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The rumbling of train wheels is like the shape of 
clouds. You can see anything in them: beasts and 
nudes and lakes and profiles. You can hear any
thing in them: the last movement of Beethoven’s 
Seventh; Prokofiev’s violin concerto.

She followed the rhythm with soft beats of 
her hand on the white part of the arm-rest, and 
breathed the melody, audible only to her inner 
ear; not, certainly, to the man who walked in, 
saying: "Free? Libre? Frei?” -- and sat down on 
the opposite window seat.

On and on and on. With haunting repetitious
ness. Or perhaps the Bolero. And the trees passed, 
and cows, women working the fields; and the tele
graph wires ran parallel, approached one another, 
separated again, rose and fell, like melodies.
And the poles and the wheels and the houses and 
the trees: counterpointed rhythms.

The whole landscape was wheeling: rushing 
back in front, the horizon gently following the 
direction of the train. A vain circle; a vicious 
circle; a timeless circle. On which the tracks lay 
like a tangent, touching at one fleeting point: 
always another, always the same. Sang the rhythm 
of the wheels: always the same, always another always 
the same. Always another always the same.
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"May I look at that magazine''" she asked.
And as she did not knew his language, she insisted 
probingly: "Magazine, journal, gazette."

"Please go ahead," he said, in a clearly 
understandable language.

That was the first step. Always another 
always the same. Always another always the same.

She thumbed the pages. But the rhythm of the 
wheels distracted her. Till her eye was caught 
by something that made her smile, -̂he charged 
charging smile of one who wants to be asked: what's 
so funny\

But the next step was up to him.
"Do you smokeV" he asked.
She accepted, thanked him. lie lit the cigaret 

for her.
It turned out that she smoked little, he 

smoked much. ~oth preferred American cigarets.
±t turned out that her way was long and full 

of images she was quick to catch.
"I am a photographer. And your"
"I am a scientist."
A scientist. But she didn't have the courage to 

ask what kind of scientist. Not to be invasive. To 
be discreet.

It turned out they both loved the theater. She 
was more interested in the staging aspect; he loved 
a good dialogue. He liked older music; she liked 
music that made him smile. She had never been to 
India, but he had; They both found Paris was no 
longer what it used to be, but sharply disagreed
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of
on the future —  what was it? I don’t remember.A

"It will always he there," she said. "Mankind 
can’t do without it."

"It will change with the changing times," he 
said. "Everything changes."

Over all of which they forgot to notice 
it was dinner time.

They hurried through many a car: he opening 
the doors, she closing them behind her.They were 
the last to arrive in the dining car, where people 
were already paying their bills, tables looked 
graze©L and a smell of left-overs, cigar smoke, 
and beer enveloped them promptly.

"You’ll have to hurry up," the waiter said.
"We are getting there shortly."

She ordered nonchalantly —  a drink, appetizers, 
fish, cake, wine, coffe, and cognac. He was more 
frugal, and all he wanted was an omelet.

It turned out that she liked exotic food and 
spices, whereas he had to watch his diet on 
account of a stomach condition. He enjoyed a 
glass of good wine, but the wine you bought here 
was acid, and he'd rather have none. She liked 
his hands, which lay idle while he did not eat.
She began to love his hands, but she did not tell 
him. A H  she told him was that she had won a prize 
once, for a picture of hands: the beautiful hands 
of a dead man; a great man, but dead.

Time was short. Time was flying. The train 
actually pulled into the station before they had paid.
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She protested pro forma as he took care of 
both checks.

But he smiled. He knew, he said: hut he wanted 
to anyway, if she didn't mind, and it was all 
right. And the rumbling wheels slowed down: 
al-ways-another-al-ways-the-same, al-ways-another, 
al-ways-the--  there was the shriek of a whistle.

They had to trot hack to their car, snatch 
their hags and hurry to the custom's office. It was 
almost dark now, and foggy and humid and cold.

They opened everything. They pulled up everything, 
in a heap of mounting confusion. She waj~ irked hy 
the way her most intimate apparel was laid out 
before his eyes. Slips and panties. Yet as 
she started to fold and ease them hack into the 
suitcase, she raised them high, spreading her 
arms almost in front of his face, as if to say:
Look. She liked the simple solid order of his hag, 
and the smell of lavendar.

"Your declaration," the custom's official said. 
And it was almost dark now , foggy and humid and cold.

