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1
The Cape of Good Hope, Around the Year

How harshly a lie will be punished depends on a number of facts, of which place and time probably are the two most important. As far as that is concerned, luck seemed to be against skipper Adriaen Kalf, for he had lost his ship under suspicious circumstances off the coast of the Cape of Good Hope, around about the year 1745. There were few survivors, and the valuable cargo—spices, mainly cinnamon from the isle of Ceylon, the present Sri Lanka—had disappeared into the ocean. A captain was responsible for his ship.

Adriaen’s statement about what had taken place was so fantastic that it was hard to believe that he had made it all up. 

When he reached the shore in a small yawl, together with surgeon Cornelis Swart, boatswain Pieter Post, and the sailors Gerard Houtman and Stijn van de Ende—the only survivors of the catastrophe—he was already a ruined man. What was hanging over his head could vary from a prolonged imprisonment to death by hanging.

And still he told his improbable story.

They brought the remains of Allart Vroom on land. He was the ship’s cook, who had died in the yawl. All that remained of him was wiped together from under the rowing benches of the small boat and hardly covered the bottom of a wooden bucket.

“Allart Vroom climbed down from the ship, and we stood ready to catch him,” wrote Adriaen. “His clothes, his flesh, his bones pulverized in our hands. He formed a small heap of powder at our feet. Please, believe me—it is not, like someone suggested, the contents of broken hourglasses.”

The jolly boat was still lying half in the water. Along the sides floated large amounts of dead fish. That day many hundreds of other fish would be washed ashore. 

The name of Kalf’s ship was the Starfish—in Dutch, Zeester, a name that could not be found in the history of the East India Company.

Lots of ships with names that referred to the sea—Sea Gull, Sea Horse, Sea Wolf, Sea Lily—made lucky trips to Asia or went down, but the Starfish was not one of them. That was surprising. For a ship with a Dutch name and a Dutch crew that came back from Ceylon should have belonged to the East India Company. It is also not clear whether the Starfish was a big return ship (the favored type as it could hold the most cargo), a pinnace, a flute, or a frigate.

Anyway, Adriaen was jailed under the authority of Hendrik Swellengrebel. Adriaen mentions this name in his report, and that is why I was able to determine the time of the events, for Swellengrebel was governor from 1739 to 1751. 

The ocean near the Cape of Good Hope was notorious for the terrible storms that had set many a ship adrift. 

What the governor and his police officers wanted to hear from Adriaen was how his ship could go down on a day when the sea was calm and there wasn’t a breath of wind. 

Wasn’t it much more likely that Adriaen had sold his ship and had gone ashore himself because the destination of the Starfish would no longer be a Dutch harbor? Was he planning to leave the Cape of Good Hope and head for home aboard another ship? 

His detainers found forty silver rix-dollars in Adriaen’s leather pouch.

“Who would sell a ship and cargo and sacrifice his crew for a low price like that?” wrote the captain. “I earned the rix-dollars by rendering someone a service that I will describe accurately. I kept my own money in the captain’s cabin. I was forced to leave it all behind.”

To which the police officers could have answered, “It is enough to make a pleasant living here until you could step aboard another ship—no doubt the final payment would have taken place somewhere in Holland.”

Piracy was out of the question. No pirate ship would dare to come that near to the coast. And why should one have allowed only a few men to go and taken all the others along with them? Besides, if it had been piracy, Adriaen would have said so immediately; instead, he wrote:

“Did no one see my ship disappear? We had set all sails to make the most of the soft breeze. We could still see the Table Mountain behind us; from the land our ship, with full sails, still must have been a big spot at the horizon. . . .”

*

There have been lucky dogs who bought an old book at a rummage sale, riffled through, and found a valuable etching by Rembrandt that someone had placed between the pages. Jan Glas bought an atlas from the year 1901 in a second-hand book shop, but he would be the last to say that it brought him luck.

Old books had always fascinated him. He was a little collector who spent all his savings every now and then to buy the first printing of a special book.

Several booksellers in his place of residence, Amsterdam, had his business card: Jan Glas, Publicist, Translator, with his address and different ways to get in contact with him, and at the bottom right in small letters, Looking for interesting old books, all kinds of subjects.

