
Not A Chance In Denpasar 
 
We had built a folding table from an old palette, and when folded away that 
thing really looked like, well, any old palette forgotten to be stowed - “why’s that 
shit still sittin’ there, damned!” - but to its upside we had nailed a plywood panel 
covered with fine green felt. You only had to hook the two chains onto the rib 
and the two fasteners on either side to the eyes provided, and there you’d have 
the finest gambling table you ever could imagine. 
 
The whole thing was located on the platform in front of the stairs leading down 
to the engine, right behind the crew mass, and between their patrols the bunker 
guard used to gamble their hires away on it. 
 
The Old Man was not supposed to know; he had seen enough during his God 
knows how many years of seafaring to be strictly against gambling, alcohol on 
duty, women aboard, against switching watches, leather soles and other 
nuisances. Especially on this trip - that was supposed to be the last one before 
his retirement - he seemed to be willing to spread out all of his experience in 
order to teach us youngsters the right attitude to the whole thing of seafaring. 
He spent hours with us telling anecdotes full of pedagogic value, of real 
seamanship, moral cleanness and true comradeship - one felt really elevated 
afterwards, somehow cleansed and full of good intentions. 
 
No mistake, we liked him, the Old Man; he was a sort of a seasoned 
battlehorse, stemming from a different world, but who’d care, it was his last 
journey as a captain, and if you’d pay attention, you’d pick the cue to laugh with 
him right on time. 
 
But as I said, he was not supposed to know about our gambling table by the 
stairs. 
 
So we played blackjack and straight poker like crazy on this boring trip. Always 
had a third eye open in the back of our heads, and when the Old Man made his 
rounds, the table would fold away in no time and look just as innocent as the 
bunker guard. 
 
… 
 
 
The customs officer was a small sturdy Malay looking very serious and official 
in his green and beige uniform. Slowly he unpacked my bag, examined its 
bottom and turned it upside down. Then he laid my things back into it, one piece 
at a time. From other ports, I was familiar with this kind of ceremony and 
avoided every sign of impatience. Only when he picked up my spare shirt, 
stopped short, touched its front pocket, slid in with two fingers and drew out a 
small white package, I felt an ice cold adrenaline shock that made the sweat 
freeze upon my skin. 
 
“Wha’s dat?” He held the package with two fingers in front of me. 
 
I was much too surprised to react. My face must have looked pretty dumb, 
because he sized me with doubting eyes, then shook his head, held the package 
to his nose, opened it, moistened two fingertips with his tongue and tipped them 
on that white stuff, tasted carefully, tasted again and newly shook his head. 
 
“Dis’s drug!” This time his voice sounded sharp, a trace of panic swung in it. I 
did not know what to reply, just stood there like petrified and stared at him, at 
the package in his hand, at him, at the two officers who came running up. I 
shrugged my shoulders, helpless - then, when he handed for the handcuffs on 
his belt, my lethargy broke up like a haze. I ripped that package out of his hand, 
pushed it in his direction and yelled: 



 
“Wha’s dis? Dis’s drug? Man, that’s not mine, you understand? I don’t know 
how that got into my things! Never seen before! That’s not mine! Doesn’t belong 
to me, you understand? Not mine, okay?! Oh shit!” And this last one came from 
the bottom of my soul, because I realized that my landfall would turn out much 
different from what I had imagined. At this point, I did not recognize the whole of 
danger I was in - right now, disappointment was all I felt. 
 
He had remained calm, paled though under the copper of his skin. 
Demonstratively he laid his hand on the gun holster at his belt, took that 
package with his other hand out of mine, handed it over to one of his colleagues 
and stuffed the rest of my things back into my bag, watching me firmly with dark 
and gleaming eyes.  
… 
 
The room was bright and cold, an air conditioner was humming from the upper 
left corner of the window. Vertical blinds and modern furniture. A small, squat 
civilian sat behind the desk, his black hair neatly stretched to his skull and 
shining with pomade. He leafed through some papers and barely looked up. 
 
“Have a seat, please.” He continued reading for quite a while, after I sat down 
on the chair in front of his desk. One of the cops left the room, the other one sat 
on a chair in the corner behind me.  
 
Seemingly still reading the papers and without looking up, the civilian started 
talking. 
 
“First class merchandise, the stuff you brought along. Where did you buy it?” 
He abruptly raised his head and stared at me with a hard, slightly sarcastic 
look. His strategy was not bad at all; for a moment I felt surprised and insecure. 
Luckily, for a moment only. 
 
“I don’t know where that stuff comes from. It was in my luggage, okay, but I did 
not put it in there.” 
 
“But who did? Mr. Unknown? Or did it fall from the sky, just like that, and bang! 
There it was? Listen – “ he bent forward and lowered his voice by two degrees - 
“I’m here to help you. If you cooperate and tell me the truth, we’ll get it over with 
very quickly. You’ll get a fair trial, and that’s it. Just stop telling me any kind of 
story, understood?” With these last words, his voice had risen again, had 
become metallic and threatening.  
 
“I am not telling you any stories, for heaven’s sake! I had packed my bag the 
night before we anchored and left it in my cabin; I only put my washing gear on 
top and left.” 
 
“And who had access to your bag during the night?” 
 
I did not answer right away but let his question resound in my head. It seemed 
like he would at least consider the possibility that I told the truth. A shade of 
hope? 
… 
 


