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  Introduction by Giles Foden


  In 1983, Angela Carter found herself writing in the New Statesman the now traditional confessions of a Booker Prize judge. She dubbed Rates of Exchange, which was
  shortlisted for the prize in that year and written by her colleague at the University of East Anglia, Malcolm Bradbury, ‘an exercise in imaginary linguistics’. The other books included
  The Life and Times of Michael K by J. M. Coetzee, Shame by Salman Rushdie, Waterland by Graham Swift, The Illusionist by Anita Mason, and Flying to Nowhere by
  John Fuller. Coetzee won.


  Imaginary linguistics. A good description of all novels perhaps, but particularly of this one. Its plot turns on a politically dictated change in the language of Slaka, the totalitarian east or
  central European country which is the book’s principal fiction. In this command economy, a vowel-shift is commanded: ‘i’ is exchanged for ‘u’. The party newspaper
  P’rtyii Populatiii becomes P’rtyuu Populatuuu and the Slakan word for thankyou, slibob, becomes slubob.


  Into this distorted world, an amalgam maybe of the former Yugoslavia, Romania, Albania, and one or other of the Baltic states, is pitched Dr Angus Petworth, university lecturer and ‘a
  practised cultural traveller, a man who has had diarrhoea for the British council in almost all parts of the civilized or partcivilized world’. Practised as he may be, in Slaka Petworth will
  meet with personalities and eventualities which challenge all his preconceptions. Even his very name (Petwurt, Petwit, Pervert) becomes subject to comic transformation; subject to, in fact, the
  mechanism of exchange within and between systems that is both this novel’s theme and the operating principle behind its narrative situations.


  Rates of Exchange presents a classic fictional scenario: the adventures of an Englishman abroad, away from home, translated. He responds to rather than shapes events; he is subject to
  circumstance rather than destiny; he is laughable but still sympathetic; he is, in this book’s customary grammatical parlance, ‘object rather than subject’. This narrative type
  goes back to the dawn of the English novel in Fielding’s Tom Jones and other seminal eighteenth-century titles. What is, in fact, most remarkable about Bradbury’s novel is the
  way it’s in dialogue with so many other novels across British, European and American literary history, as well as with many of the critical theories that seek to explicate the novel form
  across all languages, chief among them Mikhail Bakhtin’s The Dialogic Imagination (first published as a whole in 1975). An introduction can only pay heed to a few of the titles and
  theories to which this book calls out across time; readers will spot many other echoes and allusions.


  Petworth, him being so practised and all, one might expect to be a man of the world. But continually throughout the book we are alerted to his expertise only being in teaching and in travelling
  between places where he teaches. In sexual, emotional and political intrigue he is an ingénu. Like Jones, he is interestingly pitched between innocence and experience.


  This is what locates Rates of Exchange generically within a very particular tradition of comic adventure overseas. In modern times, primarily determined by a colonial and postcolonial
  context, it stretches from Evelyn Waugh’s Scoop (1938) to William Boyd’s A Good Man in Africa (1981), with an American wing comprising another Boyd novel, Stars and
  Bars (1984), and David Lodge’s Changing Places (1975). This last is actually mentioned in passing in Rates of Exchange, comically conflated by a Slakan academic with another
  Bradbury novel, Stepping Westwards (1968):


  
    
      
        ‘Do you know also a campus writer Brodge?’ asks a lady to his left. ‘Who writes Changing Westward? I think he is very funny but sometimes his
        ideological position is not clear.’

      

    

  


  The campus novel is the most obvious generic template for Rates of Exchange, though in this case the campus moves from place to place across Slaka, as if acting out the exchange principle
  itself; in this respect the book is a direct response to Changing Places (where two academics, Maurice Zapp and Philip Swallow, swap campuses). Lodge’s own Small World (1984)
  takes the exchange principle still further, as the characters process through an international series of academic literary conferences. This spatialization of culture is the English campus
  novel’s response to postmodernism, and Rates of Exchange is clearly a part of that. But it marches over the territory of many other genres, and that polyvalence is in itself also part
  of its response to postmodernism.


  One of the generic territories Rates of Exchange covers is the encyclopaedic account of an imaginary place, another tradition that leads us back to the start of the European novel, with
  Gulliver’s Travels (1726/1735) and its roots in late medieval and early modern travel writing. More recent incarnations of this genre include The Island of the Articoles by
  André Maurois (1928), Gabriel Garcìa Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967), and Jan Morris’s Hav (2006), the latter owing something to
  Bradbury’s book as well as to a cod guidebook which followed, Why Come to Slaka? (1986).


  A related generic territory is that of the folk or fairy tale, such as Katya Princip draws on for her own novels, and relates to Petworth during her seduction of him. This genre is concerned
  with the transformations that the various characters undergo in the book, and with the shifting set of masks underneath which Petworth must learn to recognize true motivation. One of the
  novel’s key locations is the Restaurant Propp, a reference to Vladimir Propp, author of The Morphology of the Folktale (1928). Propp broke down folk and fairy tales into thirty-one
  narrative functions (interdiction; complicity; trickery; exposure; recognition; victory and so on). Some of these phases contribute to the structure of Rates of Exchange.


  Less obviously, or lying like a shadow over the obvious, is the espionage novel. There are comparisons to be made between Rates of Exchange and John Le Carré’s Smiley novels:
  although he is deadly capable and does shape events, Smiley suffers similar existential challenges around sex and identity to those that Petworth undergoes. In Rates of Exchange, the
  submerged spy narrative revolves around the briefcase full of lectures and academic books which detains the attention of Slakan customs as he enters the country and into which another text is
  secreted on his departure. But what, in his small and unwilling guise as spy, has Petworth gone to Slaka to find out or do? The lady at the British Council asks for a brief report on academic
  matters, ‘the state of the universities and so on’; as he has access to areas of Slaka usually forbidden to foreigners, the British ambassador asks him to report on military matters;
  slippery Plitplov wants him to transport something in his briefcase. All these are red herrings. In fact, like the novelist who created him, Petworth is investigating the nature of reality itself.
  If he is to have a victory, it will involve better understanding of the world and himself; in that sense, like Voltaire’s Candide and Johnson’s Rasselas (both published in
  1759), it’s a cautionary tale: ‘these days one has to be very cautious’, a clerk at Heathrow tells him on the last page of the novel, as he tries to track down his briefcase.


  Another generic influence on Rates of Exchange is that of the postmodern novel itself, which questions its own fictionality by drawing attention to or undermining its status as a novel.
  Often this is done through an ironic interruption of the fictional by the real; such as, in this book, trying but failing to buy its predecessor The History Man at a bookshop at Heathrow.
  The relevant intertexts here are two novels by American authors featuring Western observers of eastern Europe, John Updike’s Bech: A Book (1970) and Saul Bellow’s The
  Dean’s December (1982).


  By the early 1980s, the postmodern novel was becoming Bradbury’s main area of expertise as a critic, so when the narrator of Rates of Exchange writes ‘I am a writer not a
  critic; I like my fictions to remain fictions’, there is a double joke.


  And more than a joke, too: for Bradbury’s attempt to show how the factitious and fictitious interpenetrate is also entirely in earnest. Comic as it is, Rates of Exchange is an
  attempt to depict, more or less realistically, two systems in conflict or dialogue. Here the specific generic context is that of a historical novel set in 1981 at the height of the Cold War, a time
  when the West is suffering inflation and unemployment (the deregulatory effects of the ‘Big Bang’ of 1986 have yet to be felt) and cracks are beginning to show in the Eastern Bloc.
  England itself is ‘strikebound’ and in ‘fits of Royal Wedding’ after a summer of ‘stylistic pluralism’.


  Bradbury’s own novel Doctor Criminale (1992) is another postmodern historical novel in this vein, picking up on the intercultural action following the fall of the Berlin Wall;
  Professor Ron Rum, whom the reader shall encounter in these pages, reappears in that book. It is Rum who in Rates of Exchange makes the crucial critical point that, if solved, would resolve
  the many contradictions thrown up by such a variety of generic influences: ‘He asks me to explain you that the problem of realismus [literary realism] is to combinate the reality inherent in
  the historical process with the sufficient subjective perception, do you agree?’ ‘Well, yes,’ says Petworth.


  In many ways Rates of Exchange is a lighthearted attempt to resolve this very problem: how can a novel can be true to the life of the world, to history, and to the life of the subjective
  mind and the emotions, particularly as experienced in language? It is a problem to which he applied himself as a critic, most notably in his introduction to the collection of essays The Novel
  Today: Contemporary Writers on Modern Fiction (1977). There Bradbury postulates two critical histories of fiction: ‘polar distinctions that have long been made – between, on the one
  hand, the novel’s propensity toward realism, social documentation and interrelation with historical events and movements, and on the other with its propensity toward form, fictionality, and
  reflexive self-examination . . .’


  ‘White and male, forty and married, bourgeois and British’, Petworth has an eye for the ladies. But he is ill at ease in the three principal sexual encounters in the book, with
  glamorous Slakan novelist Katya Princip, with Budgie Steadiman, the nymphomaniac wife of the British ambassador, and with Marisja Lubijova, his long-suffering official guide. In fact, he only
  sleeps with Princip, narrowly escaping rape by Budgie and sitting side by side in the darkness with Mari, making love ‘not in the usual way’ but through a mental connection that evades
  surveillance.


  The eyes of the state are a constant theme in this book, for Slaka is a place where the secret police are the largest employer and everyone is watching everybody else. Petworth’s mistake
  (and all comic heroes must make a large miscalculation) is to take Katya at face value and not to see that her protestations of passion are all part of a game of survival, the rules of which he is
  unaware. Master of that game is the shape-shifting character of Plitpov, who may or may not have slept with Petworth’s wife on a trip to Cambridge many years before. All these factors
  contribute to the mounting sense of unease that, despite the farcical elements of the story, makes Rates of Exchange a serious book as well as a comic one.


  An uncertain dynamic between the farcical and the serious is central to Petworth’s status as a character. An apparent lightweight, he does not seem to be, as people keep telling him,
  ‘a character in the world historical sense’; that is, he does not express the major currents of history which are themselves a function of the economic base and political dialectic. Yet
  as readers we perceive that he is indeed significant in this way, as an emblem of modernist anomie.


  We see this, in fact, right from the start of the book as, waiting at Heathrow while watching ‘those special exotic airport women one may always see but never have’, he orders
  another Scotch ‘and finds himself caught by nameless fear – the fear of being trapped here, for eternity, in the unassigned, stateless space between all the countries, condemned to live
  forever in a cosmopolitan nowhere, on clingfilm-wrapped sandwiches, duty-free whisky, Tiptree’s jam’.


  This stateless space, this ‘non-place’ with its draining deficit of significance, infused the film Lost in Translation (2003), which shares with Rates of Exchange
  themes of loneliness, insomnia and alienation. At first Slaka promises escape from the significance deficit. In translation himself, mid-flight, as Petworth begins to exchange British airspace for
  European and then Slakan airspace (‘somehow his being is shifting: a Petworth life and a Petworth wife, a Petworth day and a Petworth way, are strangely slipping and disintegrating’),
  there is a transfer of significance. The Slakans on the flight are ‘peoply sort of people’; they remind Petworth of ‘the people of his childhood, a time when the world appeared
  remarkably solid, persons massive, individuals whole and complete, reality really real, buildings permanently in place’.


  The Western postmodern condition which he has left behind reduces individuals to fictions; to mere signs in a marketplace. What are you doing, the narrator asks the fashionably clothed,
  trend-obsessed young, ‘but bartering your mind and your body, your youth and your opinions, on the economic frontier, in an attempt to find a meaning, invent a value, find your highest price,
  trade at the best possible rate of exchange?’


  But as Petworth soon discovers in Slaka, exchanges are also taking place there, as individuals work together to game the system, extracting value where they can:


  
    
      
        ‘So I hope you now understand something,’ says Lubijova. ‘Why always we see them together. Of course it is a very good exchange. He likes her charms, and
        recommends everywhere her work; think how nice for him to be seen with a person who is beautiful and respected, and has a great talent and a little courage. And for her, well, she is safe,
        you should please. It is not so strange, such things happen in all countries.’

      

    

  


  The ‘her’ under discussion is Katya Princip, who earlier has tried to warn Petworth of the exchange-value of everything, regardless of whether one is living under communism or
  capitalism:


  
    
      
        Oh, we made the bad world go away for a minute, that really is what love is for, but when it comes back, we have of course to live in it. Make all the loves you like and
        you still do not escape. Most lives are a prison, here in my country of course, you know, but I know also in yours . . . And all the lovings in the world, they do not make these things go
        away. The black car that waits outside, did you see it? The water that dries here on your skin that is like me going away. Oh, yes, my dear we have made our nice secret, all so natural. But
        of course it is not so natural. As my grey father Marx tells, it is also cultural and ideological, economical and sexual. It is part of all the systems, and each time you choose or you do,
        you enter one of them.

      

    

  


  One aspect of this systemic matrix is language itself (the ‘prison-house of language’ as the postmodern theorist Frederic Jameson has it), and it is here that Bradbury has his
  greatest fun, with brilliant lexical and grammatical play reminiscent of Anthony Burgess and Martin Amis.


  They were both writers with whom Bradbury was critically entangled. In his review of Rates of Exchange in the Observer in 1983, Amis complained of Bradbury’s slowness of
  output and ‘ravenous drollery’, finding the novel itself ‘uneconomical – prohibitively so’. In his 1993 Times obituary of Burgess, Bradbury drew attention to
  Burgess’s prolixity of output and his narrative inventiveness:


  
    
      
        The books which came, almost unremittingly, from 1956 on make a vast record of the second half of the twentieth century, a collective pulling together of what a deeply
        engaged literary and linguistic mind might draw from what had already been written, what it was now time to write. Burgess is the great postmodern storehouse of British writing, maker not
        just of contemporary stories, but of innumerable new narrative codes. He is a popular writer, but also an important experimentalist; an encyclopaedic amasser, but also a maker of form; a
        playful comic, with a dark gloom.

      

    

  


  With the benefit of another decade or so of hindsight, the novels of all these three writers seem closer together than ever. While Bradbury probably never would have matched Burgess’s
  extraordinary output, certainly as a hyperbolic stylist in this book he begins to match Amis, and perhaps that was one reason for the Oedipal spikiness of the review. Moreover, there are clear
  lines of continuity to be drawn between Rates of Exchange and Money: A Suicide Note, Amis’s most famous novel, published the following year. Their concerns around exchanges of
  value and meaning (and lack thereof) mesh and contend; both seem echt-80s novels; both use Bakhtinian ‘heteroglossia’ for satiric purpose, building up an interplay of discourses and
  dialects; both depend for their comedy on a misapprehension on the part of the hero. But the most important comparison is that both Angus Petworth and John Self are caught in toils of language and
  desire. Here’s Petworth:


  
    
      
        In a dream, there is despair: he is looking for a word for a thing, but he does not know what the thing is, because the word will not come. There is a desire to
        incorporate, to make what is outside inside; and it seems that a body is there, a body that presses itself against him, puts something to his mouth. But when he wakes in the darkness, he is
        alone, with the water running outside, in the tight narrow bed.

      

    

  


  And here is Self:


  
    
      
        Lying in that slipped zone where there is neither sleep nor wakefulness, where all thoughts and words are crosspurposed, and yet the mind is forever solving, solving,
        Selina came at me in queries of pink smoke. I saw her performing flesh in fantastic eddies and convulsions . . . I woke babbling in the night – yes, I heard myself say it, solve it,
        through the dream mumble . . .

      

    

  


  And both novels, too, share a concern with those other zones of slippage, airports. At the end of Rates of Exchange, slubob has returned to slibob, and Petworth himself is
  waiting again for his flight, caught in the strange ‘grammar of airports’ once more. But now he is able to converse fluently with the armed men in the immigration booth. And that is a
  victory of sorts.


  



  FOR MY BROTHER BASIL


  
    WITH ALL MY LOVE

  


  



  Author’s Note


  This is a book, and what it says is not true. You will not find Slaka, Glit, or Nogod on any map, and so you will probably never make the trip there. The Heathrow air traffic
  controllers’ strike of 1981 never took place, but was held in a quite different year. There is no resemblance at all between the imaginary figures here and any person who chooses to believe
  that he or she actually exists. So there is no Petworth, no dark Lottie, no Marisja Lubijova and no brilliant Katya Princip. Rum, Plitplov and the Steadimans have never existed, and probably never
  will: except insofar as you and I conspire to bring them into existence, with, as usual, me doing most of the work. Or, as the literary critics say, I’ll be your implied author, if
  you’ll be my implied reader; and, as they also say, it is our duty to lie together, in the cause, of course, of truth.


  So, like money, this book is a paper fiction, offered for exchange. But, as with money, one contracts with it various debts. I must express mine to many helpful friends: Chris Bigsby, Anthony
  Thwaite, George Hyde, and others. But I especially thank those members of the British Council English Studies seminar who, over several summers, in various long rooms in Cambridge colleges, helped
  me in more than one sense to invent a language.


  
    MB, 1982

  


  



  Narrative: Legal tender


  – Roland Barthes


  
    ‘You have a quarrel on hand, I see,’ said I, ‘with some of the algebraists of Paris; but proceed.’

  


  
    – Edgar Allan Poe, The Purloined Letter

  


  
    The language of this country being always upon the flux, the Struldbruggs of one age do not understand those of another, neither are they able after two hundred years to hold
    any conversation (farther than by a few general words) with their neighbours the mortals, and thus they lie under the disadvantage of living like foreigners in their own country.

  


  
    – Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels

  


  
    It seems to me the further east you go the more unpunctual are the trains.

  


  
    – Bram Stoker, Dracula
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  Visiting Slaka: A Few Brief Hints


  If you should ever happen to make the trip to Slaka, that fine flower of middle European cities, capital of commerce and art, wide streets and gipsy music, then, whatever else
  you plan to do there, do not, as the travel texts say, neglect to visit the Cathedral of Saint Valdopin: a little outside the town, at the end of the tramway-route, near to the power station, down
  by the slow, marshy, mosquito-breeding waters of the great River Niyt.