The atlas was part of a small set of books, and actually it was the most uninteresting part of the bargain. Only after a couple of days had he picked it up and thumbed through to check that it wasn’t damaged and no leaves had been torn out, which is often the case with atlases. Everything was all right. Some of the plates unfolded. Folded up they formed a perfect place to hide important papers. By the force of habit he started to open them one by one. In order to make the map of Asia completely visible, he had to fold a double left page to the left and a double right page to the right. Here he found a number of loose sheets of paper. He saw immediately that they were much older than the atlas. Carefully he picked one up and looked at it closely. It was inscribed with elegant handwriting in black ink. The text was in Old Dutch. The fact that he discovered that, didn’t mean that he was also able to read it. It had nothing to do with altered methods of spelling or words that had fallen into disuse; it was more the handwriting itself, with curls and loops that made it almost impossible for him to read it. Besides, there were ink spots and deletions, and the letters were shaky, as if the author had been nervous. Jan looked at the other sheets as well, and then he put them back again in the atlas and refolded the pages and closed the book.

In retrospect, it might have been better never to open it again.

But the next day he was sitting with it at a table in a pub at the Rozengracht and handing it to his friend Robbert Goudriaan, a historian.

Jan expected that they would meet again a week later, in the same pub, and that Robbert would return the atlas to him with his comments hidden somewhere between the maps of England and France, but the historian called him after only two days and asked Jan to come and visit him that evening. His voice sounded excited over the phone, and still was when Jan had sat down opposite to him in his big study.

“It’s all rather confusing, my friend. Let me put it this way—if what Captain Adriaen Kalf asserts is true, we’ll have to rewrite history. For then there should not have existed something in his days that could . . .” he searched for the right words and then said, “pulverize a ship entirely!”

Jan looked at him in a dazed sort of way.

“Adriaen Kalf . . .” he repeated.

“Ah, of course,” said Robbert. “You still don’t know a thing about the contents of your discovery. I suggest that you read it all at your leisure. Adriaen Kalf was the captain of a ship called the Starfish. He was returning from Ceylon and called at the Cape of Good Hope. The Starfish did not come much farther. The ship went down in broad daylight, right in front of the coast, when the sea was calm. Adriaen explains in a lengthy argumentation what happened in his opinion. I think he first drafted the story, with the intention of reading it through closely later and making a fair copy of it. He hoped to become a free man again with this, for he was being kept in prison. It is not a parody, I’m sure of that. No doubt you know an editor-in-chief of a magazine who would love to publish something like this. Otherwise I have some interesting names for you. You have something very special here, Jan; you’ll understand that soon yourself. I would highly appreciate it if you would keep me posted. I cannot say it often enough, if this captain has written down the truth . . .”

“Can you guarantee the genuineness of the document?”

“Without much consideration. The middle of the eighteenth century. When Hendrik Swellengrebel was governor. I found that name only once, but of course that’s enough to know when the text was written.”

Then Robbert again suggested that Jan first should read the text thoroughly. He had made copies of the original and of his own version. He took the papers from his desk drawer, put his version on top, and said, “I’ll read it to you. Listen. . . .”

It was dark in his study.

Robbert bent over the papers on his desk, and the only lamp that burned shone mercilessly on his bald crown.

Jan was in his early thirties, and Robbert was twice as old. 

Jan, with his dreamy green eyes, narrow face, and lank, dark hair, had the looks of a mystic, while Robbert, with his deeply lined face and investigating eyes behind thick glasses, seemed to be the personification of the true scientist. 

The voice of the historian sounded hoarse and monotonous. But the emotion that came up from the words struck Jan deep in the heart.

And he was right.

This couldn’t be true.

And if it was true after all, history had to be rewritten. 

Robbert had done more than translate the text into modern Dutch. Being a historian, he knew much about the part Holland had played during that period of time, and he had consulted many books and done a lot of research. He told about the South African Cape of Good Hope, where the Indian Ocean and Atlantic Ocean come together.

During the long sea voyages to Southeast Asia, sailors faced a number of horrors, of which scurvy—caused by the lack of vitamin C in the food, and which brought on loss of teeth, subcutaneous bleeding, festering wounds, and total weakening of the body—was one of the most feared diseases. Death traveled along on each and every ship, looked with a grin into everyone’s eyes, and struck in all ranks, from cabin boy to captain. Scum covered the dirty water in the butts, the food swarmed with maggots, everyone had lice and rats, mice and cockroaches were everywhere around. Each wooden ship, a little floating isles in the infinity of the oceans, formed a hard world on itself, and the longer the voyage lasted, the fewer sailors remained—the dead bodies, wrapped in sailcloth, disappeared into the deep water where the hungry sharks waited.

