I’m sure you’d feel very much at home there. We have everything you need. Good food, not to be compared with the usual swill travellers get in the orient. Housing is comfortable and you’ll find lively society everywhere. There’s even an excellent coffee house. What more could you want?’


‘You’re quite right there’, I cried with feeling. ‘There’s nothing better than a well-ordered, simple existence. But the inhabitants, the people. Who do you meet over there?’


The agent cleared his throat, his spectacles flashed and he went on, ‘That’s true. I haven’t told you about the people yet. Well, just like everywhere else, there are some delightful characters among them.’


‘For example?’


‘Well, for a start there is our well-educated, respectable middle class, also the numerous officials … the army too, they’re nice and presentable, you often see officers around … then we mustn’t forget the large number of erudite scholars and, finally, all those characters who escape precise classification, circus performers, freelance artists and the like, just like everywhere else …’


‘And above all my friend, the Master himself?’ I interjected.


‘You probably won’t meet him that often. Patera is too busy, weighed down with work. The responsibility! Just think of it! Of course’, he went on hastily, ‘they’re all people who fit into the whole. You, as far as I am aware, were selected because certain of your drawings made an impression on the Master. As you see, you are not entirely unknown there … In order to preserve the purity of the way of life, the style of life there it is necessary, as I mentioned before, to shut off the outside world entirely. Ensuring that is the overriding aim of the Master’s policy. And indeed, so far we have been successful in keeping out those who do not belong there.’


I expressed my enthusiastic support for these ideas. In my mind I had resolved to accept the invitation and was already looking forward to a rich artistic harvest from the whole adventure.


How weak, how unpredictable is the human heart! Had I known then, when the idea of going there began to form within me, had I had even a vague premonition of the tragedies I would undergo, I would not have accepted the invitation and would probably be a different person today.


IV


At this point in the narrative I feel I should add that at that time I was very close to fulfilling a wish that had long been close to my heart. This was a journey to Egypt and India which until now had been impossible for financial reasons. My wife had just received a small legacy and the money was to be used for that journey. But, as always in life, things turned out differently from what we had imagined. When I told Gautsch about this plan he immediately expressed the idea that had occurred to me.


‘Simply swap projects. Instead of India, go to the Dream Realm.’


‘But what about my wife? I don’t want to travel without her.’


‘I have been instructed to invite her as well. If I forgot to mention it previously I do so now.’


I still had some misgivings, however. My wife was not of a strong constitution and could not be expected to take on an arduous journey.


The agent immediately reassured me. ‘That will not be a problem’, he said. ‘The general level of health in the Dream Realm is excellent. Pearl is on the same latitude as Munich, but the climate is so mild that even the most neurasthenic soon feel fit and well again. A large proportion of the inhabitants used to be regular residents in clinics and sanatoriums.’


‘Oh, that’s all right then. In that case I accept’, and I shook Gautsch joyfully by the hand.


‘And as far as the expenses for the journey are concerned’ – he had a rapid look round the room before going on – ‘you would have no objections to a small advance, I presume?’


Jokingly I laughed, ‘Well, if you insist on giving me a thousand marks, why not?’


At this Patera’s agent just shrugged his shoulders, took out his cheque-book, scribbled down a few words and handed me the slip of paper.


It was a cheque drawn on the Reichsbank for 100,000 marks.


V


Whenever we hear tell of something fantastic, something far from everyday reality, there is always a tiny residue of doubt left in us. And a good thing too! Otherwise we would be easy dupes for anyone with a good story to tell or the first con-man to come along. For that reason we are much more easily convinced by things we see than by things we hear. That is what happened in my case. I was already more or less prepared to trust Gautsch, but when I saw this huge sum, a small fortune to me, when I actually held it in my hand, a strange feeling came over me. I trembled and there were tears in my eyes as I said, ‘My dear sir, you must excuse me, but I find it difficult to put my gratitude into words. Not for all this money. Oh no. But, you see, when one has spent all one’s life seeking after the fantastic and it suddenly comes to one, then that is a moment of great wonder. And that is what I, through your kind offices, have been privileged to experience today. Please accept my thanks for it.’