  A city infinitely rich in this, and no less lacking in that, Slaka is, you will remember, the historic capital and quite the largest metropolis of that small dark nation of plain and marsh,
  mountain and factory known in all the history books as the bloody battlefield (tulsto’ii uncard’ninu) of central eastern Europe. Located by an at once kind and cruel geography at
  the confluence of many trade routes, going north and east, south and west, its high mountains not too high to cut it off, its broad rivers not too broad to obstruct passage, it is a land that has
  frequently flourished, prospered, been a centre of trade and barter, art and culture, but has yet more frequently been pummelled, fought over, raped, pillaged, conquered and oppressed by the
  endless invaders who, from every direction, have swept and jostled through this all too accessible landscape. Swedes and Medes, Prussians and Russians, Asians and Thracians, Tartars and Cossacks,
  Mortars and Turds, indeed almost every tribe or race specialist in pillage and rape, have been here, as to some necessary destination, and left behind their imprint, their customs, their faiths,
  their architecture, their genes. This is a country that has been now big, now small, now virtually non-existent. Its inhabitants have seen its borders expand, contract and on occasion disappear
  from sight, and so confused is its past that the country could now be in a place quite different from that in which it started. And so its culture is a melting pot, its language a
  pot-pourri, its people a salad; at different times, these folk have worshipped nearly every well-known god, consumed almost every possible food (from the milk and eggs of the north to the
  spices and fruits of the south and east), spoken in numerous tongues, and traded in all the coins and currencies, stamped or embossed with the ever-fleeting heads of the uncountable emperors and
  princelings, thains and margraves, bishop-krakators and mamelukes who have mysteriously appeared, ruled for a time, and then as mysteriously disappeared again, into the obscure and contorted
  passages of history.


  As a result, in Slaka history is a mystery, and it is not surprising that the nation’s past has been very variously recorded and the facts much disputed, for everyone has a story to tell.
  Perplexities abound, accounts contradict, and accurate details are wanting. But there is no doubt that that history goes back into the deepest mists of ancient Europe, back into the dark and virgin
  forest, where all history is supposed to begin, all stories to start. A certain reputable encyclopedia, consulted in an old edition, authoritatively observes (if I have read it accurately, and if
  my hastily scribbled notes, gathered amid the distractions of the great round Reading Room of the British Museum, where white-eyed Italian girls shout hotly for company around tea-time, tempting
  serious scholars, of whom I am not one anyway, into folly, are correctly transcribed):


  
    
      
        No certain historical data exists for the period prior to the Xth. An obscure passage in a chronicle by Nostrum, Monk of Kiev, suggests a possible origin for these people
        somewhere in the region of the Bosphorus, but even this much is disputed. The people are generally finely built, dark in the southern part of the country, fair in the northern, inclined to
        spectacular deeds of heroism, but somewhat deficient in energy and industry. Long periods of outside occupation depressed the people, until the national awakening of the XIXth., led by Prince
        Bohumil the Shy, and celebrated by the poet Hrovdat, killed on his horse in 1848 as he declaimed epic verse in battle. The earliest specimen of the language occurs in a psalter of the XIth.,
        but some seventeen different, regional languages presently exist in the country. Salt, gypsum and iron ore are mined. Principal cities are Slaka, the ancient capital; Glit, a seat of
        learning; and Provd, an industrial centre.

      

    

  


  But this, as you see, is a long outdated account, written before two modern World Wars once more transformed the nation’s history. Today, following more invasions, pillage, bombardment,
  jackboots and conquest, the nation is now a people’s republic, issuing pretty stamps, in the Soviet orbit, a member of the Warsaw Pact and Comecon. It is a net exporter of beets, rose-water,
  china, timber, shoes, an excellent peach brandy (rot’vitti), glassware and brown suits, a net importer of oil, grain, machinery, manufactured goods, medical and sanitary supplies, meat
  and soft drinks (sch’veppii). Ballet and opera are good, footwear scarce, mostly going for export, literacy high, sporting achievements spectacular. Its swimmers win Olympic gold
  medals with regularity; its horse riders fall off less often than most. The units of currency are the vloska and the bittii, one hundred bittiin to the vloska. Hard
  Western currencies, especially the dollar, are scarce and much sought after. Money may be exchanged officially only at the change desks (camb’yii) of the state tourist board,
  Cosmoplot, found in all major hotels and at branches of the government bank (Burs’ii Proly’aniii). It should be admitted that, in the streets, bars and cafés, transactions
  of a more informal kind do occur, at very advantageous rates for the Western visitor; however, travellers should note that these transactions are serious crimes against the state, attracting the
  most severe penalties. The voltage is 110. No vloskan may be taken from the country on leaving.


  Of course in Slaka now history is perceived as a dialectical progress, and not, as in decadent Western thought, as a sentimental past. Even so, the national cultural heritage is taken very
  seriously, and, since much of it was destroyed in the battles of the Second World War, it has been rebuilt to the most exacting standards. As the guidebooks say, few, walking the city fine streets,
  can well tell which building have standed over the centuries and which are restituted in a living lifespell. However, if, as is likely, you are travelling with the guidance, and the guide, of
  Cosmoplot, you will probably not be taken to see the Cathedral. It is indeed some way out of the centre of town, at the end of the tram-route, down by the Niyt. And, though churchgoing is permitted
  and in fact much practised, secular materialism is the official state philosophy. It will therefore be assumed that, as a citizen of the present (which, like it or not, you are), you will want to
  see the triumphs of proletarian endeavour, the heroic achievements of socialist planning, the collective works of the people. So you will be taken to see the advanced glassblowing factory, perhaps
  the best in the world, with production targets that invite emulation; the reformed watercress industry, an oustanding example of agro-organization; the apartment blocks for the workers, erected in
  brief hours through miracles of pre-fabrication and pre-planning; the Park of Freedom, celebrating the friendship of all peoples; the tomb of Grigoric, who, when liberal elements hesitated,
  resolutely delivered the nation over to the Soviet liberator in 1944, and whose mausoleum, guarded by the soldiers of the state guard, in their fine feathered shakos, stands in Party Square
  (Plazsci P’rtyii); a neat, busy collective farm, with happy workers and clean tractors; the Museum of Socialist Realist Art, with pictures of the happy workers and the clean
  tractors.


  And so, doubtless, you will; and you will understand the better the promise of the future. Even so, it is still worth going to look at the Cathedral. It lies at the end of the Vipnu tram-route;
  tickets are not available on board, but must be bought in advance at the state tobacco kiosks (marked Litti). Mosquitoes are busy down by the river, so you would do well to spray before
  leaving your hotel. The Cathedral is, at first sight, not impressive, looking from the outside little more than a sombre domed warehouse of recycled blackened brick. The interior, however, is rich
  in splendours. Baroque finery illuminates the solemn darkness; beeswax candles splutter on the many small shrines; the altars are bright with plaster, silver and gold. Begun in the XIth., extended,
  under Bishop Wocwit the Good, in the XIIIth., vandalized in the XVth., restored in Baroque fantasy by Bishop ‘Wencher’ Vlam in the XVIIIth., briefly a mosque in the early XIXth.,
  severely damaged by aerial and land bombardment in the XXth., and since rebuilt from medieval and Renaissance plans by attentive scholars, it enshrines many stages both of human and artistic
  evolution. Pillage and damage over the generations educated its priests and monks in the arts of survival and the tactics of hiding, preserving and, when the time was ripe, resurrecting its holy
  treasures. Much of excellence has thus remarkably survived: the many ikons, wonderful for the dark-souled expressions in the tortured saintly faces, in the crypt; the plasterwork cherubs in the
  nave; the medieval image of Christ Pantokrator painted and carved in the drum; the fine Flemish altar-piece; and, a little to the right of the main altar, the marbled tomb, a shrine and place of
  pilgrimage, of Saint Valdopin himself – patron saint of the church, bringer of the alphabet, Christianizer of the land, and the first of many national martyrs.


  To Valdopin a great many stories attach; who is to know whether they are true or false? In the Xth., or just possibly the IXth., he came, from somewhere to the south, or possibly the west, to
  convert the prince or khan of the tribe that was settled in this middle terrain of marsh, forest and mosquito. In due course the prince was converted, to great political advantage; recognized by
  the Holy See, the tribe became a nation. But Valdopin put his trust in more than princes, and brought his mission to the people. He set up the Holy Texts for all to read, translating them and
  devising his own alphabet for the purpose. This is the Valdopian alphabet, now little used: examples may be seen carved into the Cathedral’s stone walls, though there is some dispute about
  the accuracy of the restoration. Thus the nation was won over to the ways of Christ – though later, it must be admitted, there was a pagan revival, when, according to the authoritative
  encyclopedia from which I have quoted, wild beasts made their lairs in the idle and desecrated churches. But to Valdopin the mission seemed complete; he now moved on to a tribe adjacent, still
  heathen and given to the most barbarous practices. And, story tells us, by these people – to the north, or the west, or just possibly the east (though for some reason this is particularly
  strongly disputed) – he was attacked, slain with stones, decapitated, and his body hacked with swords into very small pieces. A bas-relief in the Cathedral may be seen depicting this event,
  though modern scholarship questions the accuracy of the costume.


  But, story further tells us, the faithful in the land of which Slaka is now capital had not forgotten Valdopin; they determined to recover their martyr and give him Christian burial. Emissaries
  were sent, and a contract arranged with the pagan. A set of scales was placed on the border between the nations: the mincemeat saint was to be placed on one pan, to be traded for an equal weight of
  gold from the prince’s coffers in the other. However, you know stories, and how these legendary contracts always breed complications. The scales were raised, the portions of saint produced,
  ingot after ingot put into the pan; still the scales obstinately refused to tip. Gold was piled on gold until the treasury ran dry; the pans still failed to balance. Only a magical intercession
  could save the day; happily these were times when magic was still operational. The prince despaired and the faithful wept, but then, from the back of the crowd, there stepped a little old widow
  woman, dressed entirely in black, and leaning bently on a bent stick. In one twisted little hand she held out one tiny gold coin, her entire life’s savings. The prince laughed and his
  retainers mocked, as in such stories they always do.


  But you indeed know stories, and are quite familiar with the powers possessed by these little old widow women with their mites; I need hardly go on. Down went the coin, up went the scales, mad
  went the crowd, red went the prince. The pagans, who, as pagans go, had not done badly, loaded up their gold; the prince’s retainers brought a coffin and filled it with hamburgered saint; the
  prince kissed the old woman, who did not turn into anything; the corpse was borne home, a marbled tomb was raised, somewhere in the marshy land down by the Niyt, where, for some reason, the first
  conversions had occurred, Valdopin won his martyr’s burial, the tomb became a shrine, pilgrims came from distant destinations, miraculous wonders occurred, the sick threw off their crutches,
  the mad grew wise, the dumb began to speak. Sainthood was duly recognized, monks settled the site, a chapel was built, and then in time a cathedral, which you should not neglect to visit. The
  legend grew, as legends do. Even during Ottoman rule the memory of the saint survived in the minds of the people; and it survives still, even in these secular times, when miracles are usually
  economic, other kinds of sainthood are recognized, and Valdopin’s tomb now has to compete for attention with that of Grigoric, with the shakoed soldiers around it, there in Plazsci
  P’rtyii.


  Of the story, you may make what you like. Like all good stories, it can be read in many fashions. For the romantic nationalist historians it is of course a tale about the emergence of a people.
  For Christian theologians, it is a miraculous fable of divine intercession. For the Marxist aestheticians it is a classic socialist realist allegory displaying that power lies not with princes and
  their capital but with the combined power of the common people. For the folklorists it is – with its contract delay, magical intervention and happy outcome – a perfect example of the
  morphology of folktale. And for more fashionable thinkers of the Structuralist persuasion, debating these matters in the Rue des Ecoles, well, is it not a perfect example of the pensée
  sauvage, of Lévi-Strauss’s the raw and the cooked? And if you were to ask me, as well you might, since it is, just for the moment, my story, then I would probably pause for a
  moment, lighting my pipe to give an appearance of critical sagacity, think a little, and then suggest, very tentatively, that its deep structure is fairly apparent: mightn’t we say,
  shouldn’t we say, that it is a typical Slakan fable about rates of exchange?


  For, if you should ever happen to make the trip to Slaka – metropolis of gypsy music, wide streets and rectorates of baroque accretion, where the trade fairs are held, the congresses meet,
  the languages criss-cross – you will still find everywhere an old Valdopian preoccupation with barter and transaction – a trading of goods, a shuttling of values, a fixing of rates. It
  is there in the currency checks (geld’yii) at the airport; at the change desks (camb’yii), found in the state banks or the lobby of your Cosmoplot hotel; in the great
  government department store, mug, on Vitz’vitzimutu, where they sell shortages as well as plenty, so that many people solemnly visit it in order not to shop; in the endless commerce on the
  quiet park benches, where carefree children play on the sunlit lanes, pensioners enjoy their well-deserved repose, and briefcases open, to switch a pear for a cucumber, a pair of underpants for a
  bright pink bra; in the special foreign currency stores, WICWOK, where tourists compete with party officials for malt whiskies from rare Scottish glens and the Western blue jeans created by that
  other and far better known Levi-Strauss; in the dim-lit restaurants, where the waiters will ask ‘You pay dollar?’ before revealing whether or not they have any meat on the menu; on the
  wide pavements of the city, where passers-by will stop you as you walk and offer to exchange your suit for their antiques or, if you dress as badly as I do, vice versa. Yes, there are times in
  Slaka when it seems life is nothing else but making a trade, finding an equivalent, striking a bargain, forging a value, putting so much person into one pan and seeing how it matches up with so
  many goods in the other.


  That is the way of things in Slaka; but then, where is life not like that? The world is full of money-talk; economists are our new wise men. The linguists, whom one meets everywhere these days,
  explain that every transaction in our culture – our money and mathematics, our games and gardens, our diet and our sexual activity – is a language; this, of course, is why one meets so
  many linguists these days. And languages, too, are simply invented systems of exchange, attempts to turn the word into the world, sign into value, script into currency, code into reality. Of
  course, everywhere, even in Slaka, there are the politicians and the priests, the ayatollahs and the economists, who will try to explain that reality is what they say it is. Never trust them; trust
  only the novelists, those deeper bankers who spend their time trying to turn pieces of printed paper into value, but never pretend that the result is anything more than a useful fiction. Of course
  we need them: for what, after all, is our life but a great dance in which we are all trying to fix the best going rate of exchange, using our minds and our sex, our taste and our clothes, according
  to Valdopian principles? So you, cher lecteur, with your customized Volvo and your Seiko quartz digital, your remote control telephone and your high opinion, so loudly expressed over the
  Campari soda, of Woody Allen up to but not including Interiors; or you, chère ms., with your Gucci shoes, the tales of ego your analyst told you, and the buttons of your
  designer dress left strategically undone, to display the Seychelles tan and that tempting mammary interface, so raising the interest without lowering the price; or even you, cher enfant,
  with your Kids-In-Gear boilersuit and your endless new scram on Emerson, Lake and Palmer – what are you doing but putting what you like to think of as your self in the pan, bartering your
  mind and body, your youth and opinions, on the economic frontier, in an attempt to find a meaning, invent a value, find your highest price, trade at the best possible rate of exchange?


  So, if you were to press me about the story of Valdopin, this, or some such fashionable analysis of the same sort, is what I might answer; but really I prefer not to. I am a writer, not a
  critic, I like my fictions to remain fictions. No, let me rather recommend that one day you do indeed make the trip to Slaka, city at the international crossroads, capital of flowers and gipsy
  music, fine buildings and notable art, lying there in the warm wide declivity between the Storkian mountains, where the vegetation is lush and many pleasures are to be had. Admittedly ordinary life
  there can be drab at times; cold winds blow, tourism can be over-regimental, and the shops tend towards emptiness, but what is a holiday without its inconveniences? Flights that way are, it is
  true, not frequent, though the state airline, Comflug, operates from most Western capitals. The language can be difficult, for its grammar is much disputed and no two native speakers seem to speak
  it alike; but handy phrase-books help with simple transactions, and most young Slakans nowadays have a little English, even if it is only the lyrics of Pink Floyd songs. Currency rules are
  irritating, and you must exchange so much a day; but Western tourists have special privileges in the restaurants, and the crafts are notably good. The girls are generally pretty; the same is
  sometimes said about the men. And in general the people are lively and warm, the sights well worth seeing, the peach brandy (rot’vitti) not to be missed. As the Cosmoplot brochures
  say, here definitely is offered another kind of holiday, and when the nights descend and the motor cars swash along bright-lighted boulevards, only a short stroll in this fine old town will
  convince you at a start that there is much to be had.


  And, if you do go, then don’t omit the Cathedral. Look first at the ikons, which are down in the crypt; entry costs less than a vloska. Then go outside again and enter the nave,
  avoiding the reconstruction due to recent earthquake damage, and noticing the fine Christ Pantokrator in the drum. The altar is fine, and asserted, somewhere, to be Flemish. But do remember to look
  a little to the left of it, or was it the right, for the tomb of Saint Valdopin: first national martyr, bringer of the alphabet, founder of the faith, and source of many and many a legend.
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  1 – ARR.


  I


  The first thing one notices – as Comflug 155 from London, two hours late, dips, touches down, bounces and brakes on the runway, drops its raised wing-baffles, slows,
  turns, and begins to taxi through the airport lanes toward the long, low, white wooden buildings that have signs on their walls saying SLAKA – is that a number of armed men stand about at
  various points on the tarmac. At first, while the plane moves quickly, all these men look alike; then vision through the round bowl of the window improves, and it becomes apparent that they come
  not just in one kind but in at least two. Some of them are soldiers; they wear a military khaki, high-peaked caps with red bands round them, long flared topcoats with white epaulettes and black,
  rather baggy leather boots which reach up to their knees in cavalry fashion. There is another kind who are probably militiamen or policemen. These wear a rather dowdier uniform, in darkish blue,
  flat blue caps with white covers on them, cross-straps of black leather over their chests, and trousers that bulge out wide at the thighs and then taper down to fit into very short black boots. As
  the plane comes nearer still, it becomes clear that not only uniforms but offices are different too. It is the function of the soldiers to cluster in groups around the various aircraft – the
  shiny Ilyushins, Tupolevs and Antonovs, and the grey Mil helicopter gunships – that rest on their stands along the airport apron, or on the grass beside it. Each plane has four or five of
  these soldiers around it; they look serious and attentive. The blue men, the militia, stand at or near the entrance doors to the various white airport buildings. Each doorway has two or three of
  them beside it, and they look stocky and solid. The two groups stand separately, do not talk to each other, and as the Comflug jet rolls in closer it is clear that the only reason for confusing
  them is that they all carry well-cleaned black Kalashnikov sub-machine guns of neat modern design slung on short straps over their shoulders.