Under the leadership of Jan van Riebeeck, the Cape of Good Hope was used as an intermediate station in 1652; the ships could drop anchor in Table Bay and take in fresh water and food. The sick were brought ashore. Damaged ships could get repaired. A fortress was built, the Castle, and the government settled between its walls.

But a good hundred years later, in the time of Adriaen Kalf, the Cape had grown into a colony that accommodated all sorts and conditions of men: soldiers, farmers, winegrowers, cattle breeders, adventurers, slaves, whores, sailors, smugglers, merchants, laborers, landlords, surgeons, tramps. . . .

As soon as a ship had come in, the sick were taken ashore and brought to the hospital. Many of them died there after all. Those who managed to stay alive would later go aboard another ship where new hands were needed.

The Cape of Good Hope was a notorious place; everyone who arrived longed for women and liquor. A man who finally found himself on firm ground again after a long voyage wanted to get everything out of life that his money could buy him, before the signal came that he had to get on board again and proceed on his voyage. The innumerable taverns were always full. And it was in one of these taverns, the Mutineer, that Captain Adriaen Kalf came across someone who made him the most peculiar request. 

Making use of the text of the captain himself that Robbert Goudriaan had put into modern Dutch for him, Jan wrote a report of the events. He filled in the gaps to make it an understandable work. But nevertheless, no one would ever know what it had been like in the Mutineer and who was present at that time.

The Starfish lay at anchor in Table Bay, the sick had been brought to the hospital, the crew had hived off, and Adriaen had arranged his affairs; he had put his ship under repair, and he had left a couple of grumbling sailors on board to watch over the cargo. He had taken a bath, had his beard trimmed, and put on clean clothes. He took a stroll and picked up all kinds of nice smells that made him forget about the stench of the ship.

Black, brown, and white people talked in all possible languages; a wonderful crowd was packed together here in the safe enclave between the infinite ocean and the infinite hinterland.

Adriaen entered the Mutineer and ordered wine. 

A captain who gave his crew a shot of liquor on an empty stomach, every morning, as was the practice in those days, who never dined in the captain’s cabin without wine, and who had the liquor supplies at his disposal didn’t need a visit to a tavern where he had to pay to get drunk. He wanted to be among the people, see strange faces, and make conversation, but the main reason for entering the Mutineer was a good, healthy meal. 

He found a place at a big table. Who was on his return voyage told stories about his events in far-away countries, while who was on his outward voyage brought the last news from the home front. Adrian talked with compatriots and foreigners. 

As he listened, talked, ate, and drank, he noticed that someone was watching him. At another table sat a middle-aged man. He was all skin and bone and looked as white as a ghost, as if the sun had evaporated most of his lifeblood. As soon as he understood that he had caught the attention of Adriaen, he made an inviting gesture with his right hand.

Adriaen first emptied his plate. Then he stood up and went to him.

“Do we know each other?” he asked. 

The man reached out his hand.

“No. But I know that your name is Adriaen Kalf and that you are the captain of the Starfish. My name is Colton. Samuel Colton. Just call me Sam.”

He spoke English. Adriaen had thorough command of that language.

“That’s right. I arrived not long ago. Who told you my name?”

“I’ve seen different ships come in. I am looking for a reliable captain. A sailor on board the Starfish said your name was Adriaen Kalf.”

Adriaen nodded yes. “I think we understand one another, Sam. There is a place for an extra passenger in my ship. But do you have any idea where I’m going to?”

Sam shook his head.

“No, no, you don’t understand at all.” He pulled at a wisp of his long, thin, white hair. “I’m too old to leave here ever again. I wouldn’t survive a long voyage. I don’t have the strength for it anymore. Captain, allow me to order some good wine for you. Then we can go and sit in a corner, where no one can hear us.” He rose to his feet slowly and leaned with a hand on the tabletop. “In the meantime try to think of what you could do with forty silver rix-dollars. For that is what I will pay you for a relatively small favor you can do for me.”