That, more or less, was the way I expressed myself, such was my excitement. Gautsch, who, as it seemed to me, had also turned very solemn, replied in words which showed great sensitivity. ‘Sir, I am only doing my duty. I am pleased if that gives you joy, but you should not thank me, but one mightier than me, in whose name I act. One further piece of advice I can give you: say nothing of what you have learnt today, do not speak to anyone about it. Your wife excepted, of course. I cannot say what the consequences of any violation of this rule of ours would be. But Patera’s power is great and he wants the Dream Realm to remain a secret.’


Aha, caught you there, I thought. ‘In that case wasn’t it perhaps rather rash of you to tell me so much about it?’ I pointed out. ‘You couldn’t possibly know what my response would be.’


‘That is not quite true, sir. I knew you would come.’


He shook me by the hand and turned towards the door. ‘It is getting late now. I will return tomorrow at the same time to give you all the information you need regarding the journey. Discuss it with your wife and give her my best regards. Good evening.’


And with that, he was gone.


The ten minutes I had to wait until my wife came back from her shopping seemed endless. I felt a desperate compulsion to speak, to communicate my extraordinary news, I needed someone to talk to … There she was.


The surprise I was hoping for came to nothing. My wife could tell how excited I was from the look on my face. Although she paid close attention to the incredible things I had to tell her, she could not resist the mocking question, ‘Are you sure you’re all right, dear?’


‘Of course I am, my love. At first I assumed Gautsch was some kind of swindler or madman as well, but I gradually became convinced of his honesty and generosity.’ With a triumphant gesture I played my trump card, the cheque. For my wife, too, it was more effective than words. She did insist I should check that it was genuine first thing in the morning, but then we got down to discussing all the details and arrangements necessary for the journey.


‘Of course, the picture. Let me see it.’


The effect was surprising. After she had looked at it for a long time, she leant back in her chair and whispered, as if resigned to her fate, ‘Do we really have to go there? I don’t like the look of that man. I don’t know what it is, but there’s some thing terrible about him.’


She was close to tears.


‘Now what’s all this, my dear?’ I embraced her with a laugh. ‘That’s my old friend Patera, as nice a chap as you could hope to meet. If he wants to spend all his money on artistic ventures then I think all the better of him for that.’


‘Don’t you think you should make further enquiries first of all?’


‘I don’t know what you think I’ll find out. I’m willing to vouch for my friend and we’ll know tomorrow whether the cheque’s valid. I think the Dream Realm’s a magnificent idea, and we were going to go to India anyway. But then you pour cold water on anything I want to do.’


My tone had become reproachful and I tried to reassure her. Eventually she came round to my way of seeing it and even called her outburst neurotic.


‘I’m sure you’ll love it there. And think of the stimulation for my work … And then the money, that’s lavish, isn’t it?’


She was reassured, her serene self again, and immediately occupied herself with the practical questions of the move. I, on the other hand, was already thinking of myself as a Dream-lander and gave my imagination free rein … I kept looking at the picture and the cheque and fell a little in love with both …


It was already starting to get light before we fell asleep.
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VI


I was waiting outside the bank an hour before it opened. In return for Gautsch’s slip of paper I received a thick, thrice-counted wad of banknotes. Once I had this small fortune in my hands I could not get into a cab fast enough to get it safely locked away.


At home there was a letter from Gautsch for me. He was very sorry, he said, but he couldn’t come back. New orders made that impossible. He strongly urged us, given the likelihood of winter storms on the two sea-crossings we would have to make, to set off as soon as possible. He wished us all the best for the future. Enclosed with the letter was the route: Munich - Constanta - Batumi - Baku - Krasnovodsk - Samarkand. There we would be expected at the railway station, our arrival had been announced, he said. I was to use the picture of Patera as identification.