"Do you have any currency?" the custom's 
official asked. "You have to deposit it here. Here's 
your receipt, and your money will he returned to 
you when you come hack. Here or at any other 
frontier station."

They deposited their currency. It was an

"Oh no, you must

+
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awkward operation. Coins from one compartment,
Mils from another. A line of people was forming 
behind them, and beginning to push.

"Time is changing here,” the custom's official 
said. ''There’s another time. Two hours difference."

"What ? " sh e a ske d.
"You have to deposit two hours,’ he said. Two 

hours of your life. Here’s your receipt, and they 
will be returned to you when you come back. Here, 
or at any other frontier station."

"Which two hours?" she asked, bewildered.
"Any two hours, at your choice," the custom's 

official explained.
The crowd behind them was growing, and 

manifesting signs of restlessness.
"I'll be glad to," she said, and he nodded 

encouragingly.
Indeed, she thought, who would not be glad 

to pluck out of his life two hours: wasted hours, 
nasty hours, hours, at any rate, one wishes one 
had never lived?

The crowd behind her was still swelling: 
everyone anxious to deposit his hours.

Recent events rushed past her, rushed back. 
Unpleasant events. Wicked events. Hours of envy, 
hours of treason. But to be able to pull then out? 
to extract them? They made her blink as they rushed 
by. The far horizon of past events inexorably followed 
the train of her thoughts.

"Excuse me, miss, may I?" said a nasty little
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woman, trying to elbow her way through to deposit 
her hours*

They don’t let you think; they don’t let you 
remember. A vain circle. A vicious circle. A time
less circle •

¡Che felt dizzy.
There were rows and rows of shelves from the 

floor to the ceiling, with little locked safes 
to store deposited time. Each safe was marked 
with the hours it contained: 2-4, 3-5, 15-17.
Many indicated hours of night. People, evidently, 
were accustomed to deposit their dreams.

Take those, there, of a couple of years ago.
She tried to think. Just the first horrible hours 
that came to her mind. But pull as she might, 
they would not come out. They were fastened so 
tight to the hours preceding them, and to those 
preceding these, that they seemed to be part of 
them, growing out of them. And with a thousand 
shoots and tendrils they gripped the hours that 
followed, up to the most recent, pulling, pulsing. 
All the future sat, squat and heavy, on these 
two hours. How could she pull them out? How 
could she shift them ever so little, without 
toppling all that followed?

"I can't pull tyem out,” she said, and 
wiped the sweat from her forehead, and took a 
deep breath of lavender from the open bag before her. 
Her traveling companion was still there, he too, 
waiting, whether uncertain of his own choice or 
simply waiting for her, she did not know.



"Come on now, lady,” the custom's official 
said, "hurry up,"

The crowd behind her had swollen into an 
immense gray mass, amorphous like the fog of which 
it seemed part, A myriad impatient arms were 
stretched toward her, past her, arms eager to deliver 
their hours.

How do they do it, she wondered. Their lives 
are glutinous glibber. You scoop out a couple 
of hours, any place, any time; and the rest 
coalesces, a gelatinous mass, and no trace remains 
of the cut.

A gray gelatinous mass, she thought. Maybe 
with numberless dark scratchy kernels, like an 
armful of frog spawn, like this crowd.

They were flowing around her by now, enclosing 
her from all sides, insinuating themselves between 
her and her companion. Their greedy arms stretched 
forth, like pseudopods: now here, now there, to 
reject their superfluous hours.

She made a desperate attack on another 
couple of hours of her life. But the result was 
exactly the same. They would not budge. Booted 
in the past, borne down hj the whole weight 
of the future, each couple of hideous hours stood 
there, immovable.

"Go t o , "  he said compassionately, "we must go on. 
I have an idea. ‘‘‘t's quite simple. Look, it is 
six o'clock now, in the evening. We have to 
move to eight o'clock, that's all. Let's take 
these next two hours, unlived yet, and deposit

-  7 -
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them here. Let's move on, as we must."
It gave her a sense of aborting, to 

relinquish these hours unlived, unborn. But what 
else could she do? His advice was friendly and 
helpful. He did it too, after all. Shared sorrow 
is half sorrow, t was the best they could do.
She handed the hours to the custom's official, and 
took her receipt. He helped her to take up her 
bag, still half open, with a piece of pink lace 
caught in the zipper.