He shuffled away. Adriaen looked at the other men who sat there at the table and addressed the first one who looked up at him:

“Samuel Colton. Do you know him?”

The man showed to him in a grin that scurvy had cost him his incisors. He said something in Portuguese.

Adriaen kept silent until Sam came back with a jar of wine and two cups.

They found a place at one of the windows. The shutters were closed. A harsh beam of sunlight fell inside through a small, heart-shaped opening in them. Sam poured wine from the jar. 

“This is all a matter of trust, Captain. I hope you are willing to cooperate and save us from a huge danger.”

Adriaen raised his eyebrows. 

Sam leaned with his elbows on the table top and bent forward. 

“It’s all about a wooden chest. Take it on board. Promise me that you will watch over it personally and that you will keep it in the captain’s cabin. And swear to me that you’ll never open it. Forty silver rix-dollars . . .”

Adriaen kept silent. 

“Do you want more money?”

“I was thinking. Saving us from a huge danger . . . What’s inside of that chest? Where should it get delivered?”

“I will not answer the first question. About the second one—the final destination of the chest is the bottom of the ocean.”

“Do you want me to cover up a crime, to hide a dead body? Did you kill someone?”

 Sam waved with the long, bony fingers of his left hand.

“If it were only about a dead body, I would have dug a hole somewhere on a spot in the Godforsaken wilderness where no human being would ever come to search.”

“Dig a hole for the chest, and you’ll be well rid of it.”

“Please believe me, you’ll have to throw the chest overboard. Far away from here, where the water is the deepest. Are you willing to help me, Adriaen Kalf?”

Adriaen could read the fear in the pale gray eyes of the man. But he shook his head resolutely. 

“No, I can’t help you, if I don’t know more about the contents of the chest. Do I put my men in danger?”

“Absolutely not. As long as the chest remains locked, there’ll be no danger at all. It’s as simple as that.”

With the forefinger of his left hand he touched the fingertips of his right hand one after the other, while he explained in short sentences what had to happen.

“Take the chest on board. Keep it in the captain’s cabin. Never open it. Throw it into the deep sea. Forty silver rix-dollars.”

“The answer is no.”

The thin man drank his wine thoughtfully.

“There’s no other captain who can do this for me. I trust you, Adriaen. It is of great importance that the chest disappears.”

“How can you say that you trust me? You don’t even know me!”

“Then let me put it this way: all other captains who have called at the Cape of Good Hope are unreliable.”

He put down the cup and tried with a smile to make the captain smile as well.

Adriaen only shrugged his shoulders.

“Come, let’s go outside,” suggested Sam. “I’ll explain one thing and another to you, without the chance that someone else will overhear.”

A few moments later they stood in the shadow at the side of the Mutineer.

“I’m listening,” said Adriaen, “but please keep it short.”

“About the contents of the chest: The best way to describe it shortly . . . I could say that it has to do with devilish powers.”

Adriaen took one step back, pulled a little amulet from one of his pockets, and stroked it softly with his thumb. 

“Don’t you ever talk of the devil in my presence. Keep in mind that it is my task to bring a ship home safely.”

Sam sat down on a solid little bench.

“A captain like you . . . You know all about the feeling of humility that can possess you when you go on deck on a bright night and look up to the sky. How big is the universe? Unimaginable powers are in operation. The energy of the cosmos. It’s all around—on our world as well. Invisible, but not elusive! I did research in England, traveled through Europe, made sea voyages. Talked with Arabian scientists, with African magicians . . . Slowly but surely I began to understand that the cosmic energy really exists and that there has to be a possibility of catching these powers and saving them.

“I devised a system of hollow cylinders, solid cylinders, and filled cylinders, three times three of them next to each other. I tried using copper for the connections, but that was not sufficient. I had to use gold. A ship brought me to the Cape of Good Hope. I went inland, all by myself. The ox that pulled my cart was my only company. I searched for gold and found it. Finally the work could be completed. The machine sucked in cosmic energy like an exhausted horse fills its lungs with air. But after the cylinders were full, after the powers had built up, I witnessed the effect of the first outburst. Horrible! I was terrified. I was able to avert a disaster by closing the cover of the chest that contained the machine—there was no second outburst. It almost cost me my life, Captain. Look at me, as I’m sitting here! When I was searching for gold and hacking myself a way through the hardest stone, I was in radiant health and as strong as the ox that pulled my cart. Now I’m fit for nothing.