  Beyond the men and the planes there run the airport buildings, long and low, shining white in the late afternoon sunlight. They are buildings without any architectural conceit and only a modest
  appearance of functionality; they could be any buildings built for any purpose anywhere. The entrance doors where the armed militiamen stand are evidently kept locked, for no one goes in and out of
  them; above them one can see a sign in the Cyrillic alphabet, an incomprehensible code, and then another smaller one in the Latin alphabet, saying INVAT. The buildings are
  two storeys high, and have a flat roof with wooden railings around it; here on the roof are the people, a sizeable, busy crowd of them. The Comflug jet is still moving, and distances are hard to
  project, but they all seem to be fairly small and stocky people, dressed in a certain Sunday formality – though Sunday is, indeed, the day that this is. The men mostly wear dark
  double-breasted suits, cut square in the body, and dark ties, and hats or caps; the women are in large full cotton dresses, and look reassuringly round and bulky. They are all modest enthusiasts,
  looking out over the field and waving, with pleasure but without extravagance, at the plane as it comes slowly in closer to the terminal, or possibly at another one – for, though it is
  Sunday, the airport seems fairly busy, and a second Ilyushin from some other destination, fat, streaked with curdled lines from flight, its rivets shining, also in the blue and white Comflug
  livery, with Cyrillic tail colophon, is already following the London flight in off the runway.


  The sun shines, the buildings are white, the world is in a state of traveller’s suspension. There are some people who will tell you that the world we live in now is converging, that
  everywhere is turning into everywhere else, that difference is giving way to universal similarity. At this moment, this seems both true and not. Airports, certainly, are everywhere airportlike,
  operating to much the same functions, expressing much the same signs, displaying the same abstract familiarities. Yet behind such similarities there are always the small differences, things that
  name the place. The air here has a distinct blueish quality; the airport grass is notably thick and coarse, and has the look of being planted for haymaking; indeed, an old tractor works between the
  runways. The uniforms of the armed men are not quite the uniforms of the other armed men in other places. Words are visible here and there, and they both explain and estrange; thus the van that has
  been leading the plane in through the airport tracks has a sign on its roof saying HIN MI, and the grey tanker nosing forward from the camouflaged sheds to the right of the terminal has a sign
  painted on the side saying BIN’ZINI. The empty blue buses that wait in a short row outside the terminal building, presumably to take the
  passengers from the plane and deliver them into the new country, are old and bulbous, with ladders up their backs, definitely other, created in a different, more ornate stylistic idiom. The people
  on the roof are short and stocky. Across the grass and cement, beyond the trees that line the airport perimeter, there pokes into the sky a golden onion, the spire-dome of a church. Over it, in
  front of the dropping sun, a great bird with white wings is flying. It appears to be a stork; however, vision through the dirtied globe-windows of the plane is difficult, and this could be an
  optical illusion.


  And somewhere beyond the dome, and not too far away, there must be the city itself, which they have overflown and looked down upon only a few moments earlier. It lies in the middle of a wide
  green plain, not too greatly populated, with a jagged dish of mountains rising up all round it. Right across Europe this has been a wet summer, a summer of what is called unusual weather, now
  usual. The plain, part-farmed, part-forested, part-bare, shows itself wet to the sky; across it, offered to the air-traveller in glints and flashes, runs one of those wide, twisting, European
  rivers that could flow either north or south, up to the Baltic or out to the North Sea, down to the Mediterranean or over to the Bosphorus, one of those famous rivers that stays in middle-aged
  memory from those old World War Two Daily Telegraph maps of advance and retreat, putsch and counter-putsch, as the war in Europe raged. Now it has flooded out from its banks, onto the green
  of the plain, into the forest-clusters, the stripes of green and brown field, the small huddles of communities which, with dark roofs, rising smoke, and surrounding busy farmyards, patternlessly
  dot the landscape, and even into the edges of the city itself, where the river tightens and is bridged, where the aircraft comes lower, where the people move.


  The city itself seems only modestly big. From the air one sees a big brick power station with high metal chimneys, spurting orange smoke high into the bright blue sky; a distinct industrial
  section, with factory compounds laid out near the lines of long straight highways converging variously onto the hub of the city; a workers’ district, with high rectangular living blocks in
  faceless contemporary style; many streets of high, square-windowed town apartments of the Continental type; on the streets, with their rows of shade trees, a small amount of traffic, moving quite
  fast; amid the traffic, many rocking pink trams, towing trailers behind them along metal tracks that glint in the sun. Then a cathedral, apparently unfinished, or having had its top knocked off;
  next an area of greater complexity, where the river turns round an outcrop, the bridges are several, and a crenellated castle from old storybooks sits up on a rock amid high trees, surrounded by
  streets that twist and contain old bright-painted buildings. Then a market place, with brightly coloured roofs to its stalls and a central edifice with a high tower; a vast square, surrounded on
  all sides by governmental- looking stone buildings, and having a pavé so very clean that it shines bright white in the late afternoon sunlight; more apartments, more factories, more
  countryside, looking lush and flooded, some intensive market-gardening, done under shiny polythene crop-covers, the onion church, the runway lights, the glide into the airport.


  Now the plane comes in close to the terminal building, and begins to make its final turn. Out on the tarmac, down below, the armed men, the soldiers, stand and stare up at the big Ilyushin as it
  moves onto the stand; inside, the passengers, strapped into their highback seats, sit and stare down through the globed windows, at the armed men, and the waving people, and the baggage trucks and
  petrol tankers moving nearer, and the other planes, neatly arrayed on the apron, and the blue buses, standing quiet by the doors where the sign says INVAT, and the line of
  trees on the airport perimeter, and the possible stork on the skyline. The red sun shines in through the windows; the interior of the cabin smells, in homely fashion, of dumpling. On the forward
  bulkhead, green illuminated notices say LUPI LUPI and NOKI ROKI. A faint sound of martial music sounds through the intercom; the passengers sit very
  quietly. Three Comflug stewardesses have risen from their seats and stand at the front of the plane, by the kitchen area. Some international couturier has conceived them; their heavy bodies are
  clad in bright green uniforms, they wear a helmet-like headgear which makes them appear to have just got down from a horse. The world outside remains in suspension. The people who wave, wave, wave,
  the armed men, are not yet real. The notices on the buildings are mysterious hieroglyphics, for the comprehension of others. The eye collects but only partly understands. A life goes on here but
  one is not of it: people and houses, customs and habits have a shape that makes sense, but there is no sense to it yet. A reality of sorts is here, indeed a historical reality, the sort that Karl
  Marx promised as the regime of truth; but it is not yet real at all.


  Preliminary descriptions exist. ‘The airport at Slaka is in open countryside, situated 8km/5mi to the east of the city,’ it says in a text, Helpful Hints for British
  Businessmen, which Dr Petworth, a cultural visitor, sitting in a high aisle seat, peering across two brown-suited bodies and out into life, has in his pocket, ‘Buses to the central
  Comflug office, Wodjimutu 217 (no check-in facilities), are available. Tickets must be purchased in advance from the airport tobacco kiosk, marked Litti, and are not available on
  board.’ Banks, government offices, and state trading organizations are closed on Saturday and Sunday. Only the orange-coloured taxis should be used. The voltage is 110. There have been many
  wars and battles here. Since the heroic liberation of 1944, about two million dwellings of the workers have been constructed, and per capita floor space is about 102 metres. The castle
  is particularly worthy of a visit. No vloskan may be taken from the country on leaving. Carefree children play in the sunlit parks, pensioners enjoy their well-deserved repose, and enamoured
  couples dream of the future. Art has developed here on realistic foundations, and few decadent tendencies have taken root among our patriotic worker artists and writers. Dances by peasants in
  regional costumes are regularly performed. Numerous marble plaques dedicated to those who fell in the national struggle remind us of those heroic days. Stalls selling flowers of the season delight
  the streets. The trade unions direct socialistic emulation, and are responsible for the sucesses of the ‘rationalization’ movement. Centres which offer ‘vacation in saddle’
  delight horseloving fans, and large woods invite sportsmen. The work of the expressionist painter Lev Pric, to be seen at the People’s Gallery of State Art (Gal’erri
  Proly’aniii), manifests that world thought-waves of the highest kind have passed through the nation. Especially lovely is the park in the month of May, when the magnolias bloom. An
  obscure passage in a chronicle by Nostrum, Monk of Kiev, suggests a Mediterranean origin for these people, but this is much disputed.


  The flight-handler waving his bats to bring the plane into parking position has, beneath his great headphoned helmet the flat face of a Tartar. The big bird still flies on the skyline; on the
  roof of the terminal the people continue to wave, wave, wave. Lev Pric is not visible. On the intercom, the martial music ceases: ‘Resti stuli, noki fitygryfici,’ says a stewardess over
  the apparatus. The long rows of passengers, who have been sitting in great quietness, stir very slightly. On the tarmac, the Tartar waves his bats; then he crosses them over his chest in a final
  gesture. There is one last movement from the plane, one last roar of the engine; then it halts. Inside there is stillness, but outside movement: the armed men move forward to surround the plane,
  and the blue buses begin, very slowly, to move away from the door marked INVAT and come toward them; a flight of steps trundles forward. A great red burst fills the front of
  the cabin; the stewardess has pushed open the forward door. Unclicking his lap-strap, Dr Petworth, a cultural visitor, begins to rise and reach upward to the laced racks for his hand luggage,
  staring down the aisle that will lead him towards his new city.


  II


  Now this Dr Petworth whom we see peering out through the globed windows of Comflug 155, as it halts on the apron at Slaka airport, is not, it had better be admitted, a person of
  any great interest at all. Indeed, as brilliant, batik-clad, magical realist novelist Katya Princip will remark, somewhat later in this narrative, he is just not a character in the world historical
  sense. He is a man who is styleless; he wears an old safari suit, its pockets packed with pens and paper, Christmas present socks of a tedious rhomboidal design, and flat earth shoes; there is a
  certain baldness to his head where, in a better world, hair would be. He is white and male, forty and married, bourgeois and British – all items to anyone’s contemporary discredit, as
  he knows perfectly well. He is a man to whom life has been kind, and he has paid the price for it. No military adventures enter his history, and he has struggled for no causes, taken no part in any
  revolutions. When the world went to war in the forties, he lay in a cot and played with soft toys; when the young in the fifties rebelled over Suez and Hungary, he played cricket for his school.
  When the students of the sixties saw the dream of a new Utopia, he quietly completed his doctoral thesis on the great vowel-shift; when the pill came and the sexual world was transformed, he
  promptly married a small dark girl met on a camping holiday. His service has been all on that most commonplace of battlefields, the domestic front; and he has the baggy eyes and saddened heart to
  prove it. He has known the Freudian hungers, received, at the age of twenty, a sound education in complicated misery from a bouncy-breasted Swedish girl friend, which still haunts his middle life,
  felt the desire for change and complication, but never satisfied it. He teaches; that is what he does. And his sole interest here is that he has also travelled much, for the British Council, and
  has had diarrhoea for that excellent cultural organization in almost all parts of the civilized or part-civilized world.


  And it is as a cultural traveller that he now sits here, strapped in an aisle seat of an Ilyushin on the airport at Slaka, waiting to enter the world outside. He has left behind him, two time
  zones back, under different birdlife and a different ideology, a habitat of sorts: a small office in a Bradford college, lined with books, where he teaches the vowel-shift and the speech-act to
  students of many nationalities, including his own; a small, fairly modern brick house of faintly rising property values on a bus-route convenient both for the college and the city; in the house, a
  quantity of contemporary, which is to say already out-of-date, furniture; and a dark wife, contemporary too, a woman of waning affections, bleakly hungry for a revelation, evidently disillusioned,
  in these therapeutic times, with . . . well, what? It is a little shaming to say that he does not quite know, for his instincts are decent; but with him, perhaps, or the role of helpmeet-slave, or
  the patriarchial enslavement of women in society, or the incapacity of the marital orgasm to make all life endlessly interesting, or her own ageing, or his absences, both symbolic and actual; a
  small sad wife in Laura Ashley dresses, who writes many letters to undisclosed friends, and belongs to Weightwatchers, who reads horoscopes in old newspapers, paints paintings of no recognizable,
  or at least recognized, merit in the lumber room, drinks solitary glasses of sherry at odd hours of the day or night, and sits for long hours in a sunchair in the garden, as if waiting – or
  so it appears to Petworth, as he peers, when he is there and not here, through the curtains of his high upstairs study at the lonely figure in the lounger – to be a widow, who makes him feel
  guilty when, as then, he is present, and quite as guilty when, as now, he is not.


  He has also left behind, under another sky, in pouring rain, an England in fits of Royal Wedding. For this is the very late summer of 1981, one of the lesser years, a time of recession and
  unemployment, decay and deindustrialization. The age of Sado-Monetarism has begun; in the corridors of power, they are naming the money supply after motorways, M1 and M2 and M3, to try to map its
  mysteries better. The bombs explode in Ulster, the factories close, but it has been a ceremonial summer; the patriotic bunting has flown, the Royal couple whose images are everywhere have walked
  the aisle. The nuptials, it seems, have been celebrated much by foreigners, come for the season to enjoy the splendour and stability of British traditions, and the collapse of the coin. Shards and
  fragments, chaos and Babel; so summer London has seemed to Petworth as, up from the provinces the previous night, he taxied through it on the way to his hotel near Victoria. In Oxford Street,
  bannered and decorated, where the kerbside touts sell laurelled mugs with Royals on them and small signs that say ‘Oxford Street,’ the shoppers in the busy stores are mostly Arabs,
  buying twelve of everything, evidently furnishing the desert. By Buckingham Palace, the hi-tech cameras snapping the Changing of the Guard are mostly held by Japanese – reasonably enough,
  since their skills made them in the first place. In the lobby of the Victoria hotel, the clerk speaks only Portuguese, and that not well; burnouses are mingling with stetsons, Hausa with Batak. In
  the high third-floor bedroom, no bigger than a wardrobe, where Petworth unpacks, the electric kettle which would once have been a maid offers instructions for use in six languages, none of them
  his. In the street, black whores in sunglasses and short tunics laugh in doorways, vibrators prod their plastic rocketry up in the sex-shop windows, and a troubled, chaotic noise of shouting people
  and police sirens sounds as he goes to dine on an American-style hamburger.


  In the morning, after a breakfast of teabag and Coffeemate, London seems a fancy fiction, a disorderly parade of styles. There are Vidal Sassoon haircuts and Pierre Cardin ties in the Lancias
  halted at the traffic lights; meanwhile youths pass on the pavement with pink cropheads and safety-pins stuck through their ears. Green-headed girls with red-patch faces in clown’s pantaloons
  and parachute suits walk along; a young black with his hair in a string bag skates by in headphones, with wires going down into his clothes, listening to his own insides. ‘We’ll take
  more care of you,’ say the BA posters at Victoria, where Petworth gets on the single-decker Airbus; chadored Iranian women sit there, carrying designer dresses in plastic bags from
  Harrod’s, beneath advertisements for home pregnancy testing, computer dating, the joys of being a personal assistant to an assistant person. The bus pulls out into Sunday London streets, past
  pizza places, topless sauna parlours, unisex jeans outlets. Vandalism marks the spaces, graffiti the walls, where the council pulls down old substandard housing, to replace it with new substandard
  housing. ‘Fly poundstretcher to Australia,’ cry the posters by the flyover, shining with sweatless girls in bikinis, drinking drinks with ice in in other people’s bright sunshine;
  rain falls over factories which stand empty with broken windows. Beer advertisements display half-timbered cottages and old grey churches, the England of the heart; rubbish and abandoned cars
  litter the hard shoulder of the motorway out to the airport.


  And at Heathrow, that city in the desert, the summer’s stylistic pluralism has chaos added. The late summer tourists who have fed the economy are massing to go home; the assistant air
  traffic controllers, calling for their annual gold benison, have gone on strike. In the upper air, planes bleep for attention and, finding none, go elsewhere; below, on the wet pavements, a few
  strikers sit outside the European terminal, their legs out in front of them, holding a sign saying OFFICIAL PICKET, watched by one policeman. In front of Petworth, the
  automatic doors open, then close on his foot; inside the great sounding terminal, the summer spectacle is held in a state of suspended animation. Some flights are cancelled, yet more delayed, yet
  more uncertain; the crowds are gathered in confusion. Germans and Swedes, French and Dutch, Arabs and Indians, Americans and Japanese, sit on chairs, lie on benches, wheel suitcases round on small
  fold-up wheels, push airport carts here and there, laden with bags from Lord John and Harrod’s, Marks & Spencer and Simpson, wear jeans, wear tartan pants, wave tickets, quarrel at
  check-in counters, wear yashmaks, wear kimonos, buy Playboy, buy La Stampa, wear beards, wear Afros, wear uncut hair under turbans, buy Airport, buy Ulysses, request
  The History Man but cannot get it, buy cassette recorders, model guardsmen, Lady Di pens from W. H. Smith, hold dolls, carry tennis rackets in Adidas bags, struggle with backpacks, hold up
  wardrobe bags, chatter into red telephones of modern design devised to make conversation impossible, wear safari suits, wear flowing robes, wear furs, wear headbands, wear tarbooshes, wear
  cagoules, sit on stools, eye girls, comb curls, tote small babies, hug old ladies, furiously smoke Gauloises or Players, gather in crowds in hallways or on stairs, depart, led by blue stewardesses
  carrying large clipboards, in the direction of aircraft, and then, led by yellow stewardesses carrying small clipboards, back into the lounge again. Meanwhile, amid the post-Bauhaus chairs, the
  sounding spaces, the crying children, the meaningless announcements, a few Indian ladies in baggy pants, the only stable residents of the transient place, sweep the floors and empty the flowing
  ashtrays with an air of resigned and stoical patience.


