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ELOW THE AIRCRAFT the shadowy wake of the hills
B was already sinking into the gold of the evening. The
plains were becoming luminous, but with an indestructible
light: in this country they do not completely yield up their
gold, just as, after winter, they do not completely yield up
their snow.

And the pilot Fabien, who was bringing back to Buenos
Aires from the far south the mail from Patagonia, could
recognize the approach of evening by the same signs that
enable one to identify the sea around a port: by the calm, by
the light ripples that were only faintly sketched out by the
peaceful clouds. He was entering a huge and blessed harbour.

In this calm he could also have imagined himself stroll-
ing along slowly, almost like a shepherd. The shepherds of
Patagonia move from one flock to another without hurry-
ing, and he was going from one town to another: he was
the shepherd of small towns. Every couple of hours he
encountered them coming to drink by the banks of rivers
or grazing on the plain.

Sometimes, after a hundred kilometres of steppes, more

uninhabited than the sea, he passed over an isolated farm,
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which seemed to carry off with it behind him, in a great swell
of grasslands, its cargo of human lives, and so he greeted

this ship by dipping his wings.

“San Julian’s in sight. We’ll be landing in ten minutes.”

The flight-radio operator passed on the news to all the
stations on the route.

Over a distance of two thousand five hundred kilome-
tres, from the Straits of Magellan to Buenos Aires, similar
stations were placed at regular intervals, but this one gave
access to the frontiers of the night, just as in Africa the last
conquered village gave access to the mysterious interior.

The radio operator passed a piece of paper to the pilot:

“There are so many storms that the electrical discharges
are blocking my headphones. Do you want to spend the
night at San Julian?”

Fabien smiled. The sky was as calm as an aquarium and
all the stations ahead of them were reporting: “Clear skies.
No wind.”

He replied:

“We’ll go on.”

But the radio operator thought that the storms had prob-
ably found somewhere to settle, just as a worm finds a spot
to settle in a fruit. It would be a fine night, and yet it would
be spoilt. He was reluctant to go into a darkness in which

things were about to go bad.



CHAPTER I

As they went down to San Julian with the engine at a
slower speed, Fabien felt weary. Everything that made life
sweet for human beings was increasing in size for him: their
houses, their little cafés, the trees along the paths. He was
like a conqueror, on the evening after his conquests, who
contemplates the lands of his empire and discovers the
humble pleasures of being human. Fabien needed to rest
his arms, to feel again his own weight and stiffness. We are
enriched by our sufferings and by just being an ordinary
man looking through the window at a view which will not
change from now on. He would have accepted this tiny vil-
lage, and after having made his choice, he would be content
with what life happened to offer him and would be able to
love it. It is limiting in the way that love is. Fabien would
have liked to live there for a long time, and enjoy his share
of eternity there, for the small towns where he stayed for an
hour, and the gardens enclosed within old walls which he
passed over seemed to last for all eternity, apart from him.
The village rose up towards the plane’s crew and opened
itself up to them. Fabien thought of friendships, of gentle
girls, of the intimate atmosphere of white tablecloths, of
everything which one slowly becomes accustomed to for all
eternity. And the village was already rushing by, level with
the wings, displaying the mystery of its enclosed gardens, the
walls of which could no longer defend them. But on landing,

Fabien knew that that he had not seen anything except the
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slow movement of a few men among the stones. The village
guarded, by its very stillness, the secret of its passions, and
it refused to yield up its gentleness. To conquer it he would
have had to renounce all action.

When the ten minutes of stopover time had gone by, Fabien
had to leave.

He turned his head back towards San Julian. It was now
no more than a handful of lights, then stars, and only van-
ishing dust was left to tempt him one last time.

“I can’t see the dials any more. 'll switch the lights on.”

He touched the switches, but the red lamps of the cabin
shed a light onto the instrument needles which was still
so diluted in the blue light that it did not colour them. He
passed his fingers over a light bulb, but they were barely
tinged.

“Too early.”

However, night was coming on, like dark smoke, and
was already filling the valleys. They could no longer be
distinguished from the plains. But the villages were already
lighting up, and they were like constellations responding to
one another. And with his finger he also made his navigation
lights blink in reply to the villages. The earth was spread
with lights sending out their appeals, each house lighting up
its own star, in the face of the immensity of the night, like a
lighthouse turning towards the sea. Everything which shel-

tered a human life was now sparkling. And Fabien adored
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the way his entry into the night on this occasion was like a
slow and beautiful entry into a harbour.

He thrust his head into the cabin. The radium on the
instrument needles was starting to glow. The pilot confirmed
one number after another and was satisfied. He considered
himself to be firmly settled in the sky. He touched a steel
rib lightly with his finger and felt that there was life flowing
through the metal: the metal was not vibrating but it was
alive. The five hundred horsepower of the engine was gener-
ating a very gentle current in the plane’s fabric, changing its
ice-cold quality into velvety flesh. Once more the pilot was
experiencing in his flight neither dizziness nor intoxication,
but the mysterious workings of living flesh.

Now he had made a world for himself again. He moved
around a bit until he got himself comfortable.