“I hope you understand now why I chose you. You have a valuable cargo, you have made quite some profit. And I strongly believe that you’re an honest man and that you know how to control yourself. Open the chest and take a look at all that gold—it’s worth a fortune, but as soon the chest is opened, you’re doomed. It will release the powers. Help me to stave off disaster and do me that one big favor: take the chest with you and let it sink into the deep ocean. I beseech you. I didn’t dare to ask other captains, and I don’t want to trouble our governor Hendrik Swellengrebel with it; he simply will not believe me—”

At this point the captain interrupted him. “And what about me? Should I believe you?”

“I beg you to. Please believe me. I have built something that should never have been built. I have broken certain cosmic rules. I have caught something that should never be set free again.”

Adriaen looked into the eyes of Samuel Colton and believed that he had spoken the truth.

He heaved a deep sigh and said, “Very well then, Sam. I’ll help you.”

Sam jumped to his feet and gripped both of the captain’s hands.

“Thank you, thank you so much. You’re doing me a big favor. Let’s go inside again and order some more of that wine. I’ll pay you and see to it that the chest is brought on board the Starfish.”

Right before the Starfish sailed out, Samuel Colton appeared on the quay. He walked next to an old, thin ox that pulled a rattling cart. Four strong sailors were needed to lift the chest from the cart and bring it on board. It is possible that someone saw Sam hand the captain a leather moneybag. And the weight of the chest must have excited the curiosity of the crew. Adriaen had explicitly ordered the chest to be stowed in the captain’s cabin—he remained on deck himself to watch how the ship was made ready to sail out.

“There wasn’t much wind, and I had ordered my boatswain Pieter Post to hoist all sails. I had renewed most of the rigging and inspected everything to make sure it was in order. We had already left the port, when I went to my cabin and looked around for the chest. I was surprised when I didn’t find it there. The moment I decided to leave the cabin again to look up the sailors concerned and ask them what they had done with it, the ship suddenly started to shake and pitch, as if we suddenly had come into bad weather, and the Starfish was lifted up by high waves. It happened so unexpectedly that I lost balance and fell down. My head bumped up against a table leg, and I lost consciousness.”

He couldn’t tell how long he had lay there.

“Someone hit me in the face. I opened my eyes and saw the boatswain standing over me. What he said sounded so strange, that I thought that I was dreaming or hallucinating.

“ ‘Captain! The ship is wasting away!’ I read panic in the eyes of Post. Next to him a sailor popped up, Stijn van de Ende. Together they lifted me up and carried me outside the cabin.”

Adriaen was dizzy and began to feel sick. There was screaming all around him. He looked up at the blue sky. Then, all of a sudden, he realized that something was missing:

“Where were my sails, where were my masts?”

He ordered the boatswain and the sailor to let go of him. He stood up and immediately fell forward.

“The ship—or better said, what was left of it—listed. The bow had disappeared, and we took on water. I saw men run across the deck, and the next moment they’d disappeared! Post and van de Ende caught hold of me again and dragged me away. Someone had launched the yawl. They tied a rope under my arms along my chest and then they hoisted me down into it. Cornelis Swart, the surgeon, was there already, and I also saw sailor Gerard Houtman. Pieter Post and Stijn van de Ende climbed down. Right behind them was Allart Vroom, our ship’s cook. I was lying on the bottom of the boat, rigid with fear. The surgeon shouted at the cook that he should let himself fall. I stumbled to my feet to lend a helping hand and break Allart’s fall. And in the meantime more and more of the ship was disappearing, as if an invisible giant was taking huge bites of the wood. We caught the cook. His clothes, his flesh, his bones pulverized in our hands.

“Not much later the Starfish had completely disappeared. We rowed the yawl to the port. 

“I don’t think,” wrote the captain, “that Cornelis Swart, Pieter Post, Gerard Houtman, or Stijn van de Ende have ever set eyes on the chest of Samuel Colton. Please, don’t hurt them to make them say things that are not true. I am the only survivor who knows about the chest. Samuel Colton had been talking about horrible powers. . . . He had, as he put it himself, built something that should never have been built at all, he asserted that he had broken certain cosmic rules. That’s all I know about it, for I’ve only seen the outside of the chest. Someone must have been so curious that he broke the chest open. The results were disastrous. I’m a broken man. The only one who can explain everything is Samuel Colton. Someone has to find him and call him to account!”