  Pushing hopelessly through the crowd around the BA check-in desk, Petworth manages to show his Comflug ticket. The girl behind the counter, busy fending off passengers, has no promises at all to
  offer; but, strangely, she does tag his blue suitcase with a tag that says SLK, feeds it into a metal maw that tastes and then digests it, and hands him a boarding pass, to go on to Immigration.
  Near the channel is the window of a bank; Petworth halts for a moment, wondering whether to get vloskan, but if he does not fly he will not need it, and if he does he will be met. He passes on,
  through the bottleneck of Immigration, into the stateless, duty-free hinterland beyond. ‘Say Hello to the Good Buys at Heathrow,’ declare the bright yellow signs on the shining
  duty-free shop, packed with glossy goods at their special prices. He looks at the long swatches of tartan and tweed, the Dunhill lighters and Jaeger scarves; he picks up a basket and wanders
  beneath the anti-theft mirrors, inspecting the bright bottles of Scotch and London Dry Gin, the long cartons of Players and Dunhills, the cans of Three Nuns and Player’s Navy Cut –
  elegant British institutions laid out here, much perhaps like the strike itself, to spare the lazy traveller the need ever to step out beyond the small country of the airport in order to find them.
  The loudspeakers do not loudspeak; wandering, with nothing to do except buy, Petworth buys – a bottle of Teacher’s whisky, a long thin carton of Benson and Hedges’ cigarettes,
  delivered in a sealed bag he must not open until he gets onto the plane he may never get onto, the goodies of travel, which travel itself, that ultimate neurosis, makes us need.


  Later, Petworth leans against a convenient bar, a pimplesized English Scotch at his elbow, watching the flight-boards flutter desperately, the television information screens judder and go blank,
  as they rake the codes inside themselves for signs that are more than redundancy, waiting for his plane to take off or not, as the case may be. On the digital clock, flight-time comes and goes;
  Petworth orders another Scotch and finds himself caught by an old and nameless fear – the fear of being trapped here, for eternity, in the unassigned, stateless space between all the
  countries, condemned to live for ever in a cosmopolitan nowhere, on clingfilm-wrapped sandwiches, duty-free whisky, Tiptree’s jam. It is a fate he knows he deserves; he is a man who has spent
  his life circling around and away from domestic interiors, hovering between home, where he sits and thinks, and abroad, where he talks and drinks. Travel is a manic cycle, with abroad the manic
  phase, home the depressive; there is some strange adrenalin that draws him into the fascination and the void of foreignness, with its plurality of sensation, its sudden spaces and emptinesses. He
  travels, he thinks, for strangeness, disorientation, multiplication and variation of the self; yet he is not a good traveller, abhorring tours and guides and cathedrals, hating cafés and
  beaches, resenting brochures and itineraries, preferring food in his room to exposed meals in public restaurants. He is a man given to sitting silently in the one good armchair in dull hotel
  bedrooms, smoking, drinking, thinking, improving his lectures, analysing, without conclusion, his relationships, inspecting what in some quarters might pass for his soul, peeping through blinds or
  curtains at the street-scene below, and waiting – for a happy interruption, a small invitation to work or entertainment, a step outside beyond the world of depression and anxiety, the world
  in which he feels that he, in this case, is not the case.


  It is busy and confused in the departure lounge; well-suited businessmen stand waiting impatiently with Samsonite executive cases, fine women walk past in Gucci scarves and tight lamé
  trousers, those special exotic airport women one may always see but never have. The flight-boards are fluttering again, in a jumble of letters and digits, a chaos of signs. But, look, they are
  settling, out of redundancy is coming word: COMFLUG says the board, and 155, and SLAKA, and NOW BOARDING. He sets aside his
  glass; he picks up his briefcase, his overcoat, his yellow duty-free bag; he sets off down the long dreary tunnels of Sunday Heathrow – past moving walkways, now not moving; past bright
  advertisements from Smith’s, displaying old Chester and the White Cliffs of Dover, Windermere with a steamboat, Wales with a sheep, the Britain he is not and has scarcely ever been in; past
  advertisements for Seiko watches that are programmed to the year 2000, when they will collectively stop. Luggage trolleys with squeaking wheels follow him along the linoleum; great arms prod off
  from the corridor into disconnected space; planes like stranded whales stand unmoving beyond the windows; ‘Your Palace in the Sky,’ says an Air India jumbo with Taj Mahalled windows,
  firmly trapped on the ground. He enters a lounge where his luggage is taken and X-rayed, by a machine that will not harm the film in your camera; an electronic Aeolian harp is passed under his
  armpit and across the secrecies of his groin. In the chairs sit his fellow-travellers, a group unlike the great display outside: men in brown suits, with flat, grainy faces, elderly ladies in black
  dresses with small cardboard boxes, several quiet children, a silent stoical baby. They sit without speaking; they rise in neat order when the stewardess comes to lead them down the long bending
  arm onto the wet tarmac, where a modernist bus with fizzing doors waits to drive them past catering trucks, police cars, petrol tankers, flights of steps going nowhere, toward the aircraft that
  awaits them.


  The Ilyushin has been parked like a secret in some distant corner of the airport; two bottle-green stewardesses wait for them to get off the bus. They allow the passengers up the steps two at a
  time; in the cabin, two more stewardesses wait to seat them all in careful rows, filling each place in order, as if they are packing a box of persons. LUPI LUPI,
  NOKI ROKI says the illuminated sign on the forward bulkhead; a dismal martial music plays through the intercom. The luggage racks are of string, the seats high and stiff.
  Petworth straps himself into an aisle seat; between him and the window are two brown-suited men who smell quite strongly of onion. The aisle is narrow; at the back of the plane there is a section
  shut off by a green curtain, to which none of the passengers seem to be allowed access. The travellers sit very quietly; the stewardesses check them very carefully; the doors are closed, the
  service trucks underneath them slide away. It is quiet in the cabin, and a red bus moves on the road to Hounslow; then the engines fire and roar. An announcement in a language Petworth does not
  know comes through the intercom: the plane taxis a little, and then stops, taxis a little more, and then stops again. Then, suddenly, the plane’s body throbs, and there is the great dash into
  airspeed; they leap a fence, overarch a wet bus, overfly a wet reservoir and a field of waste; London, that fancy plural fiction, tips crazily into sight through the opposite window. Then it is
  gone, the red buses, the big city, the Heathrow strike, the Royal Wedding, the topless saunas, the dark wife; clouds come round, rain runs down the windows, and Petworth is indeed going to
  Slaka.


  III


  In all cultures, Petworth is very shortly to be found reflecting – a man rising into the clouds somewhere above Gravesend or Dover – planes are much the same sort of
  thing: long metal tubes containing persons. In all cultures, planes may be overbooked or, like Comflug 155, take off, for whatever reason, late. In all cultures, stewardesses, those couturiered
  nurses, may suffer from swollen ankles, menstrual cramps, or shortened tempers exacerbated by repeated encounters with foolish, bleating travellers; in all cultures, airline food seems to come from
  the same universal source, stewed in the same universal sauce. Plane travel makes all life alike; yet inside likeness there is difference. Thus, even now, after just a few minutes in the air, there
  is something about Comflug that makes it definitely Comflug. The same things that all airlines do have been done, the same grammar of flying followed. So ‘Attention,’ the pilot has
  said, just after takeoff, addressing the cabin in several languages, his, Russian, German, and Petworth’s native English, ‘Welcome here please on Comflug 155, destiny Slaka. We shall
  flight at a high of ninety-two pornys, airspeed forty vlods an hour. Our delay is because of economic inconsistencies in Britain, so we do not apologize. Through window, notice please grey sky and
  raining. For Slaka, forecast very sunny. In disaster, always obedience please your stewardess.’ Yes, it is the same but not quite the same, just as the seats seem just a little narrower and
  higher than usual, the stewardesses a little firmer and more given to hair in the nostrils, the passengers a little quieter and rather less mobile.


  More familiarities follow; at the front of the cabin a small balletic display has started, conducted by two stewardesses, short fat ladies in high hard hats. ‘Tenti sifti inburdi,’
  says, through the intercom, the voice of some unseen female impresario; from behind their backs the two stewardesses have produced brightly coloured cards and are waving them gaily in the air.
  ‘Plazsci otvatu immerg’nicina proddo flugsi frolikat,’ says the voice; the ladies suddenly rise up onto their toes, put out both their arms, rotate their wrists in a complicated
  gesture, and point with sharp fingers at various corners of the cabin. ‘Flattin umper stuli, op immerg’nicina,’ says the voice on the intercom. Magically, the ladies summon up
  from nowhere bright plastic tunics of yellow, and draw them over their heads, tying them carefully at the waist. ‘Imper flattin tuggu taggii,’ announces the voice. The two ladies
  suddenly turn their backs to the cabin, prod out their dumpy behinds, and give mock-tugs to the rear of their plastic tunics. Then they take off the tunics; ‘Mas’kayii icks’gen
  flipiflopa,’ says the voice. The ladies now hold up in their hands curious, clear plastic objects, out of which dangles a yellow hose. ‘Vono icks’gen uskaka por prusori, ot noki
  roki,’ says the voice. The ladies put the yellow plastic hoses to their faces, and suck at them erotically. Then, as suddenly as it has begun, the dance collapses; the stewardesses put away
  their props and resume their normal duties, walking up and down the aisle. Familiarity breeds familiarity; Petworth puts out his hand and stops one of the stewardesses, overcome by a primal bodily
  urge. ‘Ha?’ cries the stewardess, a very heavy lady with hair in her nostrils, looking down at him. ‘Are you serving drinks now?’ asks Petworth, ‘I’d like
  one.’ ‘Va?’ says the stewardess, staring down on him severely, as if stewardesses are really not meant to be spoken to, ‘Kla?’


  Perhaps it is language that poses the problem: ‘Drinks trolley,’ says Petworth, raising an invisible glass to his lips, ‘Whisky soda? Ginnitoniki?’ ‘Ah, na,
  na,’ says the stewardess, looking at him critically, ‘Is not permitted.’ ‘Not permitted?’ says Petworth. ‘Only permitted is a Vichy,’ says the stewardess.
  ‘Very well,’ says Petworth, ‘I’ll have that.’ ‘Na,’ says the stewardess, ‘No now.’ ‘Oh, when?’ asks Petworth. ‘Another
  day,’ says the stewardess, ‘Tomorrow. Now is Sunday.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth, leaning back in his seat, a man in a chair in the air over Brussels, perhaps, or Paris,
  trying to understand what the difference is. It seems to him that in the West, which is where he comes from, flying is invested usually with a sort of magical fictionality, an erotic and
  pleasurable texture. Economic forces clearly explain this: capitalist competition requires that a certain happy disguise, a sense of delights available here and nowhere else, be cast over all the
  gross and diurnal reality. So, on the planes, stewardesses serve drink and bargain-like commodities, offer smiles and adulterous glances, promises of intimate excess, display made-up faces and nice
  legs, utter cries of ‘Enjoy your flight’ and ‘Fly us again sometime’ and ‘Have a nice day.’ Indeed they transmit what a linguist – and perhaps it should be
  explained that Petworth, a man in the sky over Dusseldorf, or Strasburg, is actually himself a linguist – calls phatic communion, which is to say non-verbal intercourse, speechless
  communication, the kind of thing that babies and lovers, teachers and animals constantly use. But that is under capitalism, and such false allurements and disguises are evidently not necessary on
  Comflug, where a more rational economy prevails. So, it seems, drinks are not to be offered, nor food, nor friendship; indeed the stewardesses have now disappeared entirely, apparently behind the
  green curtain at the back of the plane, and the rest of the passengers are sitting stiffly, clearly expecting nothing at all.


  And therefore even in the air, Petworth reflects, a person in the clouds over Munich, or Zü rich (for his geography collapses totally east of the Rhine), the world can subtly turn and
  change. Down below there are frontiers and fences, Comecons and Common Markets, tariff walls and spheres of influence, politics and ideologies, language barriers and vowelshifts. There are spies
  and searches, arrests and imprisonments, iron curtains and Berlin Walls, Alps and butter mountains, oil and SALT. The world is divided, and divides more every day; missiles point and cluster-bombs
  cluster; Reagan and the Born Again are that way, Brezhnev and the Politburo are this. In the air it should not matter; grander detachments, larger objectivities, seem possible. But in the air the
  borders and barriers function too, in the mind itself; slowly, strangely, consciousness changes, and Petworth can feel the change taking place within himself. Nothing is happening, yet somehow his
  being is shifting: a Petworth life and a Petworth wife, a Petworth day and a Petworth way, are strangely slipping and disintegrating in his head. Perhaps it has something to do with that popping of
  the ears at altitude which – the medical men, who say so many things now, say – touches strange glands that make the brain function somewhat differently; perhaps it is the strange
  hysteria of travel, which changes the sense in which we see the world; perhaps it is Karl Marx who is right, and changes in material condition generate changes in mentality. Whatever the reason,
  there is no doubt that, somewhere inside him, an old world is beginning to go, a new one beginning to come. The sky has cleared, turned to bright blue, and new landscapes lie below them, by
  unfastening his seat-belt, and raising himself up a little, Petworth can just see out, to glimpse an extraordinary, high, mountain landscape, a raw cold world of blank icecap, where no roads run,
  no settlements stand, where peaks glint and stark rock shines, a voided place. It is a place that matches his head, emptying of familiar being; he sits back in his seat and looks around the
  cabin.


  In the cabin, the other passengers sit, in stiff rows; Petworth looks at them and recognizes their actuality. The men sit in their weighty, pre-synthetic, rather crumpled suits; the women wear
  large, full-skirted dresses; the clothes are the clothes of convention and duty, not the light sensuous robings of provisionality Petworth has now grown used to, so lightly put on and so easily
  taken off. These people do not talk much, but when they talk, they talk assertively, poking each other with fingers; the accents are guttural, the words are sharp. Across the aisle an old man holds
  a beetroot in his lap, and a woman feeds bread to a child; these are peoply sort of people, and they remind Petworth of something – of, he realizes, the people of his childhood, a time when
  the world appeared remarkably solid, persons massive, individuals whole and complete, reality really real, buildings permanently in place, marriages made for ever, a fact a fact. It is in adult
  life that one conceives everything to be provisional, to feel oneself in the wrong bodily container, to sense the world as a shifting void; but these people do not seem to look or think like that.
  Petworth looks up; the heavy stewardess, hair in her nostrils, cake-crumbs round her mouth, stands above him like a severe mother; she is staring down at his groin rebukingly, as if he has
  committed some disgrace there, as, of course, one always has. ‘Lupi lupi,’ says the stewardess, pointing to the seat-belt; Petworth fastens it up. With reality shaping around him,
  Petworth decides he needs a fact: ‘English newspaper?’ he says to the heavy face above him. ‘Ah, na,’ says the stewardess, ‘Not available. Only available here is
  P’rtyii Populatiii.’ ‘All right,’ says Petworth, glad even of a foreign word, ‘I’ll have that.’ ‘Not in English,’ says the lady,
  ‘You will not like.’ ‘I will like,’ says Petworth. ‘So you want?’ asks the stewardess. ‘Yes, I want,’ says Petworth. ‘So I get,’ says the
  stewardess.


  P’rtyii Populatiii, when brought, proves very weighty: as much fact as you could wish for. It has a red masthead and heavy black type; evidently the government and party organ, it
  has photographs of authoritative solidity, showing firm men grouped around tables or under banners in strangely fixed positions. They shake hands in friendship, or they sign things; they are
  characters in the world historical sense. Petworth unfolds the big rough pages, staring down at the unknown words in their mysterious series, some in the Cyrillic alphabet, some in the Latin, all
  in the language he does not know. There are no pop stars, no women notable only for their tits, just fixed photographs, seamless text. From the text prod words of faint familiarity:
  Mass’fin Manifustu sounds recognizable, and Chil’al Ecun’mocu all too understandable. But Gn’oui Prut means nothing, or less: langue without
  parole, signifier without signified. The text flows, then does not; codes start, but will not unravel. Linguistic anxiety makes Petworth tense, as it does all of us; he reaches into his
  pocket for oral relief. ‘Na, na,’ says a voice above him; the big face of the heavy green stewardess is staring into his, hairs in her nose, ‘Noki roki.’
  ‘Pardon?’ asks Petworth, a man in a chair in the air above Plupno, or perhaps Viglip. ‘You smirk,’ says the stewardess. ‘No,’ says Petworth, looking down at the
  paper, ‘I didn’t smirk.’ ‘Da, you smirk,’ says the stewardess, snatching the unlit cigarette from his mouth and showing it to him, ‘Of course you smirk. Smirking
  here not permitted.’ ‘I’m sorry,’ says Petworth. ‘Only permitted is having a sweet,’ says the stewardess.


  The single sweet, wrapped in cheap paper, comes to him thoughtfully, on a little silver tray. It has a sharp acrid taste, the taste of foreignness. Petworth sucks it, and stares on, mentally
  nudging and prodding at the mysterious system of hieroglyphs packaged so tightly in his lap. Here are subtle grammars, cases, declensions and inflexions, an entire constructed universe that in turn
  constructs and orders the universe itself. Without it the world would be senseless, and pointless; yet for Petworth it does not mean, it simply is. It ceases to be a closed system; it leaks. As
  linguisticians like Petworth like to say, information without context becomes redundancy, or noise. There is a noise: the aircraft wheels drop from their casings. There is bright light: the grey
  sky and the raining have all gone, and the sky is a luminous blue. The engine note changes; the lights flash on the bulkhead; the intercom clicks, and the voice of the captain gives a long message
  in the language Petworth does not know, untranslated, graceless, cast in the firm tones of socialist realism. The heavy green stewardess comes and lifts up Petworth’s newspaper: ‘Lupi
  lupi?’ she asks. ‘Da,’ says Petworth, proudly displaying his crotch. Outside the harsh ice-cap has gone, and, craning, Petworth can see something else has come – a cup of
  jagged mountains, a green plain, a glinting big river, flooded beyond its banks, a steaming great power-station, the web of a city, not far beneath. Then down they come low, over shining polythene
  crop covers, and the Comflug flight from London, two hours late, touches down, bounces a little, brakes on the runway, then turns, following the van that says HIN MI toward
  the sign that says INVAT, until the Tartar crosses his bats, the plane stops, the flight handlers push steps toward the aircraft’s side, the stewardess opens the front
  door, to let in a great rosy circle of light.