It was dark, totally dark at once. And colder 
by several degrees. The carnation in the button
hole of her coat was withered, and a fly that had 
listlessly buzzed around his suitcase on the counter, 
dropped dead, it was gight o'clock all right.

The half-moon stood upright in a manlier way here 
than elsewhere. But the dawns and dusks were 
longer than any they had seen before. $o long, 
as a matter of fact, did the sunless light hang 
in the glaring colors of steeples and bulging 
towers, that it seemed it could last forever: 
a timeless mockery of their lost two hours.

They were unable to adjust to the rhythm of 
life. They failed to understand when people ate 
and slept here, and why they did what they did.
Nor could they explain their own actions and moods, 
floating like cut flowers, destined to die.

"It all depends on what happened Saturday 
between six and eight," he said, as they stared
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on the long, long red Lands of the endless dusk 
from their seat on a stone bench by the riverbank.

V
People hurried past them, knowing where to go and 
when to be there. As if their time made sense 
in the timeless splendor of the city.

"And we'll never know. Never."
"We went back to the compartment," she said,

"and the train rolled on, from six to eight. The 
carnation was still fresh, and the fly buzzing."

"We talked some more," he said.
"Of Teheran," she said, "and Muslim. It turned 

ofct you had been to Iran, but I hadn't. We both 
thought that Pamir was a place up and coming.

"A had an idea," he said, "while we were 
talking. I jotted it down, developed the formula, 
and mailed it at the next station. The station was 
gray and crowded, but my message has already reached 
the world, t̂ changed many things. It changed my 
life."

"I felt tired and heavy," she said, "when we 
returned from the dining car. I leaned my head 
on your shoulder and fell asleep."

"I watched over your sleep," he said, "sweet 
sleep, and when you awoke, I kissed you."

"And the train kept rolling. The wheels were 
rumbling, faster and faster, and we were alone."

"Your cream-colored slip," he said, "was prettier 
than any you had in your suitcase."

"But that happened later," she said. "At the 
hotel."
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"It happened later,” he said, "because it happened 
then. Everything that happened later happened 
because of what happened then. Between six and eight, 
on Saturday.”

"Those rumbling wheels," she said, "working 
themselves up into a frantic rhythm —  someone 
had lost control of something. The train crashed, and 
there were no other hours after those."

"No," he cried. "Please, no. You must not 
take it that way."

She was glad to see him unlock his hands: 
a gesture that seemed to cancel the prize she had 
won for a picture of hands which could no longer 
unlock.

"Our car was up forward, you remember?" 
she said. "And the train crashed headlong into 
an oncoming Europe Express. The engines locked 
themselves one to another, in a deadly embrace."

"You are a funny girl," he said, resigned.
"Why must you make everything so unpleasant?"

Ke stood against the sky, which was finally 
darkening in the West, while the manly-upright 
half-moon rose opposite. He stood like the manly 
upright moon. He stood like the steeples and^ulging 
towers, whose glaring colors had died echoless in 
the darkening sky.

"v>Te quarreled," she said, "on the train 
between six and eight. We failed to understand one 
another. We lost interest in each other, and, at 
eight o’clock, parted ways, -hat is what happened."
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"It couldn’t have happened that way," he 
said, sitting heside her again. "Because... 
look what came later." But M s  hands were cold.

"Cut flowers," she said, "doomed to die."
"You are a sad girl," he said.
Mlt is not 1 who am sad; it's cut flowers, 

cut hours. I don’t see how you can resist."
He had a cold silent smile, like the manly 

upright moon.
"You are a romantic,” he said. "But things 

change with the changing times. One gets used to 
it," he added, "everything is always different,
a lway s th e same. "

"You mean," and her mouth Began to tremble,
"you do it all the time? You are one of those?
You race around, you race against the sun, dropping 
a couple of hours here, a couple of hours there? Getting 
there Before you left? KÔ V OLD ARE YOU? "

"Don't worry about my hours," he said. "I always 
get them back eventually," he said, stroking her 
hair.

"You tricked me," she said, "you trapped me." 
she could no longer hold back her tears. "And I 
love you, I've always loved you," she sobbed, and 
dug her head into his shoulder, his chest.

"You have to adjust to the new situation, 
that's all," he said soothingly. "Everything 
is so different now. The only thing that has any 
permanence at all today is change: the rate of 
change in the rate of change. You have to get used
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to it, that's all.M
"I want my hours hack,” she said. "I can't live 

without them. I simply can't."
"You know they are there," he said. That 

should he enough for you. in safe deposit. You 
saw it, and you have your receipt."