There were more mysteries. When the jolly boat had been rowed safely back to the port, Adriaen looked back for one last time and stared at the spot where the Starfish had disappeared.

“Something was moving there, right above the calm water. It was thin, it knit together, it became shape and color. Two fiery eyes stared at me. Then it sank back into the water. The moment the eyes disappeared, I thought I heard a hissing sound, and two narrow pillars of steam rose up from the ocean. I turned my head and looked toward the landside again and didn’t dare to look back for a second time.”

The report of Adrian was incomplete.

Jan went searching in the National Archives in The Hague and consulted lots of other sources, without finding anything. The Starfish and Adriaen Kalf were mentioned nowhere; neither could he find the name of Samuel Colton. Together with Robbert Goudriaan he rewrote the report of the events, to which Robbert’s primary contribution was important details from the time round 1745.

They sold the story to different domestic and foreign magazines. 

It brought in quite some money.

The sensation was of short duration.

Not a single scientist took the matter seriously.
***


 

2
Harwich, Present

Jan Glas sat comfortably in an easy chair in the lobby of a hotel in Harwich and listened with amusement to the conversations of the people who sat around the same coffee table. He had arrived the other day—he had gone from Amsterdam to the Hook of Holland, where he had put the car on a ferry that had brought him in six hours and fifteen minutes across the North Sea to the English port.

The article about Adriaen Kalf had brought him an invitation to attend a symposium in Harwich, which should last for several days, at the expense of the Third Eye Association, a society that investigated paranormal events and supernatural phenomena. Everything was paid for him, under the condition that he would make a speech about his extraordinary article. The symposium was sponsored by the big American/English publishing company Arnold McKay Publishing, or AMP, which had put a new magazine on the market under the daring, intriguing name of ParaPsycho—Was it short for parapsychology or parapsychologist, or did psycho literally mean psychopath?—and it featured news and background stories about all possible alternative views.

The hotel, a big, old building in the town center, had been booked up by the society, and all persons present in the lobby were invitees. It was early in the morning. The hotel guests had gone to the dining hall for a heavy English breakfast and then gathered in the lobby, where they waited for a coach that would bring them to the conference center. 

Someone sitting right next to Jan knew a very special medium:

“She goes into a trance by reading a book aloud. At a certain moment her eyes fall shut. Still she goes on reading. After a while you can take the book away from her. Then you can follow the lines with your own eyes while she recites them, and when you do nothing to pull her out of her trance, she will continue to the last word of the last page. I gave her an unpublished essay written by myself. She didn’t even stumble over the most difficult words and read everything blind from A to Z.”

Nobody questioned his assertion.

“The mind sees without eyes,” reacted a woman.

A man said that he could make any person react by staring long enough at his or her neck:

“I look at that particular part of the neck, right under the back of the skull, where we find the small brains. Then I force the person in question to do something—to shake the head, to raise a hand, to rise up.”

One asked him for a demonstration, and he expressed willingness to do so, immediately adding that not everyone would believe him. “For it could be rigged, couldn’t it?”

Right at that moment a woman entered the lobby. She looked around, found an empty easy chair facing away from the group, and sat down. The back of her head and her neck stuck out above the back of the chair.

“It would be very coincidental if you knew her,” said someone, nodding in the direction of the woman. “Make her pull her ear. Her left ear.”

The man leaned forward and stared at the neck of the woman. Not even ten seconds later she brought her left hand to her left ear and pulled it, after which she stood up abruptly and turned round. She rubbed her neck with the same hand, as if the compelling look of the man had caused some kind of an irritation there.

In the meantime another discussion had started. Jan listened eagerly.

“No one would accept that life on earth began following an extraterrestrial visit,” said a man with a snow-white beard, while he stared attentively into a plastic cup as if it contained primeval soup. “No one would believe that the aliens had left something behind after a picnic. But now one begins to think differently, since NASA accidentally brought the bacteria Bacillus safensis to Mars. It is a fact that the bacteria were able to survive the dangers of the journey, and when the little vehicle drove out of the landed capsule, Bacillus safensis probably sneaked off as well.” He stirred his coffee with a plastic spoon. “Give the bacteria some time. . . . Two, three billion years, for instance. And what will we find then, when we visit Mars?”