  Petworth folds up P’rtyii Populatiii, undoes his lap-strap, rises, steps into the aisle, reaches up to the rack for his dutyfree bag and a large overcoat, quite mismatched to the
  bright weather outside (but his geography collapses totally once east of the Rhine). Outside, in the sun, the white bird continues to fly toward a city, a new ideological world, a life he
  can’t yet know, a language he can’t yet speak. ‘Na, na,’ says a voice by his ear; the heavy green stewardess is beside him once more. ‘Na?’ asks Petworth,
  staring at her; now she is small, and he big. ‘Is not permitted . . . ,’ she begins; but then, her mouth open, she ceases utterance, her eyes staring, her brow furrowed. Petworth, who
  has taught many a seminar in language acquisition, knows these symptoms at once; the Babelian tragedy has struck, linguistic arrest, translator’s block, has occurred. ‘Yes, not
  permitted,’ says Petworth patiently, ‘Now, not permitted to do what?’ ‘Vistu ab stuli,’ says the stewardess. ‘Yes, well, try again, I don’t
  understand,’ says Petworth patiently. Big Petworth, little heavy green stewardess, they stare at each other for a moment, trapped together on the linguistic interface. Then two large green
  arms rise up from her body, and her big hands seize his shoulders in a tight grip. For a small woman, she is strong; she turns him a little, shoves him backward, pushes him down; this causes his
  knees to fold, his buttocks to smack heavily down into the foam-rubber aisle seat where he has been sitting, a pain to run up his spine, his overcoat to fly up over his face. But gesture is
  language too, indeed is probably language’s very origin. ‘Not permitted to get up from your seat?’ suggests Petworth, removing the overcoat. ‘Da, da,’ says the
  stewardess, nodding vigorously, and putting the overcoat back onto the rack, ‘Is not permitted to get up your seat.’ And indeed, when Petworth looks round the cabin, he sees this is the
  universal understanding. For, though the doors are open, the steps ready, the blue buses moving toward them from the door marked INVAT, all his fellowpassengers have remained in their seats,
  strapped and silent, as if waiting for the next thing to happen.


  IV


  Now perhaps it should be explained that this Dr Petworth who sits with tingling buttocks on the apron at Slaka is, though a linguist, not that kind of linguist who knows many
  languages. He is competent in some tongues, but mostly dead ones: Old and Middle English, Middle High German, and, if pressed, a little Old Norse, a passable Old Icelandic. But otherwise he
  possesses no more than that conventional, minimal polyglotism that has, for centuries, taken the English, stammering and nodding, baffled and curious, speaking their own tongue very loudly and
  slowly in the belief that if spoken like this it will be everywhere understood, into every corner of the world. So Petworth possesses the words for coffee and tea in some thirteen
  different languages, those for beer and wine in some eleven or twelve, those for please and thank you in some nine or ten. He knows, for examination purposes, a lot of
  different Eskimo words for snow. Tourist words like museum and cathedral, travel words like customs and check-in, succour words like meal and
  lavatory, he can usually pick up anywhere with great facility. He knows his Norse from his Igbo; he has as many words of Hopi as he has of Greek. But it is all example and illustration; when
  it actually comes to learning and speaking to others the language they use and construct life through, Petworth has, to be frank, just as much trouble as the rest of us.


  But this is not all. Petworth also possesses a rich international sub-language – he would call it an idiolect – composed of many fascinating terms, like idiolect and
  sociolect, langue and parole, signifier and signified, Chomsky and Saussure, Barthes and Derrida, not the sort of words you say to
  everybody, but which put him immediately in touch with the vast community of those of his own sub-group, profession or calling in all parts of the world – if, that is, he can find anyone who
  speaks enough English to lead him to them. Petworth may not be a master of languages, but he does know what language in its Ding an Sich, its languageness, actually is. He knows all about
  how we, as language-speaking animals, language speak. If you ask him about analogic and digital communication, the code of semes, or the post-vocalic /r/, he can tell you, would be delighted to do
  so. He is an expert on real, imaginary and symbolic exchanges among skinbound organisms working on the linguistic interface, which is what linguists call you and me. In his own mind, he knows
  whether the mind is, or is not, a tabula rasa before language enters it, though he will not be divulging his answer directly in this book. You may not worry about such things, but there are
  people who do; indeed Petworth is a valued commercial traveller in an essential commodity, a loyal worker in the service of the one British export that, despite the falling fishing stocks and the
  rising oil price, the strikes and the recessions, still booms in the markets of the world. The ideal British product, needing no workers and no work, no assembly lines and no assembly, no spare
  parts and very little servicing, it is used for the most intimate and the most public purposes everywhere. We call it the English language, everyone wants it, and in its teaching Petworth is an
  acknowledged expert. His books on TEFL and TESOP and TENPP, on ESP and EAP, are jostled for in bookshops from Tromsø to Tierra del Fuego. And this is why he is here, the acrid taste of a
  sweet in his mouth, a pain in his spine, his bag of lectures tucked under the seat in front, sitting waiting at Slaka airport.


  Yes, Petworths are always needed, for isn’t everything a language? The grammar of airports is a language: this bustle of vehicles, these structured operations, as the grey tankers come
  under the wing, and the toilet-cleanser comes under the body, and the air-waves crackle and the hand-sets operate. The code of coming and going is a language, though it is the nature of language to
  function differently in different cultures. So in some societies the opening of a plane door is a signal suggesting to passengers that they may get off. In others, like this one, the same signal
  may mean something else; for example, that armed men may get on. For this, Petworth notes, peering through the globed window, is what is happening now; up the steps, into the plane, are coming four
  soldiers, in flared topcoats and boots that come up to the knee in cavalry fashion. Large young men, they have to bend their heads and tilt their weapons to pass under the doorway; their hair under
  their caps is tightcropped, to show the shape of their skulls, and make them look fierce. Behind them comes another man, smaller and in plain clothes, clothes so very plain that he must surely be a
  policeman from the state security system, HOGPo. These five stand at the front of the cabin for a while, talking to the heavy green stewardess. Then two of the soldiers, followed by the HOGPo man,
  begin to walk, their feet thudding on the thin carpet, down the cabin. The passengers do not look up; the cold metal of a sub-machine gun lightly touches Petworth’s hand as they pass him by.
  They go right down the cabin, and into the forbidden green-curtained area at the end; Petworth turns discreetly, to see the curtain falling behind them.


  When he looks forward again, he sees that the other two soldiers have now begun to walk very slowly down the cabin, side by side. One looks carefully to the left, the other to the right,
  examining, minutely, the faces of the travellers. Petworth, meanwhile, uneasily inspects theirs. They are young men, with primal-looking unstated features: their eyes are studs, their mouths raw,
  their expressions unchanging, like those in old photographs, when life was serious and exposures long. They take each row carefully, coming nearer and nearer. Now Petworth, in the service of the
  English language, has travelled much for the British Council. Once or twice a year, for several years, he has picked up his briefcase and gone afield with his lectures. In the process he has grown
  used to the hard outward face of modern travel. There are men with guns at Schiphol and Fornebu, Zaventem and O’Hare; soldiers with tanks and troop-carriers will suddenly surround Heathrow.
  He has walked through metal-detectors on several continents, pushed his luggage through hundreds of X-ray machines that do not harm the film in your camera, seen his lectures indifferently flipped
  through at innumerable security checks, watched the tablets in his medicine bag tasted by policemen in Dusseldorf and Rawalpindi, suffered, arms splayed, legs grossly apart, body-searches of all
  kinds, from the aggressive to the intimate, in countries of many ideological complexions. He understands the necessity behind these depersonalizations; airports are dangerous holes in all
  societies, and terrorists and hijackers, spies and political escapees travel the shuttling air routes, looking for all the world just like any ordinary linguist. The world seems to steam with
  growing anger and impatience; in some countries some people want an individuality they feel denied, in others a collectivity they feel they lack; some want less of self, others more. These are
  times when it is hard to know what a person is, and harder to be one; in many circumstances it is wise to be as little person-like as possible.


  This, as the soldiers come nearer and nearer, stand over him, Petworth tries now. The stewardess, standing behind them, says something about him: ‘Passipotti,’ says the soldier. The
  soldier looks at the document, stares with black eyes at Petworth, through the face into the skull, feels the Heathrow bag, laughs at the clank of bottle, hands the passport back, and passes on.
  Some three rows behind him, there is a conversation, then a commotion; a moment later the two soldiers walk heavily back toward the front of the plane, between them a neat Burberry-ed businessman
  in a Western suit, carrying a code-locked leather briefcase, impregnable to all assault save that of being picked up and walked off with. He is an ordinary man, who looks a bit like Petworth; but
  he is in another story, a story of spies and betrayals, not, thinks Petworth, Petworth’s story at all. The man goes down the steps between the soldiers, whose guns bob on their backs. There
  is a silence from the back of the plane, from behind the green curtain; there is a noise from the intercom, as the pilot says something in his gloomy monoglot. Slowly the passengers begin to rise,
  step out into the aisle, put on hats and berets, collect their cardboard boxes. ‘Is permitted?’ asks Petworth, waving at the heavy green stewardess, up the aisle ahead of him.
  ‘Da,’ she says, nodding. Petworth rises again, collects his Heathrow bag and overcoat, picks up his bag of lectures, jostles along the aisle to the entrance. ‘Thank you,’ he
  says to the stewardess as he passes her, hair in her nostrils, ‘Have a nice day.’


  Then he is at the top of the steps, looking down into the new country. Two more armed soldiers stand at the bottom of them, watching the passengers descend. Down he goes, till his flat earth
  shoes touch the new society, the fresh ideological soil. He pauses, sniffs the fresh, mildly aromatic air; one of the soldiers points him to the bulbous blue bus that stands waiting. Inside are
  just a few gun-metal seats, occupied by moustached men, old ladies carrying parcels; the smell is of disinfectant. The crowd jostles in; the grey-shined driver presses a button, and the doors hiss
  and close. Very slowly, the bus begins to move, bouncing on poor tyres past the Ilyushins, the Tupolevs, the Antonovs, guarded and in their places, toward the white terminal and the door that says
  INVAT. Draped with his luggage, Petworth hangs onto a metal pole and looks out, through the wavy imperfections of the glass, with flat eye, flat mind. There are colleagues
  of his at home who would regard this country, the ground of which he has just touched with his flat earth shoes, as the model of the desirable future, the outcome to which a benevolent history
  points; there are others who would see it as the bleak end of things. Petworth, who sees himself as an open-minded man, a voter for modest improvement, only political when roused, has no urgent
  views, merely a mild irony at the expense of all societies, each with its own fiction of having improved history. The bus bounces, the passengers sway, and not far off is the terminal, where he
  will, he trusts, be met and attended to, taken off on his tour.


  Hanging on the pole, he feels the usual small disorder in his stomach, the predictable pressure pain from the aircraft in his ears, the familiar gloomy confusion about why he has come to be
  lonely here, rather than being lonely somewhere else. He is away again, in the state of foreignness, which is a universal country, simply the opposite to home and domesticity. The two worlds both
  mesh and contend. So, waking at night in Bradford, next to his sleeping dark-haired wife, dreaming, probably, of someone or somewhere else, he will suddenly feel intensely the stupidity of linked
  flesh, the incompleteness of human bonding, the prison of property, the foolish sameness of days, the hunger for a bigger and less exact world. Waking at night in double-bedded hotel rooms, under
  duvets for two covering only one, in the central square of some not really apprehended distant foreign city where the trams rattle, nightclub music blurts, and the lights of cars reflect crazily on
  the ceiling, he will feel the wastefulness of displacement, the tug of domesticity; he will pick up the telephone and, through distant switchboards, place calls to Bradford, frequently not
  connected, lost amid the spacious buzzes and clicks of international wiring. Domestic and foreign, manic and depressive, never become one; between the states there is all this: the signs in unknown
  languages, the security checks and body searches, the armed men, the shifting landscapes glimpsed through wavy imperfections in glass; the great tankers saying COMOIL or
  BIN’ZINI; the duty-free lounges, the safety instruction pamphlets, the gins-and-tonic, the terminals.


  Here is the terminal, white and wooden; before the door marked INVAT, two blue armed men stand, not moving. For a while, the bus doors remain closed; the passengers
  – the moustached men, the elderly ladies – remain silently in their places; evidently this is a culture where people are used to waiting. Then, inside the building, behind the glass of
  the door, there appears a girl in a blue uniform, with the word COSMOPLOT on her hat; she unlocks the INVAT door, comes outside, presses a button on
  the bus side, and the doors hiss open. They go, the passengers off Comflug 155, down the steps, between the armed men, through the door that says INVAT. Inside, as well as
  out, the terminal is a building of little distinction, its walls and partitions of rough wood, its ceilings of crumpling tile, its floors of worn linoleum. The air has a faint dusty consistency;
  there is an endless boom of noise from various functions. Some semiotician has designed a system of wordless signs – arrows through squares, crosses in circles, ladders in oblongs – to
  guide bemused strangers through the labyrinth, the web of partitions and channels Petworth sees ahead of him. More functionally, another blue armed man stands there, pointing his sub-machine gun to
  help the passegers toward a place where stands another blue armed man, guarding a black line painted on the floor, behind which the passengers from London have formed a queue, long, slow, polite,
  orderly. From time to time, this armed man waves one of the passengers forward, toward one of a row of small curtained stalls; over the stalls is a sign saying IDENT’NII.


  Groups of green stewardesses go by; an old tractor drags through the hall a row of luggage-laden rubber-tyred barrows. The roar of planes taking off seems to shake the wooden frame of the
  building. The wait is long, but at last Petworth comes to the black line; the armed man waves him forward into one of the cubicles. He lifts the curtain; the cubicle contains a glass-fronted booth;
  in the booth sit two more armed men of the militia type, one with his hat off. ‘Passipotti,’ says the man with his hat off; the other man stares beyond Petworth to a mirror hanging
  behind his back, which discloses him from the unguarded rear. Into the hand that has come through an aperture in the glass, Petworth puts his British passport, blue and hardback; stapled into it is
  his visa, issued just ten days before at the London consulate of the country where he now stands. In several copies, it bears the formal seal of this people’s republic (Ryp’blicanii
  Proly’aniii) and a good deal of elegant script in Cyrillic. On each of the several copies is a small photograph of Petworth, showing a blotched and haunted face, caught in that strained
  expression one assumes behind the curtains of a railway station photo-booth not unlike the place where he waits now, when (flash) one is desperately trying to adjust the stool to the
  required height and (flash) the train one can just hear departing the platform is probably one’s own. The two armed men look, from photograph to Petworth, Petworth to photograph, image
  to what passes for reality and back again. Then the man without the hat looks up at Petworth: ‘Dikumenti?’ he says. Since the plane, Petworth has lost his taste for transient linguistic
  encounters, verbal one-night stands, but words are called for. ‘Professori,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Ah, da, prif’sorii?’ says the hatless man, ‘Prif’sorii universitayii?’ ‘Ja, or da,’ says Petworth, ‘Prif’sorii universitayii
  linguistici.’ The other armed man leans forward, interrupting. ‘Dikumenti?’ he says. It is now that Petworth recalls another document: a letter, very ill-typed, written in stiff
  and inaccurate English on rough grey paper, an invitation to himself from his formal hosts in the country, the Min’stratii Kulturi Komitet’iii. The letter has smudged badly in the
  pocket, and he has scribbled notes on the back; but the hatless man takes it, unfolds it, very carefully, and inspects its contents. ‘Kla?’ he says, passing it to the other armed man.
  ‘Da,’ says the second armed man. The first armed man picks up the visa again and looks once more at the photograph, then at Petworth. Evidently his face has now acquired the same
  blotched and haunted expression the photograph depicts, for the first armed man tears a page from the visa, stamps, one by one, the other copies, and then hands the passport and the folded letter
  neatly back to Petworth through the aperture in the glass. ‘Danke,’ says Petworth, smiling at the wonder of language, its seductive art for linking man to man. He lifts the curtain,
  steps out of the booth: to find before him another line of waiting passengers, another black mark across the floor, another armed man, another small row of curtained booths. The situation is the
  same, only the sign above different; the notice here says GELD’AYII. The wait, as before, is long; the queue moves forward slowly. Outside,
  planes roar, and there is a drumming on the roof presumably from the waiting crowds above. It is not, thinks Petworth, to whom the doors of language seem to be slowly opening, hard to judge what
  GELD’AYII means. This is a country where balance of payments problems are severe, and currency offences serious crimes against the state;
  indeed on the plane Petworth has been issued with a document, which has required him to list all the money he carries, and reminded him that the ordinary visitor must change so much foreign
  currency every day, at the official exchanges, or the offices of the state bank.


  He is ushered into the cubicle; inside is another glass booth. In it sit two more blue armed men, one wearing a jacket and the other not, the other wearing a moustache and the first one not. The
  man wearing the moustache and not wearing the jacket puts his hand through the aperture in the glass and says: ‘Dikumenti?’ Petworth hands in the passport, the visa, the letter, the
  currency form – a document on which he has in fact written nothing, all his expenses in Slaka being, as he understands it, the responsibility of the Min’stratii Kulturi
  Komitet’iii. The man with the moustache looks at the blank paper; he passes it to the man with the jacket. ‘Geld’ayii na?’ asks this man, looking at Petworth with some
  amazement. ‘Na, hospitalito,’ says Petworth, spreading his arms wide. The man without the moustache and the man without the jacket observe Petworth for a moment: then
  ‘Hippi?’ says the man without the jacket. ‘Na, na,’ says Petworth, ‘Prif’sorii universitayii linguistici, hospitalito officiale.’ ‘Vloskan na?’
  says the man without the moustache. ‘Look, dikumenti,’ says Petworth, pointing to the grey letter in the passport. ‘Ha,’ says the man without the jacket, reading, very
  slowly, the letter, ‘Ka? Congressi internat’yayii?’ ‘Colloquiale didactico,’ says Petworth. ‘Na geldin ab pitti?’ asks the man without the jacket. Petworth
  thinks he understands; he reaches in his pocket, and takes out a small wad of green and blue paper, samples of falling sterling, brought to buy Scotches on the plane. The man without the jacket
  counts it, and laughs; the man without the moustache writes something on the currency declaration, tears off the top copy, puts it in a drawer, stamps the remaining sheets, and hands it back to
  Petworth, together with the passport and letter. ‘Grazie,’ says Petworth, lifting the curtain: to find yet another queue of passengers, another armed man, another black line on the
  floor, and, instead of a row of booths, a single white doorway, which is marked DONAY’II.