He tapped the switchboard and touched the switches
one by one, moved about a bit, leant back more fully and
sought the best position to enable him to have a good aware-
ness of the swaying movements of the five thousand kilos
of metal held aloft by the shifting night. Then he groped
around, fixed his emergency lamp in its place, dropped it,
found it again, assured himself that it would not slip down,
left it again to tap each lever, got hold of them firmly and
trained his fingers to do it blind. Then, when his fingers were
familiar with doing it, he allowed himself to switch on a

lamp and display the precision instruments in his cabin. On
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the individual dials he checked his entry into the night, as
though he were diving into it. Then, as nothing seemed to
be wobbling, vibrating or shaking at all, and his gyroscope
and altimeter remained steady, as well as the revs of the
engine, he stretched himself a bit, rested the nape of his neck
against the leather back of the seat, and entered that state
of profound meditation which characterizes flight, and in
which one enjoys a sense of inexplicable hope.

And now, like a watchman in the depths of night, he
discovers that night reveals the nature of man: those cries
for attention, those lights, that anxiety. That simple star
there in the darkness indicates how isolated that house
is. And in another it goes out: it is a house concealing the
love within it.

Or the boredom. It is a house which ceases to send out a
signal to the rest of the world. They don’t know what they
are hoping for, those peasants with their elbows on their
table in front of their lamp. They do not know that their
wishes travel so far in the great expanse of night which
encloses them. But Fabien discovers them as he comes from
a thousand kilometres away, becoming aware of the deep
groundswell which raises and lowers his plane, as though
it is breathing, and after he has gone through ten storms,
which were like countries at war, with moonlit clearings
between them, when he finally comes across those lights,

one after the other, with a feeling of conquest. Those men
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think that their lamp glows only for their humble table,
but eighty kilometres away from them someone is already
being touched by the call put out by that light, as though
they are sending it out in desperation from a desert island

into the sea.
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A ND SO THE THREE MAIL PLANES, from Patagonia,
Chile and Paraguay, returned from the south, the
west and the north towards Buenos Aires. Their cargoes
were awaited there in order for the Europe plane to leave
around midnight.

Three pilots, each of them behind a hood which was as
heavy as a barge, and lost in the night, were meditating on
their flights and coming down slowly towards the enormous
city from their stormy or peaceful sky, like strange peasants
coming down from their mountains.

Riviere, who was responsible for the whole network,
was walking to and fro on the airfield at Buenos Aires.
He remained silent, for until the three airplanes had
arrived it would continue to be a day of dread for him.
With every passing minute, as the telegrams reached him,
Riviere was conscious of being able to snatch something
from fate, of reducing the sum of what was unknown
and of dragging his crews out of the night and onto
the shore.

A worker approached Riviére to communicate a message

to him which had come over the radio:

IO



CHAPTER 2

“The mail plane from Chile has signalled that the lights
of Buenos Aires are visible.”

“Fine.”

Soon Riviere would hear this plane. The night would have
already yielded up one of them, just as a sea, with all its ebb
and flow and mysteries, throws up on the beach the treasure
it has tossed around for such a long time. And later the other
two would be delivered to them by the night.

Then that day would be done with. Then the worn-out
crews would go to sleep and be replaced by fresh crews. But
Riviere would not have any rest: the mail plane from Europe
would, in its turn, fill him with anxieties. It would always
be that way. Always. For the first time, the old fighter was
surprised to find himself feeling weary. The arrival of the
planes would never be the kind of victory which ends a war
and opens up an era of blessed peace. In fact, it would only
ever be for him but one step preceding a thousand similar
ones. It seemed to Riviere that for a long time he had been
lifting up a very heavy weight in outstretched arms. It was
an effort from which he could not rest nor draw any hope.
“I’'m getting old...” He was clearly getting old, because he
no longer felt himself to be nourished by his work alone.
He was surprised to find himself reflecting on questions he
had never put to himself before. Yet now this mass of gentle
feelings, which he had always brushed aside, came back to

assail him with their sad murmurings: an ocean that was lost
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to him. “Was the time for all that now so close?” He realized
that, little by little, he had put off those things that make
human life sweet till old age, “when he would have time for
them”. As though you would really be able to have the time
one day, like something you had earned, at the very end of
your life, the time of blessed peace that you had imagined.
But there is no peace. And perhaps there is no victory. There
is no definite arrival for all the mail planes.

Riviere stopped in front of Leroux, an old foreman who
was busy working. Leroux had also been working for forty
years. And the work used up all his energy. When Leroux
went home at about ten o’clock in the evening, or at mid-
night, it was not a different world which presented itself
to him. Nor was it an escape. Riviére smiled at the man
who raised his heavy face and pointed to a bluish-coloured
axle: “It was very difficult, but I managed to do it.” Riviere
leant over the axle. He was absorbed in his work again.
“We must tell the workshops to adjust those pieces more
loosely.” He felt with his finger the traces of the jamming,
and then looked at Leroux again. At the sight of those severe
wrinkles an odd question came to his lips. He smiled at the
thought of it.

“Have you been very much concerned about love in your
life, Leroux?”

“Oh, love! Well, you know what it’s like, sir...”

“You’re like me. You’ve never had the time.”

I2
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“Not very much really...”

Riviere listened to the sound of the man’s voice, to see
if there was any bitterness in the reply. But there was no
bitterness. The man felt, when contemplating his past life,
the quiet contentment of the joiner who has just polished
a good plank: “There, it’s done.”

“There,” thought Riviere, “my life’s done.”

He dismissed all those sad thoughts which had come from
his tiredness and made his way towards the hangar, for he

could hear the rumble of the plane from Chile.
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