We had already decided to dispose of our apartment and effects. With my excellent wife in charge, all the preparations for our great journey went smoothly. My state of exhilaration lasted right to the end, though on the last day we spent in our old home I did feel a twinge of melancholy. I don’t know if others are the same, but I always find saying farewell to places that have become dear to me a painful business. I was leaving behind another piece of my life which from now on would exist in memory alone. I went to the window. Outside it was dark, everything bare and autumnal, the sounds of the city muted. My heart ached and I looked up at the sky. It was studded with tiny stars. Then I felt the comfort of an arm round me.


The next day was a Friday. We were due to leave by the evening train and spent most of it in a hotel by the station. I already had two Orient Line tickets for Constanta in my pocket. I said goodbye to any acquaintances I happened to meet, casually remarking that we were off to India. At nine o’clock in the evening we were in our seats on the train.
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Chapter 2: The Journey


I


I will deal with this next part as quickly as I can. There is no shortage of travel writing, most of it much better than I can supply.


[image: images]


Everyone knows the bustle and press of a rail journey. Once we were beyond Budapest the country took on a slight Asiatic air, but I won’t go into that. I wouldn’t want to damage the sales of my book in Hungary. At least by the time we reached Belgrade I had so far settled down that I wasn’t feeling my breast pocket every ten minutes to make sure my bulging wallet was still there. You don’t need to let everyone know where you keep your money, especially not in Serbia.


I generally find I suffer from slight irritation in railway compartments. This time it was considerably better. We did, of course, travel in the greatest possible comfort. I spent my time daydreaming and looking forward to all the pleasures in store for me. If only my wife had been a little more cheerful. Unfortunately she just lay there, brooding and complaining of headaches.


Once we were past Bucharest, though, I had had enough myself. Spending two nights in a train is no small matter, however comfortable it may be. For the last few hours of the journey we were almost like wild beasts in a cage.


Thus it was that when the Black Sea hove into view in the early morning we had been standing in the corridor for some considerable time, all ready to get off. The sun was just rising as we came into Constanta. There was a great deal of wrangling over luggage.


The steamer which was to take us to Batumi belonged to Austrian Lloyd. It was clean and comfortable, which had a therapeutic effect on my wife. After a nice bath she had fully recovered from the rail journey and was enjoying the beautiful weather and the sea. I stood on the afterdeck watching the mainland disappear … Europe … Soon all that was left of the coast was a thin line on the horizon. That too disappeared. I strained my eyes and for a long time I persuaded myself I could still see it.


My wife suggested I maintain great reserve towards my fellow travellers, and she was quite right. When one is full of an idea, as I was on this journey, how easy it is to give one’s destination away. And that might possibly have unpleasant consequences.


When Gautsch swore me to secrecy he did not look as if he were joking. Anyone who betrayed it might well not be let into the Dream Realm and have to pay the travel money back. No thank you! Accordingly I was very taciturn, which was not difficult as there were no Germans on board and I cannot speak any other language. As a result I spent more time than ever thinking of the Dream Realm and indulging in the most extravagant fantasies about it.


This mood prevailed, apart from a rude awakening when we had to transfer to the railway again. My wife, on the other hand, was delighted at how spacious Russian railway carriages were. Ah, Russia! Now there was a country for me. Huge, luxuriant, unrefined, but quick to provide the appurtenances of comfort at the first sign of hard cash. People of means like us can get by anywhere. I drank a toast to the Czar, rejoicing in the few drops of Slav blood coursing through my veins. The principal cause of this positive view of the whole Russian Empire was our unusually rapid progress through passport and customs formalities.


One week after leaving Munich we were in Krasnovodsk. The Caspian was already behind us. We had crossed it in a few hours in a Russian ship the like of which I had never seen before. A filthy hulk! My opinion of the Czar dropped sharply. But you had to give him one thing. The Caucasus, that is to say what we could see of it, was beautiful.
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