  But the third labyrinth is different; the doorway, when Petworth is allowed to pass through, leads to a place of luggage, with open benches surrounded by waiting passengers; there are no armed
  men. Instead there is a big dapper lady, in dark blue skirt, white blouse, black tie, inspecting baggage; she works alone, and takes much time to get from passenger to passenger, for she is
  dedicated, poking severely into every bag, lifting out shirts, interrogating underwear, asking many questions. Petworth finds, on a bench, his own blue suitcase, with its tag saying SLK; he stands
  by it, he waits. Beyond the walls is a ferment of voices, the roar of a crowd. It is probably the noise of the meeters from the roof, waiting to greet the arriving passengers. Among their number
  must be an emissary to him from the Min’stratii Kulturi Komitet’iii, waiting there to give him money, take him onward, lead him to his lectures; the end is in sight, or hearing.
  ‘Va?’ says the dapper lady, reaching him at last, tapping his suitcase. Petworth unlocks it; she probes briefly into the intimate world of his changes of sock, his small case of
  medicines, his formal suit and spare set of shoes. Then she glances briefly into the plastic bag proclaiming ‘Say Hello to the Good Buys from Heathrow.’ The briefcase, however, does
  detain her attention. Unlatching it, thrusting its jaws wide, she stares down curiously into the mass of papers and books that are shoved untidily inside. She pokes a little, looks at Petworth.
  Then she says: ‘Ot.’


  ‘Ka?’ says Petworth. ‘Ot,’ says the lady, putting both her hands out, then turning them over. Gesture is language; this is unmistakable. ‘Ah, ot,’ says
  Petworth, resignedly, upturning the bag. Its contents spill out, a chaos of papers and paragraphs. Lectures lose their paperclips and disintegrate; script blows across the floor; books fall from
  the bench and fall flat on their faces in the dust. The books are what the lady attends to first. She lifts them and looks at each one: Chomsky on Transformational Grammar; Lyons on Chomsky;
  Chomsky on Chomsky; Chatman on socio-linguistics; Fowler on Chomsky and Lyons and Chatman. ‘Pomo?’ she asks. ‘Na, na,’ says Petworth, ‘Scienza, wissenschaft.’
  ‘Ha,’ says the lady, lifting one of the books (Fowler’s, actually) and looking doubtfully through it; then she lifts another and inspects it page by page. ‘Ka,’ she
  says, handing it out to Petworth. There is an illustration of writhing human organs. ‘It’s a speech act,’ cries Petworth, ‘The mouth engaged in a speech act.’
  ‘Ha,’ says the lady, setting the books aside, suddenly seeming to find them dull. Instead she turns her attention to the scattered texts of Petworth’s own lectures. She spreads
  them, ill-typed texts, roughly held together with rusting paperclips, texts that have travelled in many parts of the world, known the extremes of heat and cold, passed before many sorts and
  conditions of men, along the bench in front of her. Then, going through the tidy piles, she picks one out, lifts it onto her clipboard, and attempts to read it.


  It is probably not one of Petworth’s best, a well-worn, anodyne piece entitled ‘The English Language as a Medium of International Communication.’ Its audiences have, however,
  been large, and it has been with Petworth for some time, as is the way with lectures. Many changes of thought, refinements of feeling, have been scribbled into its margins: Petworth, the author
  himself no less, has difficulty in reading it. So, evidently, does the lady. She furrows her brow, turns the pages backward and forward, as if the end might be in the beginning or the beginning in
  the end; she holds it up by the paperclip and shakes it, as if its meaning might emerge this way. What does come out is a few sheets, which fall onto the floor; she picks these up and looks at them
  with special attention. It is now Petworth is struck with a professional thought, worth, in less anxious circumstances, a lecture in itself. The written word, it occurs to him, does not simply have
  a different meaning in a different culture, because of its changed relation to the total vocabulary of that culture; it also has a different weight or status. So in some
  cultures – like, for example, Petworth’s own – words are expended very freely, readily spoken and fairly easily published; they have a low weight on the market. In other
  cultures – like, for example, this one now – words are traded more selectively and carefully; hence, according to a familiar economic principle, they have a high value on the
  market. In such cultures, text can be trouble, books small bombs. Moreover, it is possible for low-value words from one environment to become high-value words simply by changing not
  the words but the environment – for instance, by putting them in a bag and taking them somewhere in a plane. Hence environment determines the worth of words; this can be seen from what
  is happening to his own, right now.


  For the lady looks, and frowns, and is not happy. Petworth senses he must establish that these words at least are worthless and irrelevant: ‘Lectori academico,’ he says.
  ‘Poy,’ says the lady, reading on. There is, actually an old argument, sometimes used in language teaching, that fear and anxiety can improve people’s language acquisition.
  Petworth doesn’t believe it, but something is happening to his own competence now. ‘Lectori academico pri’fissori universitayii hospitalito officay’alii congressi
  intemat’yayii colloquiale didactico,’ he says desperately. ‘Moy,’ says the lady, not looking up from the text. It is not easy to tell, from inspecting her expression,
  whether any comprehension at all is taking place, though the length of time she is taking with each page makes it seem doubtful. Despite the long delay, the other passengers continue to wait
  patiently, casting only the smallest and most oblique of glances at the events at his bench. All look foreign, none look as though they might help; he has no other rate of exchange but his own.
  ‘Exchangi amicati,’ says Petworth, taking out the grey letter from the Min’stratii Kulturi Komitet’iii, and handing it to the lady. ‘Voy,’ says the lady, taking
  it and putting it on the clipboard that rests against her hard, white-shined breasts, which seem clearly designed for this purpose and no other. She stares at it, shakes her head. Only now does
  Petworth recall that this letter, too, is in English, and hardly likely to solve his problems.


  Petworth looks round, at the walls, at the other passengers, who patiently wait for what will happen next. When he looks back again, the lady is walking away, toward one of a wall of roughly
  partitioned offices that lines the room, where men in white shirts and black ties work or stare out at him. She carries both his letter and his lecture on ‘The English Language as a Medium of
  International Communication.’ On the bench in front of him flutter his remaining lectures, their pages in disorder, their content in recollection absurd: he tries, a little, to order them,
  but the spirit is somehow not there. A few moments later, he sees the dapper lady walking back from the office toward him: she is now accompanied by one of the blue armed men. She takes up her
  position on her side of the bench; the armed man, boots squeaking on the tile, comes and stands beside Petworth. The lady now begins to collect up all the papers scattered in front of her, doing it
  with a notable neatness, uncreasing the bent comers of the rough and pen-corrected texts, smoothing the covers of the books; this is evidently a culture where care and time are taken. She slips them
  into the briefcase in neat and sensible order, closes the top, hands it to the armed man. ‘Da?’ asks the armed man, pointing to the blue suitcase and the Heathrow bag. ‘Da,’
  says the lady. ‘Hin,’ says the man, nodding to Petworth to come; the other passengers watch, with some curiosity, but not too much, as Petworth and his escort march off through the
  sounding shell of the low-roofed wooden building, the armed man in his thudding thick black boots, Petworth in his pattering flat earth shoes. ‘Exchangi amicato,’ cries Petworth
  desperately; the armed man does not respond, but leads Petworth to a small white door, which has a sign on it saying DIRIG’AYII.


  Inside the room, behind a desk, sits another, very big blue armed man. Near the desk, in a plastic easy chair, sits, under a sign saying NOKI ROKI smoking a
  sweet-smelling cigarette, a small man in plain clothes, clothes so very plain he must surely be a policeman from the state security system, HOGPo. Both are reading. The big blue armed man, who has
  a scar down his nose, has the grey letter from the Min’stratii Kulturi Komitet’iii. The man in plain clothes has ‘The English Language as a Medium of International
  Communication.’ ‘Exchangi amicato,’ says Petworth, standing in front of the desk. The big man rises and walks slowly forward; his eyes are blue, his gunstrap seems too tight for
  his swelling chest. The plain-clothes man stubs out his cigarette. The blue armed man stops in front of Petworth, looks him up and down. His arms spread wide, he thrusts them forward; suddenly
  Petworth feels himself seized in a maelstrom or turbulence; his nose is being pushed hard into the leather cross-strap over the man’s shoulders; his breathing is stifled on the thick worsted
  of his uniform; his hands touch the cold metal of the machine gun on his back; their thighs come together, prodding each other. His groin is being bored, his back being beaten; the man has a sweaty
  stench; sweat, too, pours down Petworth’s body inside his clothes as these things happen to him. The armed man pushes him backward for a moment, holds him out at arm’s length, like a
  large doll. His blue eyes stare, around them the creases wrinkle. ‘Camarad’aki,’ he cries, ‘Velki in Slaka.’ And then Petworth is dragged forwards again, into the
  great fraternal maelstrom. Comrade is not a word he is fond of, never having had one, but ‘Camarad’aki!’ he cries when, breathless, he emerges.


  ‘Rot’vitti!’ says the plain little plain-clothes man, gaily standing behind the desk with four glasses and a bottle. A full glass of bright clear liquid appears in
  Petworth’s hand. ‘Snup!’ says the big armed man, raising a glass to him. ‘Kulturi!’ says the plain-clothes man, raising his. ‘Musica!’ says the armed man
  who brought Petworth here, pretending to bow a fiddle. ‘Exchangi!’ says Petworth, raising his glass and drinking it down, with a choking cry; the local peach brandy is not to be missed.
  The others are laughing; perhaps the word is senseless, or even obscene, it does not matter. He is in the middle of some great masculine joke; it is, in the circumstances, well worth joining. The
  four men, two armed, two not, stand in the room and laugh together, in full male roars, like the roars of adults in the living-room when Petworth was a child. After a while, the laughing stops;
  through the window, Petworth sees the Western businessman, with the code-locked briefcase, being marched by two soldiers towards a black car. ‘Please have good visit, Mr Pitwit,’ says
  the plain-clothes man, handing Petworth the briefcase, ‘Such interesting books. Do not leave them with any of our people.’ The big armed man gives Petworth a last comradely hug; the
  other armed man lifts his baggage and guides him from the room. They go down a corridor, back into the customs hall; the big dapper lady turns to watch him go, with his guide, to a door marked
  OTVAT. Here another armed man, sitting on a stool, unlocks it, and allows them through. The armed man who is his guide puts down his baggage, bows a little, goes back
  through the door. It closes, a key clicks; the sign on this side of the door says NOI VA.


  Sweating, Petworth turns. Beneath him is his luggage tumbled at his feet. In front of him is a long thin concourse, packed with people, too many, indeed, for its confined and narrow area, for
  they push, jostle a little, tread on each other’s feet. The men are mostly in double-breasted suits, the women are round and bulky. They carry flowers, wave handkerchiefs, and cluster
  hopefully round the door marked noi va. Faces bob into sight in the turmoil, and then subside again. Beyond the people are long dirty windows, lit by the now fading sunlight; beyond the windows
  Petworth can see yet more armed men, walking up and down a forecourt to inspect yet more people – who lift luggage, carry flowers, tote backpacks, enter small orange taxis, or wait patiently
  at a place marked BUSOP, where more battered blue buses with bulbous noses stand with their doors tight shut. And further on still, beyond all the busy people, there is a
  landscape, of wide hedgeless fields, trees, wooden houses, a small hill; poking up in the middle is the golden onion. And beyond the onion there must be the city, with its lives and realities,
  cemeteries and cathedrals, ministries and museums, hotels and bars, customs and conversation. He is here, within the gates, come, in his flat earth shoes, to visit.


  



  2 – RECEP.


  I


  Now this Dr Petworth, whose arrival in Slaka we have just witnessed, is in fact an old and practised cultural traveller. Today, in this late summer of 1981, he stands in the
  lobby of the airport at Slaka, but really he might be anywhere; year after year he has been coming, coat over arm and bags at knee, through the arrivals labyrinths of airports with wildly different
  names – Madrid or Helsinki, Tunis or Teheran – but with the same fluttering flight-boards, the same sea of faces, the same incomprehensible, polyglot announcements, emerging, pausing,
  putting down his luggage, in the firm expectation that his coming will be noticed. He is a person of no great interest, not a character in the world historical sense, a man waiters neglect and
  barmen save till last; yet he believes that someone will always step forward from the crowd, shake his hand, lead him to the car park, and put him in the way of a familiar plot of days, quite as
  familiar as the domestic world he has not been sorry to leave behind. He confidently expects to be taken to the city, signed in at some downtown hotel already apprised of his coming, handed to a
  bellboy, left for a while to shower, shave, freshen and change knickers, be collected again, driven to one of the town’s better quarters, taken upstairs to an apartment, with a good view, a
  maid holding a tray of drinks, a host in something formal, a hostess in something ethnic; where, in the rooms, the professors come and go, talking of T. S. Eliot, professors who will seize on him,
  reminisce about the Oxford colleges they long ago went to, say Lacan to his Derrida, Barthes to his Saussure, and discuss, quite as if they had read them deeply and long ago, and not just glanced
  at them hastily that afternoon in expectation of his arrival, the several books that he has published.


  All this Petworth expects, as he comes through the arrivals labyrinth, because he is a man with a sign. From the handle of his briefcase there dangles a puce and magenta tag; it is the
  identification tag of the British Council, an organization designed to bring scholars like himself to the cities of the world. Between him and the Council, a compact exists. The Council
  representatives have their responsibilities: meeting and greeting, driving and arriving, tending and mending, liquoring and succouring, showing slides and fixing rides, detaching and onwardly
  despatching. And Petworth, in turn, has his: coming, meeting, chatting, eating, drinking, talking, listening, walking, imparting and finally departing, on to the next place, so that the cycle can
  resume again. A simple system, it has always worked well; hotels of modest comfort have always been found, with a booking in his name or one like it. Restaurants of pleasant ambiance have from time
  to time been frequented. At appropriate times Petworth has been taken to academic buildings, where the stairwells are alive with the smell of disinfectant, been offered coffee or something
  stronger, introduced to those who in turn will introduce him, then led through long corridors past student posters everywhere much the same, advertising exhibitions of Expressionist art and attacks
  on the regime, their own or someone else’s, into sudden large lecture halls: where students, their physiognomies, clothes and skin-pigmentation differing somewhat, though by no means as much
  as you might think, from country to country, according to which one this happens to be today, are stacked in rows to stare at him, look at his tie, and listen as well as they can or they care to
  while Petworth stands on the podium and divulges, in the complexities of the English tongue, the complexities of the English tongue.


  Like the students, the countries differ in detail. Some allow no mention of Jesus, and some no mention of anyone else; some have statues of long-dead scholars in the courtyard and students whose
  eyes are always on the ground, and some have tanks and armed troop-carriers in the forecourt, and students whose fists are always in the air. Yet the impression – because it is an impression
  of lecture rooms, hotels, restaurants and receptions – is always rather much the same. There are moments that do stand out: a certain affair of a suitcase lost in Bogota once; a certain
  matter of a girl called Irina in Bratislava (but that was in another country, and the wench now has tenure); a meal composed of grass in Kyoto, another of poisoned seafood in Singapore; a notable
  performance of Hamlet in Belize, a notable performance of belly-dance in Hammamet. As in life itself, familiarity is occasionally fractured and transformed by surprise and variation, sometimes but
  not usually in the form of pleasure. And today, in Slaka, there is one. For here is Petworth, sweating, red-faced, troubled, fresh from Slaka’s turbulent labyrinth of arrival. He stands in
  the crowded lobby, his back to a pillar, the busy faceless crowds around him, the meeters and greeters, the pushers and jostlers, clustering round the small white door marked NOI
  VA. His coat over his arm, his luggage below his feet, his face turns expectantly, this way and that; the puce and magenta tag hangs from the handle of his bag of lectures. The sun
  diminishes, the armed men walk up and down. But Slaka is the capital of a hardline country of the socialist bloc, a member of Comecon and the Warsaw Pact, suspicious of the Western cultural
  agencies; as a result, there is, in Slaka, no British Council office or representative at all.


  II


  Now all this has been explained to Petworth at a very brief briefing, given him by a grey-haired lady smoking Player’s Number Tens from a tiny packet, in a dark old office
  with high cupboards somewhere high up in the British Council building in Davies Street, London, some ten days before his present journey. It is, this day ten days gone, a very bleak wet day;
  Petworth, down from Bradford on the early morning train, with visas yet to collect and flights to check, sits damply on a wooden chair, staring at a lithograph portrait of Shakespeare and an old
  poster for the Berliner Ensemble. He holds a plastic cup of coffee of very murky consistency; a secretary in a ra-ra skirt keeps stepping in and out with files; water from his mackintosh is making
  a puddle on the Council floor. In Oxford Street, round the corner, the usual ambulances and police cars heehaw; he can see, through the window, the Royal Wedding bunting, dripping rain onto the
  sheikhs and their spouses who are shopping below. ‘There’s no British Council there?’ he says, shaking the coffee and pondering the impossible thought. ‘No, we’re not
  represented in several of the socialist countries,’ says the grey-haired lady, dropping ash over a thick file which is, Petworth presumes, his own, ‘They think we spy and bring in bad
  books, perish the thought.’ ‘How is this tour arranged, then?’ asks Petworth. ‘What we have is a cultural exchange agreement,’ says the grey-haired lady, patiently,
  ‘It’s directly negotiated each year between their government and HMG. Our part’s minimal, we just arrange your travel out there and point you to the plane. After that,
  you’re in the hands of their Ministry of Culture. They’ll look after you, rather well, I expect, unless the political climate changes. You know how these things work. They flow when it
  thaws and block up when it freezes, just like the lav down the corridor.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth, ‘So money, my hotel, my programme?’ ‘All their
  responsibility,’ says the lady, cheerfully.