The reaction came promptly.

“Bacteria are not earthbound. They can be found in the upper strata of the atmosphere. And tiny parts of our atmosphere disappear into the universe. That way bacteria travel through space, and their chance of survival is huge.”

Jan leaned back and waited on more reactions from other people, when he suddenly heard someone say, “Mr. Jan Glas?”

He looked up. A woman about twenty-five years of age reached out her hand to him.

“Hellen Derringer from the Third Eye Association. We’ve talked regularly on the telephone.”

Jan jumped to his feet and shook hands with her. 

“Hello,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”

After she had let go of his hand, she took two steps back and formed a rectangle with her thumbs and forefingers and looked through it as if she were using a camera.

“What a beautiful, eccentric face,” she said. “And then those green eyes . . . You’re perfect to be on the cover of ParaPsycho.”

“Then I’ll have to write an article for the magazine first.”

“But of course you will. I will introduce you to the editor-in-chief presently, Pamela Mitchell. She’s very interested in you. In fact, everyone is, after having read your story about Adriaen Kalf. The conference center is not far from here. Shall we walk to it, or shall I ask someone to take us there by car?”

“I prefer to walk. I’m here in Harwich for the first time.”

“Fine,” said Hellen. “That gives me time to explain one thing and another about the sate of affairs.”

They left the lobby and went outside.

“The interest in the mystery of our existence has never been as great as nowadays,” Hellen said. “The press will be omnipresent at our symposium, and we have thrown two additional big halls open to the public. All speeches can be heard there, and one can see the speakers on a big screen. Stands have been put up in the same halls by different businesses, who form a wide range of interesting things together: paranormal affairs, alternative therapies, life after death, original philosophies, the riddles of the universe, and so on. Now that ParaPsycho is being launched on the market, the interest will grow even more. Everyone seems to be searching for his personal truth.”

“Exciting times,” responded Jan. “I always try to get as much information as possible about new trends.”

“How about your personal philosophy of life?”

“I don’t know. I never succeeded to bring all I know and believe together into one theory that seems logical to me. There had been a time that I thought life was just a mean joke.”

“Not any longer?”

“Still mean, but no joke?” Jan asked himself aloud. “I just don’t know.”

He met Pamela Mitchell in an office at the conference center and went through his speech with her and Hellen Derringer. 

A few hours later Hellen opened the symposium. Jan was the fourth speaker.

“I am Jan Glas from Amsterdam,” he started, in his best English. “Publicist and translator. Once I translated an encyclopedia about everything that acts outside the domain of the regular sciences and became interested in the original ways of thinking of my fellow men. I started to write about different subjects myself, about the origin of black magic, the effect of placebos, telekinesis, and so on. I started to collect old books to find out how earlier generations thought about certain subjects. The fact that I’m standing here in front of you right now is purely by coincidence. As you know, the Third Eye Association wants to bring some important things to the attention. Special powers, hidden energies, undiscovered sources.

“Mother Earth is tired, her reserves are almost exhausted. What are the alternatives for electricity and nuclear power? Allow me to tell you about a marvelous appliance, that has become known—as soon as one has read the article I wrote about it—as the Machine of Colton, which was obviously so powerful that it could make a ship, together with crew and cargo, disappear. My story begins in Africa, and it is, very appropriately, about a Dutchman and an Englishman. . . .”

Jan told the story of Adriaen Kalf and Samuel Colton.

The audience listened attentively, and after his speech he received a standing ovation. He left the stage and went into the hall, where he sat down on a chair in the front row that was reserved for him.

Pamela Mitchell took the stand.

“A different view on different affairs—that can be refreshing. All the alternative thinkers all over the world together form the sharp little stone in the shoe of the giant named Science. Slowly but surely one begins to realize that there are other truths. Being the editor-in-chief of a new magazine, it is an honor to be able to work on a new world, full of new ideas. Just like you, I’ve listened with astonishment to everything Jan Glas had to tell us. Ladies and gentlemen, his words have only been the introduction to the sensational contribution of a scientist who goes further into the matter that gives color to this symposium, who goes further on the road we’ve set about together with Jan Glas. Please give a warm welcome an indefatigable researcher from London; here is Professor Mary Landock.”