"That's not the same," she said, shaking,
"and you know it. That's only a piece of paper."

"To me it gives all the security I want," 
he said. "Most of our security is paper. Accept

ait. In good faith. What you need is a little faith. 
We'll he happy."

But she shook her head. "My hours," she said.
I want my hours hack. I want to he whole, and if 
I were the only whole thing there was in the world. 
My hours. I need them hack."

They walked among steeples and bulging towers.
The air was thick and moist and tasted of city.
Neon signs were flashing absurd rhythms and colors, 
jerkily palpitating: grimacing anticipation of the 
long dawn. They ticked one type of time, the neon 
signs: the time that rushes past, under your eyes.
But the carillons and deep hells —  the city
was full of them —  tolled a different time: a
time that inexorably followed, with the far horizon.

"I am longing for fire," she said, and shuddered. 
"Even a modest fire, in a fireplace, to watch and 
forget time," she said, "a time-devouring fire. And
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warming"
"But the morning fog," he said, "is dense like 

the sea. I am longing for the ocean," he said,
"the time-quenching sea."

There was no one, absolutely no one, at the 
custom's office. Dwarfed by the great void around 
them, and shivering, they were the only ones to present 
their receipts and ask for their deposited time.

"All right," the official said and yawned.
"All right. If you want to you may have them back.
Here we are." And he handed their hours back 
to them.

"It is amazing," she said, "how people were 
anxious to get rid of their hours. And how no one 
seems to want them back."

"I am so relieved to have mine bakk," she added.
"Where are you going to put them?" he asked.
"I don't know yet," she said, musing.
"There we go again," he said.
"No, no," she said. "This time it’s different:

To relive, to live again two hours of your life: 
two rich, unforgettable, happy hours of your life: 
to be happy again."

"Try," he said. "They become tedious. It’s 
far better to remember them than to live them over.
They become sticky; and then —  you know already 
where they are all going to end. They become 
melancholy."
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"Or take a time when you failed and did wrong.
Live them over, those two hours, and do better," she 
said.

"The weight of the past future is crushing," 
he said, sadly. "You relive your two hours of 
failing as in a nightmare. Try as you will —  since 
you know better now —  you will fail again."

"Why do you say that?" she asked imploringly.
""hat shall we do now with our two hours?"

"Hurry up, lady," the custom's official said,
"or you'll miss your train. Here, here's your currency too. 
Take your hours and hurry."

She leaned her head on his shoulder, and he kiseed 
her, long and tenderly. +he wheels were rumbling, 
and it was warm and dark in the compartment, and 
they were alone.

When she woke up, her head was resting on the 
white seat-cover, in the corner near the window.
The man was sitting opposite. ihe long dawn had 
begun.

"I'd like to go to the theater tonight," 
she said. "But I am sleepy."

"You like the theater?" he said, surmising 
that she was perhaps an artist.

" "It’s good in Paris," she said, "and in Tokyo."
"Have a cigaret," he said.
"No, thanks," she answered. "I smoke very little."
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The dawn was endless, and the wheels kept 
rumbling. The telegraph wires ran parallel for 
a v/hile, separated, and met again. Like melodies.

She stretched, combed her hair and powdered 
her fac^.

’’May 1 look at that magazine ? " she asked.
"Please do," he said.
She thumbed it listlessly, distracted by the 

rhythm of the wheels. It was a scientific magazine, 
glossy, colorful; throwing up strange words. 
Dimensionality. Anti-matter. Phenotype.

The train ruirJaled over a bridge, slowing down. 
Antimatter, anti-matter, an-ti-mat-ter, the wheels 
suggested.

The man got up. "Frei. Libre. Free,” he said, 
pointing to the seat he left, “e nodded a brief 
goodbye and closed the door behind him.

He reminded me of some one 1 know, that man, 
she thought. xind then, god knows why, the picture 
came to her mind, the one that had won her a prize.

uhe breathed, audibly only to herself , a theme 
from Prokofiev’s violin concerto. Sadly the 
melody flawed over the rumbling rhythm of the wheels. 
The day ahead was hard and long, considering that 
she had gained two hours, and she knew no one in the 
city.

The train accelerated, and now it was the 
last movement of Beethoven* s Seventh that came 
to her lips. You can hear anything in these 
rhythms: the rumbling of train wheels is like 
the shape of clouds.