  ‘Tell me,’ says Petworth, sitting in his puddle, ‘Would you say now things were thawing or freezing?’ ‘Well, thawing, really,’ says the grey-haired lady,
  ‘Or they wouldn’t have asked you. On the other hand, they are beginning to freeze again. Since Afghanistan and the Reagan hard line and the failure of détente and the collapse of
  SALT. Actually we’re very interested in your visit, because it’s rather a test of the mood. If it goes well, we’ll hope for more. Or course if it goes wrong, we’ll reassess
  the whole programme.’ ‘Goes wrong?’ asks Petworth, looking up, ‘How might it go wrong?’ ‘Well, it does happen,’ says the grey-haired lady, opening up the
  file in front of her and looking into it, ‘Tell me, my dear, you aren’t a bugger, are you?’ ‘Pardon?’ asks Petworth. ‘There’s nothing here about your
  sexual tastes,’ says the lady. ‘I see,’ says Petworth, ‘No, I’m not.’ ‘Not that we’re against buggers in the Council,’ says the lady. ‘I
  always thought not,’ says Petworth. ‘One’s all for life’s pleasures,’ says the lady, shaking out the match with which she has just lit a fresh cigarette, ‘The
  trouble is there’s very high surveillance there, and their security police – they’re called HOGPo, actually – are rather keen on that sort of thing. They find it very good
  grounds for blackmail. One can hardly blame them, really, they’ve done rather well out of our British taste, as you well know.’ ‘I suppose so,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, if
  one were asked to sum up Eastern Europe in a phrase,’ says the lady, ‘one would say it was their buggers listening in on ours. So you’re totally hetero, my dear.’
  ‘Well, I am, yes,’ says Petworth, staring down into the gloomy grounds of the coffee. ‘Well, in that case,’ says the lady, ‘do be careful. Practise out of sight, and
  above all avoid the whores in all the main hotels and nightclubs.’ ‘I will,’ says Petworth. ‘And they’ll undoubtedly give you a guide-interpreter,’ says the
  lady, ‘Sometimes they’re tough old biddies, but sometimes they go for rather attractive young females. Think of her as totally forbidden fruit, it’s probably a plant. Remember, in
  this world, everyone reports to someone; them to theirs, us to ours.’ ‘But I don’t,’ says Petworth, ‘And I have no information worth having whatsoever. Except about
  linguistics.’ ‘Yes, well, we’ll come to that in a minute,’ says the lady, ‘More coffee.’ ‘No, thank you,’ says Petworth, steaming in his chair.


  ‘Yes, well, now, my dear,’ says the lady, ‘I’m not sure what hotel they’ll put you in, probably the Europa. But do assume as a matter of course that the room is
  bugged, most of them are. There’s not much you can do about it, except take care. But I always like to hang a towel over the mirror when I get into bed. They photograph through them, you
  know, and you never are sure what you’ll be doing. Of course nowadays they’ve got these advanced multi-directional microphones that can pick up anything at enormous distances, so if
  they’re interested in you they can usually find you. But if you’re talking to anyone, or worse, try banging spoons on the woodwork, or run the shower and do it in the bathroom. Better
  still, go outside. The only real place to chat or make love is in a newly ploughed field, but they’re not always easy to come by.’ ‘I suppose not,’ says Petworth.
  ‘There are all sorts of ways of getting you if they want you,’ says the lady, ‘But do avoid illegal currency transactions. Everyone will try to buy your Western money, but
  it’s a crime against the state and they can put you in prison for years. And don’t bring papers or documents out of the country, however compassionate the story; that’s another
  favourite. Always stick firmly to the titles of your lectures, don’t comment on national events, and try to keep all politics right out of it.’ ‘Well, there aren’t many
  politics in linguistics,’ says Petworth. ‘I expect that’s why they chose to ask you,’ says the grey-haired lady, ‘But you’d be surprised. If you should get
  picked up by HOGPo at all, try not to eat anything. They’re particularly fond of drugged chocolates and poisoned cigarettes, for some reason. Of course all these are just common-sense
  precautions; nothing’s likely to happen to you. Unless they suddenly decide they want to trade someone for someone, or something.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth, ‘I think I
  will have another cup of coffee.’


  ‘Sorry I couldn’t offer you lunch,’ says the lady, ‘I’ve found the most marvellous Indonesian round the corner, but you know our budget’s been cut, like
  everyone else’s. Georgina, Dr Petworth would love another cup of your coffee. I say, dear, haven’t you had your hair done? I think it’s super.’ ‘Thank you,’ says
  Georgina, ‘Same again?’ ‘Black this time,’ says Petworth. ‘Well,’ says the grey-haired lady, snapping shut the file in front of her, and smiling at him.
  ‘I’m sure you’ll have the most marvellous tour there. I was posted there, you know, I loved it. Slaka’s a very delightful city, you know, lots of old buildings and parks and
  flowers and gipsy music. And you’re perfectly entitled to dismiss your guide when you’re not working, and get in lots of sightseeing. Incidentally, let me recommend the cathedral.
  It’s just out of town, but the ikons are marvellous, and I always say you can’t get into much trouble in a cathedral. There’s a lot of very nice craftwork, some of it you
  can’t bring out, but do watch out for the handmade embroidery. Your wife, you’ve got one, haven’t you, will love it, and you might as well buy masses, since you can’t bring
  any money out with you, you know. Ah, here’s Georgina with your lovely coffee. And, look, here’s a little booklet you might find useful. It’s not actually for academic visitors,
  but it’s full of wise saws and modern instances. You know, like the voltages, and so on.’ ‘Well, thank you,’ says Petworth, taking the coffee, and Helpful Hints for
  British Businessmen. ‘And if you should get into trouble,’ says the grey-haired lady, ‘we’ve telexed the British Embassy to forewarn them about your tour. Of course
  it’s a very small embassy, Slaka’s not exactly the centre of the world, but there’s a second secretary there named Steadiman who does traffic accidents and a bit of culture.
  He’ll give what help he can in any emergency. I’ve put the address in your papers, and you’ll find the number in the Slaka telephone book, I expect. If they allow you to see one.
  Yes, I loved it there, marvellous posting. The only thing was not being able to talk to anyone. When I got back, I just talked and talked and talked, for twenty days. And ate chocolates. As you
  know, their economy’s weak, and you don’t find many delicacies.’


  It is gloomy in the British Council office, with its dark old corners, on this exceptionally bleak day. The rain falls outside; and the sunshine is not shining in Petworth’s heart either.
  He knows and has read the stories, of frontiers and guardposts, spies and imprisonments, beatings and treacheries, that we delight ourselves with in this dark world; and perhaps if he were a
  stronger character than he is, or is said to be, he would protest now that he does not really wish to be put into one. But then he knows he is not being put into one, rather a version of the old
  and familiar story, the lecturer’s tale, with stock theme and minor variations. He drinks the coffee, the lady blows smoke: ‘Well, I think that’s really it,’ she says,
  ‘It’s all common sense. No currency deals, no buggery, no political statements, no private talks, in bedrooms or public places, no documents, towel over the mirror. And do watch the
  ladies; I think you get the point.’ ‘Yes, I think so,’ says Petworth, ‘Beware of foreign parts.’ ‘Exactly,’ says the lady, ‘And just one more thing.
  We’d like a brief report when you get back. Purely on academic matters, state of the universities, and so on. Don’t make your notes while you’re there, of course, keep them in
  your noddle and then jot them down when you’re back in, where is it, Bradford?’ ‘Yes, Bradford,’ says Petworth. ‘Well,’ says the lady, standing up, and walking
  him toward the door of the dark office, ‘Have a marvellous time, enjoy yourself. And do let us know when you return safely.’ ‘I will,’ says Petworth, ‘If I do.’
  ‘Well, of course you will,’ says the lady, ‘It’s a terrific experience. Georgina, he’s going.’ ‘Bye,’ says the secretary, picking up the file from
  the desk, ‘Sorry about the coffee.’


  And so, his face looking a little bleak, and not unlike the day, Petworth walks, in his damp mackintosh, out of the dark British Council office and across the corridor toward the rickety British
  Council lift, which stands waiting. At the back, a sign forbids more than six people to travel in it at once; ten laughing Japanese, blue airline bags hanging over their shoulders, cameras round
  their necks, beckon, excitedly to him to get inside. He steps into the elevator, as if into an unwanted future; around him, the Japanese now all begin to press conflicting buttons at the same time,
  with the result that the lift jogs up, jogs down, and visits every single floor in the building before it descends at last to street level, where Petworth, Helpful Hints for British
  Businessmen held in his hand, steps out into Davies Street, amid the decorations and the gloom, and past the newspaper seller at the tube station, who is advertising some new strike for the
  summer silly season, to go on about his business, find his visa, check his ticket, make his plans. And it is in consequence of all these arrangements, or the lack of them, that he now finds himself
  in the dusty airport concourse of the airport at Slaka, standing against a pillar near the door marked noi va, his luggage tumbled by his feet, while the great crowd bobs around him, and the clock
  on the wall ticks away the time.


  And away the time goes; it is thirty minutes since he came through the door, thirty minutes in which nothing has happened. The puce and magenta tag still dangles from the briefcase at his feet,
  a sterile sign, a meaningless meaning; the crowd mills, and faces swim into existence and then fade again. The other passengers of Comflug 155, the besuited men, the elderly ladies, have all long
  since come through the doors behind, to be welcomed and kissed, hugged and enfolded, laughed over and given flowers, taken off through the crowd, led through the exit doors, hurried off into the
  forecourt, removed into life. But nothing of this sort has happened to him; there has been no meeter to meet him, no greeter to greet him. Outside, beyond the dusty glass, the red sun has been
  steadily slipping down, and most of the blue buses in the parking lot have long since been driven away; in the coming dusk, the golden onion has ceased to be golden, but has begun to turn toward a
  shade of black. From Petworth’s face too a certain glow has gone: the confident expectation he wore as he came out from the arrivals labyrinth has turned to doubt, and even to a tiny touch of
  fear. Things, of course, should be well; there is an organization behind all this. For somewhere, if the typist of the grey letter in his pocket has got matters clear, and translated the
  information correctly, if the dates are accurate and the British and Slakan calendars analogous, if he has himself comprehended all facts correctly and those with whom he has been dealing have done
  the same, then he should be passing now from the hands of Davies Street to the hands of Stalingradsimutu, from the closed file of the British Council to the open one of the Min’stratii
  Kulturi Komitet’iii


  On the other hand, it is apparent that certain things could have gone wrong. He has, after all, come on a flight that, thanks to the Heathrow strike, many thought would not take off at all; he
  has come on a plane that has descended two hours late, and on top of that he has been delayed for an hour in the labyrinth of entry; he has arrived on an arrangement which, if one closely inspects
  – and by now he has very closely inspected – the grey letter, actually appoints no specific places of rendezvous, means of contact, type of encounter. The chances for confusion are
  many, and confusion in these matters is not unknown, even when travelling with the British Council, which he is not. The clock ticks on; he has been here forty minutes; the crowds, the noise, the
  dust rage around him in the long concourse. Airport lobbies all over the world are, if one passes through them quickly, as one usually does, much the same anywhere; but the more time one spends in
  them, the more minor variations grow apparent. Thus, at Schiphol, Amsterdam, there is a Diamond Shop; at Frankfurt one may find Dr Muller’s Sex Shop; so in either place one may pick up that
  last-minute present she has always wanted. And other airports, when recalled offer a similar infinitude of delights; bars and banks, radio shops and ski shops, shoe-shine parlours and fast-food
  outlets, souvenir stalls and bookstores. By comparison, the arrivals hall at Slaka is simplicity itself; its services are minimal. There is, to one end, under the clock that ticks away his time, a
  small kiosk, displaying some pens, a few postcards, and some copies of P’rtyii Populatiii, with a sign over it saying Litti. In the centre, there is another stall, with a girl
  in a blue uniform behind it, writing on a form; the sign over this says COSMOPLOT. At the further end is a third stall, marked AVIS; it has a notice
  on it saying, in English, ‘We Try Harder,’ and no one on duty.


  Beyond this, there is nothing. There is, for example, no telephone kiosk, from which, if he had money, he might call the Min’stratii Kulturi Komitet’iii on Stalingradsimutu and
  declare his arrival, though even that would presumably be unprofitable, since, as Helpful Hints for British Businessmen helpfully hints, banks, offices, and state trading organizations are
  closed on Saturdays and on Sundays, the day that this is. There is no place to get money, no bank or change desk (camb’yii) to which he can turn for local currency, though, if there
  was, it would, this being Sunday, probably be closed anyway. Having no money, there is no way he can take the airport bus to the Comflug offices in the city (no check-in facilities) where it is
  just possible that his meeter might even now be waiting, nor take a taxi to Stalingradsimutu, where he might find a guard or a porter who could find a host or a receiver who could find a hotel, or
  just sit on the steps. There is no place marked Information, where he might get some, or even Enquiries, where he might try to. Another sort of man might do something; grow angry,
  take action, leave arrivals and go to departures, there to try to change his return ticket and get back on the flight back to London, if there is one, or even go back through the door marked
  NOI VA and ask for assistance. But Petworth, in his dogged way, knows the sort of story he should be in, and he is prepared to wait and let it come to him: a story not of
  frontiers and guardposts, spies and imprisonments, beatings and treacheries, but a simple story, commensurate with his talents and limitations, a story of small hotels and large lecture rooms, of
  faculty lounges where grey professors talk about incomprehensible educational reforms which are hardly worth comprehending anyway, since they will be transformed again within the year, and bright
  girl assistants discuss the deeply dull theses they mean to write, and of occasional evening receptions where, drink in hand, Petworth can chatter brightly on about matters of common fascination,
  Hobson’s Choice and Sod’s Law, birds in the hand and frogs in the throat, a story of, in short, everyday life.


  And so he stands there in the lobby of Slaka airport, with fifty minutes gone since his arrival, his luggage at his feet, with no meeter, no greeter, no money, no city, no hotel, no food, no
  bed, no lectures, no professors, no, in a sense, future. A fresh flow of passengers, men in dark suits, women in dark dresses, entire families of six or seven, all dressed in their Sunday best, a
  complete football team in their blue blazers, streams out through the door marked NOI VA. He turns to see; when he turns back, someone is standing in front of him. It is a
  small unshaven man, in dirty black trousers, grey shirt, exposed braces, a small denim cap. He smiles at Petworth, with a twisted smile: ‘Private Tacs,’ he says, bowing slightly. It
  seems to Petworth that Private Tacs is an odd emissary; but messages come everywhere in strange packets, and this is a proletarian country. ‘Petworth,’ says Petworth, holding out his
  hand. The man does not take it: he shakes his head. ‘You like private tacks to Slaka?’ he says, ‘I take dollar, Anglisch pount, very cheap rate.’ ‘I see,’ says
  Petworth, temptation flowering suddenly in his mind; a path to survival opens before him. ‘You like stay private house?’ asks the man, ‘Very cheap, dollar only, pount.’
  Temptation grows, but currency offences are crimes against the state, attracting the most severe penalties: ‘No, thank you,’ says Petworth, standing solidly against his wooden pillar.
  ‘Okay,’ says the man, stepping back and disappearing, with a magical rapidity, into the crowd. A hope come, and then gone again, Petworth leans sadly back against the wooden pillar,
  staring up at the clock, which has now ticked away an entire hour since his arrival here.


  But now another plane must have come in, for in front of him the crowd mills and eddies frenziedly; he stands there with his feet protectively set over his luggage as the people press busily by.
  Then in the mass a space appears; in the space he sees, some little distance away, someone standing there, halted, looking across, smiling at him questioningly. It is a lady, in her middle years;
  she wears a big black coat with a fake fur collar. Petworth smiles faintly in return; the lady looks and twists her hair, which appears to be a large blonde wig. Again it is not the sort of
  emissary that Petworth has expected, but letters come in strange envelopes, and this is a different land, under another ideology; he raises an eyebrow. The lady, smiling a little more, begins to
  step toward him through the crowd; as she does so, she allows her coat to fall open, revealing a very low-cut dress struggling to hold in a very large bust. Petworth stares; the lady, coming
  closer, puckers her mouth in the gesture of a kiss. It is now that Petworth suspects temptation of another kind; the whores in the main hotels and nightclubs should be avoided at all costs. The
  lady comes close now, wreathed in a pall of distinct scent; now she pushes her arm through his. ‘Chaka, chaka?’ she says. ‘Sorry, my mistake,’ says Petworth, trying to
  retrieve his arm, ‘I thought you were . . .’ ‘Chuka, chaka, na?’ asks the lady, ‘For dollar, very cheap?’ ‘Na, na,’ says Petworth firmly, this is not
  what he has come so far to exchange. ‘Ah,’ says the lady making a moue, ‘Very nice.’ ‘I’m sure,’ says Petworth, getting his arm free, ‘But
  I’m an official visitor.’ The lady goes into the crowd; exhausted by his temptations, Petworth leans back against the pillar. He is tired of false messages, and wants only a true one.
  Then he looks up, and realizes that it has very probably come.


  For there, standing in front of him, smiling politely toward him, is a far more probable emissary: a middle-aged man with grey in his hair, refinement in his face, wearing a smart rectangular
  suit, with an honour of some sort in the buttonhole, and over the suit a topcoat, which is loosely draped over his shoulders. ‘Feder,’ says the man, looking at him. ‘Ah,
  Petworth,’ says Petworth. ‘Please, Feder,’ says the man. ‘From the Min’stratii Kulturi?’ asks Petworth. ‘Ah, Min’stratii Kulturi
  Komitet’iii?’ says the man, ‘Man, na. Feder? Cueta?’ ‘I don’t understand,’ says Petworth. ‘Ah,’ says the man, raising a finger; then he lifts
  his hand into the air, and seems to scribble with it. ‘Oh, you have a message for me?’ asks Petworth. ‘Na, na, not a message,’ says the man, scribbling again in the air.
  ‘A letter?’ asks Petworth. ‘Na,’ says the man, shaking his head. ‘You have a book?’ says Petworth, ‘A story, a history?’ ‘Na, ma,’ says
  the man, encouragingly. ‘A poem, a play, a novel,’ says Petworth. ‘How you write?’ says the man, ‘Für schriften?’ ‘A pencil, a brush,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Na, stylo,’ says the man. ‘What, a pen?’ asks Petworth. ‘Da, da,’ says the man, with delight, ‘A pen. Please, your pen.’ ‘Ja,
  ja,’ says Petworth, agleam with the glow of literate contact, and he reaches into his pocket and produces his silver Parker ballpoint: an old travelling companion, and the true author of so
  many of his lectures. ‘Ah, da,’ says the man, gratefully, taking the pen, ‘English so hard. I do not really speak. So, slibob. In our tongue, thank you.’ And then the man
  bows, smiles, holds up the silver pen, and moves off into the crowd with it. The afterglow of literate contact remains with Petworth for a moment; then, ‘Here, my pen,’ he shouts,
  hurrying off after the loose overcoat, which is disappearing, with some rapidity, around the corner of the kiosk that is marked COSMOPLOT.