Jan watched Mary Landock come on stage and walk up to the lectern. She put down some papers, placed a little metal box behind them, and leaned over to the microphone. Her face appeared on a big screen. Jan saw her lips moving as she seemed to look intently at him. He didn’t know her and had only read her name in the symposium program. He sat up, clasped the arm rests as if he were afraid to slip down from his chair, and stared as hypnotized at the woman’s huge head on the screen—never before he had seen such a beautiful, attractive woman. The force of her personality impressed him so much that he remained deaf to all sounds for quite some time. But then, all of a sudden, her words hit him straight in the heart:

“ . . .unsolved mysteries are like unfinished literature. Like The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket by Edgar Allan Poe, which stops abruptly and inspired Jules Verne to finish it. Pamela Mitchell just said it: I will continue where Jan Glas stopped. Besides men of consequence like Poe and Verne I will mention another important person—Charles Robert Darwin. I admire Poe and Verne, and it would never enter my mind to criticize a man like Darwin. As far as I’m concerned modern evolutionism, to which he laid the foundation, will remain a guideline for the development of all life on earth. Mind, I am not mentioning the extraterrestrial life here. . . .”

Jan gasped for breath.

He had never realized that such a thing would even happen to him, that he had managed to control himself giving a speech to a large, foreign audience and yet felt quite disconcerted shortly afterwards merely by looking at an unknown woman. She was unquestionably the woman of his dreams!

“The cosmos is a creating brain. It rains life on all planets,” he heard her say now, “and sometimes that life falls into fertile soil. Then evolution can begin. In our case it produced a procession of bizarre creatures of which we, human beings, probably have been the most unlucky ones. Sometimes I compare the universe with a huge kitchen where all the ingredients are present to cook the most exquisite dishes. But what the cooks love the most is to experiment, and more often than not, something’s burning or something is served that no one ever would like to find on his plate. And here we are. We, human beings. With our limited brains. We understand so much, but not everything. We call our mortality a punishment or a blessing, depending on religion or philosophical ideas. We’re the cook in our own kitchen and eat everything, vegetable or animal, in order to survive. 

“Restaurant Earth is open both day and night. Still, our time is short. All earthbound life is doomed to die early. If life had developed in another way, if our evolutionary history had led along other paths, we probably would have become creatures who counted not in years, but in centuries. . . .”

Behind Jan a man jumped up from his chair and raised both arms.

“This woman is blessed!” he shouted out loud, his voice cracking.

Jan turned his head. The man was long and thin, and his dark eyes were fixed intently on Mary Landock.

He suddenly seemed to become aware of his strange behavior. He dropped his arms and sat down again.

Mary chuckled softly, but everyone was able to hear it because she was standing so close to the mike.

Everyone in the hall had to laugh. 

On the big screens in the other halls, the grin slowly disappeared from the grotesque close-up of her face. 

“To be born and never die. How different the world would have been if evolution had taken that turn. A body that repairs itself; a third, fourth, fifth set of teeth; wounds that heal themselves; diseases getting no chance to do their destroying work.”

Her hands showed on the screens now, picking up the little metal box and opening the lid. She took out a round object. It looked like a white stone with black veins. 

“Now, pay attention, please!” she advised her audience.

She broke off a little piece of the object and rubbed it between her thumb and forefinger. It pulverized. It disappeared. Now there was a hole on the outside of the object, the size of a fingertip. A muttering rose when the hole slowly filled up until the stone looked exactly the same as the moment she had taken it from the metal box.

“Don’t ask me about the value of what I’m holding here in my hand,” said Mary. “But it exceeds the price of gold many, many times. It is alive, I’m sure about that, and it is unique. It repairs itself, it is immortal! And I want to add to this, that I think that there is more here than we are able to see with our human eyes. This is a concentrating of cosmic powers unknown to us!”

It gave Jan a shock. Immediately he had to think of the experiences of Captain Adriaen Kalf.

The tall man behind him remained sitting now, but he made himself heard for the second time:

“Praise this day! Praise this day!”

Again there was a muttering and here and there
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