  Another new flight has evidently come in: a busy new flow of passengers – old ladies, men in ties, an entire orchestra carrying their instruments in cases – streams from the doors
  marked NOI VA and blocks Petworth’s way as he hurries in pursuit. Petworth stumbles over double basses, falls over euphonium cases; when he reaches the corner of the
  stall marked COSMOPLOT, the man in the topcoat has quite disappeared. The stall is decorated with posters of peasants dancing in blousy costumes, the women in trousers, the
  men in skirts; of a market place with a high clock tower in it; of pinnacled castles high on crags in some Transylvanian wonderland, where all stories are said to start. The girl in the blue
  uniform still writes away behind the desk at her document; as Petworth comes up to her, she looks up with suspicion. ‘Did you see a man go by, with an overcoat over his shoulders?’
  Petworth asks, breathing hard. ‘A man? You want a man?’ asks the girl. ‘He’s taken my pen,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, yes?’ says the girl, returning to her
  document, ‘Do you say a man has taken your pen? Well, I hope you do not want to borrow a pen of me. I have only one pen, and it is an official one.’ ‘No,’ says Petworth,
  ‘I don’t want your pen. I want to find that man and get mine back.’ ‘Oh,’ says the girl, ‘Do you tell that this man steals your pen?’ ‘He took it
  away from me,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, it is not my business,’ says the girl, ‘I am not policeman. You must go to that policeman over there and make a document, if you like
  to.’ The girl points – with her pen, not his pen – to one of the blue armed men, who stands a little way away from the Cosmoplot desk, his Kalashnikov automatic rifle over his
  shoulder, talking to a girl in a grey coat, with a shoulderbag.


  ‘Yes, I see,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course, if you do this, you will spend many hours at the police house, and they will make very many questions of you,’ says the girl,
  ‘Perhaps it is not so important, just for one pen.’ ‘It was a Parker,’ says Petworth. ‘Also I wonder if that man truly steals your pen,’ says the girl, still
  writing, ‘In our country such crimes are not permitted. Perhaps he likes to think you gave it to him. Perhaps if they ask him he tells you try to change it for something illegal, for dollar.
  Often when such things happen it is best to buy a new pen. You can buy one at this place over here, do you see it, it is marked Litti? There they can sell you pen. Now, do you see how busy I
  am? I must write on my document with my pen.’ ‘I don’t suppose,’ says Petworth, struck with an idea, ‘you’ve had any messages for me? My name’s Petworth.
  I’m an official visitor, and I’ve not been met.’ ‘Are you turstii?’ asks the girl. ‘Am I thirsty?’ asks Petworth. ‘No,’ says the girl, tapping
  with her pen on the desk, ‘Are you turstii? Do you make here a tour by Cosmoplot?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘I’m an official visitor.’ ‘Then, please, not
  here,’ says the girl, ‘Here for turstii only.’ ‘You can’t suggest any way I can get in touch with my hosts?’ asks Petworth, pleadingly. ‘Not here,’
  says the girl, bending her eyes to her writing, ‘You are in wrong place. And now you see I am busy.’ For a crowd of large middle-aged women, most of them with dyed blonde hair and
  garish plastic luggage, have suddenly swarmed around the stall, picking up leaflets and asking many questions in Russian. ‘Well, thank you,’ says Petworth hopelessly, turning back into
  the crush.


  An hour and a quarter has passed now since he first came through the door marked NOI VA, a door which opens again, to emit many more new passengers: elderly men, young
  ladies in headscarves, a whole bevy of priests in cowls, wearing grizzled patriarchal beards. Petworth stands, looking two ways: somewhere ahead of him in the crush is his silver pen, somewhere
  behind him his piled luggage, the blue suitcase the briefcase of lectures, his yellow Heathrow bag, his grey overcoat. Beyond the moving throng is the pillar where he has stood for so long, waiting
  for his meeter to meet him, his greeter to greet him. Jostling the old men, pushing at the priests, he pushes his way back to his territory. The pillar still stands there, with a space around it;
  it is only his luggage – the suitcase, the briefcase, the yellow bag, the grey coat – which has gone. He looks around, walks to the next pillar, walks back, and knows the low point of
  human fortune. He is here, in a foreign country, under a changed ideology; but, like some old car abandoned on the motorway, he has been stripped of all his functional equipment. He has no money,
  no hotel, no friends, no contacts, no pen, no property, no lectures, no books, no clothes, and, in a sense, no future at all. For a moment he thinks, not knowing what to do. ‘You will spend
  many hours at the police house, and they will make very many questions of you,’ the Cosmoplot girl has said, but questions are all that are left. Petworth turns and walks slowly through the
  moving flow of people, the black-dressed ladies, the darksuited men, the priests in their orthodox robes, toward the armed man with the Kalashnikov, and the police house where they ask the
  questions.


  III


  Just behind the Cosmoplot stall, the armed man still stands there, talking to the girl in the grey coat. ‘Please,’ says Petworth to him, ‘Do you speak English?
  Someone has stolen my luggage.’ ‘Va?’ says the armed man, turning, his nose hard and fierce, his gun swinging on its short strap, ‘Va?’ ‘My luggage,’ cries
  Petworth, ‘Stolen!’ ‘Please,’ says the girl in grey, ‘He does not understand you. But I know how to interpret. Describe please these luggages to me, and I will explain
  you.’ ‘Thank you,’ says Petworth, turning gratefully to the girl, who has a white tense face, a mohair hat on her head, a shoulderbag over her shoulder; and in her hands and at
  her feet a blue suitcase, a bulging briefcase, a heavy overcoat, and a plastic bag which says ‘Say Hello to the Good Buys at Heathrow.’ ‘What consists your luggages?’ says
  the girl, patiently, ‘Please explain it. He is a policeman and likes to help.’ ‘That’s my luggage, there,’ says Petworth, ‘You’ve got it.’
  ‘These?’ says the girl, staring at him, ‘No, these are not your luggages.’ ‘I left them over there, by that pillar,’ says Petworth. ‘But they are not your
  luggages,’ says the girl, firmly, ‘They are the luggages of another. They belong to Professor Petworth.’ ‘Exactly,’ says Petworth, ‘Me.’ ‘He comes
  from England to make some lectures,’ says the girl. ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, ‘I’m Petworth.’ ‘Oh, do you like to think so?’ says the girl, looking at
  him, and laughing, ‘Well, I am sorry, you are not.’ ‘I’m not?’ asks Petworth. ‘No, really you are not,’ says the girl, ‘I have his photograph, sent
  from Britain. Do you think you are that man?’ Petworth looks at the photograph; it shows a large round balding face, of late middle age, wearing heavy glasses, and underneath it the legend
  Dr W. Petworth. ‘Well, no,’ Petworth admits, ‘That’s someone else.’ ‘I have looked three hour for this man,’ says the girl, ‘Now I find his
  luggage. But it is not you. You do not even look like a professor.’ ‘I’m not, yet,’ says Petworth, ‘But I am Petworth.’ ‘You are not,’ says the girl,
  ‘Please go away.’


  ‘Wait, I think I know who that is,’ says Petworth, pointing at the photograph, ‘There’s another Petworth, who teaches sociology at the University of Watermouth, I get his
  mail sometimes. He’s not very well known.’ ‘And you, who are you?’ asks the girl; the armed man steps nearer. ‘Well, I’m an even less well-known Petworth than he
  is,’ Petworth admits, ‘But I’m the one they sent.’ The armed man pokes Petworth with his fingers: ‘Dikumenti,’ he says. It is a happy intervention, for out comes
  the grey letter from the Min’stratii Kulturi Komitet’iii, which the girl seizes. ‘Oh, oh, yes, you are the one, really!’ she cries, ‘Oh, Petwurt, you have confused me,
  you do not look like yourself. And there I waited for two hour at INVAT, to bring you past the custom, but I looked for that man with the big head. Well, no matter, it is
  just a small confusion, quickly solved.’ ‘Then you’re from the Ministratii Kulturi Komitet’iii?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, Petwurt,’ the girl says admiringly,
  looking at him with her white, saddened face, ‘You are in Slaka just three hour and already you speak our language. Actually we say it so: Min’stratii. Do you see the difference? You
  intrude a redundant “i.” But that is natural error for an English. Yes, I am from there, your guide for this tour. My name is Marisja Lubijova, Oh, dear, that is hard for you. Do you
  think you can say it?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, ‘Marisja Lubijova.’ ‘Very good,’ says the girl, ‘But I think it is too long for you. You call me Mari,
  like all my good friends. And in Slaka it is your first time? I don’t think so, you speak our language so well.’ ‘Yes, my first time,’ says Petworth. ‘Then I welcome
  you to my country,’ says Lubijova, ‘Do we do it the English way? How do you do, shake the hand, I wish you very nice visit?’ ‘What’s the Slaka way?’ asks
  Petworth, ‘In customs they gave me a comradely hug.’


  Marisja Lubijova stares at him: ‘Oh, I see, Petwurt,’ she says, ‘You are only just come but already you want everything. Well, of course, the Min’stratii will not be
  outdone.’ ‘I just meant . . .’ Petworth begins, but his words choke; for two arms come firmly round his neck; he is tugged, forward, downward, into Lubijova’s grey coat.
  This time it is nicer: no male sweat, but the scent of healthy soap; no belt of hard leather, but a delightful soft mammary cushion; no prodding male groin, but a better mesh of bodily economy, a
  fairer rate of exchange. ‘Camarad’aki,’ Lubijova cries, thrusting him back, ‘So welcome in Slaka! Oh, dear, Petwurt, your face goes quite red. Perhaps you are shy, like all
  English.’ ‘It seemed the right colour for the country,’ says Petworth. ‘I think you like our customs,’ says Lubijova, ‘That means you will make good visit. Now,
  I just tell this policemen all problems are solved. Please take some of your luggages, and we go somewhere. Do you like a nice hotel of the old kind, I hope so?’ ‘Yes,’ says
  Petworth, sensing he is back on the old course of things, ‘I do.’ They begin to go, Petworth carrying his recovered luggage, walking with his recovered guide, toward the evening light,
  the doors marked OTVAT. ‘Oh, dear, you must think I am bad guide,’ says Lubijova, ‘Did you think no one comes for you? I think you did, but you
  shouldn’t. Of course someone finds you, you are important visitor. Everywhere people are waiting to see you, and expecting remarkable talks. Often there are confusions in these places, but no
  matter. Now we find a very nice taxi. Oh, I please you are here.’


  But it is now, as they come up to the doors marked OTVAT, and are about to step outside, that Petworth realizes that someone has been watching him – indeed has been
  inspecting him, and the process of meeting and greeting, for some time. By the entrance doors, against the light, a small dark-eyed man, in his thirties, with a neat curve of beard round the line
  of his chin, stands, arms folded. He wears a white sweater with a small animal-like symbol sportively decorating the left nipple, sharp black trousers with a white chalk stripe. His bird-like face
  holds a large curved pipe; it is a face Petworth has caught sight of several times before, in the tidal movement of the crowd, feeling he almost knows it, though not how, or where, or when. Now the
  face responds, beams at him, removes its pipe, moves toward him, speaks. ‘Well, my good old friend Dr Petworth,’ it says, ‘I see you are getting very well received. But always
  with the ladies you are lucky. And how are you?’ A hand comes out, which Petworth shakes, having put down his luggage: ‘Very well, thank you,’ he says. ‘Of course,’
  says the man, ‘And the lovely Mrs Petworth, what of her? Perhaps you have just left her, I hope she does not put on some weights. When thin, her figure is very good. But that is a lady who
  must watch always the plates.’ ‘Very well also,’ says Petworth, staring at the face grinning at him. ‘You must not let such ladies spoil themselves,’ says the man,
  ‘Often I think of her. And of course of wonderful Cambridge. How is it these days? Of it I have the very best memories.’ ‘Cambridge?’ says Petworth, ‘Oh, Cambridge is
  very well too.’


  Beside him, Lubijova impatiently shifts her shoulderbag; Petworth stares at the face in front of him, with its sharp little grin, its bird-like look, and finds that certain small things are
  beginning to come back to him. There is the place, Cambridge, England, in the summer, the sun shining, the greenfly busy, the language-school season at its peak, the streets full of noisy youths
  from many cultures, speaking multi-lingua; a long room, hot and sunfilled, packed with easy chairs, windows open, admitting the noise of student transistors playing pop music on punts and the
  bright cries of blonde Swedish girls as they fall, with great regularity, into the river; at the front of the room, at a podium, Petworth himself, lecturing on some linguistic crux or other;
  somewhere at the back of it, in a chair by a door, this same sharp face, with its bird-like eyes and curve of beard, moving busily, nodding, grimacing, beaming at wit, shaking from side to side in
  dissent, nodding up and down in affirmation. The time is vague: this could be any one of a long succession of British Council summer schools, annually held, where university teachers from
  universities abroad are invited, to bring themselves up to date with contemporary writing, and criticism, and linguistics, and the detailed stuff and custom of English life, like going regularly
  into pubs. For a number of years now, Petworth has done his stint there, staying for a few days, lecturing on such questions as whether the mind is, or is not, a tabula rasa before language
  enters it, drinking in rooms, wandering in Heffer’s, bringing with him his dark wife – who, glad of the chance to leave domestic routine, and Bradford, comes to explore the wickerwork
  of Joshua Taylor, the cramped flowerprint of Laura Ashley, the wine bars, the college chapels, the mirrored, musical boutiques.


  Over the years Petworth has met many students, made many friends, there; but, once remembered, this one can only be recalled as memorable – for his sharpness, wryness, slyness, for his
  interventions, his omnispresence, his readiness with an issue at a lecture’s end, his demanding face looking over the plates in the college hall at dinner. ‘What a place!’ says
  the man now, at Slaka, ‘Of it I have the most extraordinary recollections. But especially I recall some excellent literary conversations we are making together. Oh, Dr Petworth, you were
  acerbic then, I remember, quite caustic. We look forward to those qualities again. I hope you don’t forget my name, my good old friend. Plitplov.’ ‘Of course, Mr Plitplov,’
  cries Petworth, ‘How nice to see you again.’ ‘Well, Doctor Plitplov now, you will please to learn,’ says Plitplov, putting his head down in humility, ‘Things change
  for us all, for the better or the worse. And thanks in no little part to you. Perhaps you remember a certain small writing – small, that is, for you, large for me – you assisted with?
  To you I owe many important footnotes, references I cannot at all obtain at the libraries of Slaka. You know for us books are a problem, we must fight to see them. But you are very kind, and that
  work has appeared now in my country, to create, if I do not be immodest, some stir.’ ‘Splendid,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course I reserve a copy for you,’ says Plitplov,
  ‘And you find in its openings acknowledgement of your contributions, a gratitude for scholarly and not-so-scholarly assistances. Also to Mrs Petworth. I do not overlook her great help to
  me.’ ‘Really, she was a great help to you?’ asks Petworth. ‘Indeed,’ says Plitplov, ‘what a fine person.’


  In the lobby at Slaka, Petworth thinks once more of Cambridge, and something else comes back: an occasion in the courtyard of a pub, probably the Eagle, on a summer’s night, with
  cockscombed punks and louche youths from the language schools drinking and sitting on the cobbles all round, and the fingers of his dark wife tapping in irritation on an empty gin glass, while this
  same engrossed face has held them both and discussed, at great length, over the potato crisps, an enterprise in the linguistic analysis of nineteenth-century fiction, something on the imagery of
  food and drink in . . . ‘Wasn’t it Trollope?’ Petworth asks. ‘Ah, my friend, I see your recall is total,’ says Plitplov, beaming, ‘Trollope, your great and
  toomuch- neglected novelist of the bourgeois realist era, now I think over. Well, I like to believe I have restored his interest, secured his reputation again.’ ‘Good,’ says
  Petworth, ‘Splendid. Tell me, I’ve forgotten: do you teach here at the university in Slaka?’ Plitplov takes a pouch from his pocket; slowly he lifts vegetable matter from it and
  deposits it thoughtfully into the bowl of his large curved pipe. ‘You might say I hold certain posts in my country of pedagogic kind,’ he says after a moment, ‘In fact you also
  might say it is not accident you are invited to come here. Evidently some influential person has spoken somewhere of your talents, had a finger in that pie. Perhaps a person not so very far from
  you now.’ ‘I’m most grateful,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, if your visit here is very good,’ says Plitplov, ‘I hope you will remember that person very nicely,
  and perhaps give a little more help. If not so good, then remember that also others have been involved.’ ‘I’m looking forward to it,’ says Petworth, ‘It’s my
  first visit.’ ‘I know it,’ says Plitplov, ‘I have researched you, quite a little bit. I have some schemes for you, plans of every kind. Also I know many good lectures will
  come now our way.’


  Marisja Lubijova has been standing, fidgeting, at Petworth’s side. ‘Let us find now your taxi,’ she says, ‘They wait you at the hotel.’ ‘Oh, excuse
  please,’ says Plitplov, turning, beaming, ‘This pleasant young lady. You have not introduced me. Perhaps she is your guide. How is it, when I see you, you have always the most
  attractive female companies?’ ‘Oh, please excuse me,’ says Petworth, ‘Yes, this is Miss . . .’ But it is too late: Plitplov has already bent forward from the waist and
  has seized Miss Lubijova’s hand. Now he is putting it to his lips and lightly kissing the back of it – a grace-note, Petworth suddenly remembers, that went down exceedingly well, like
  some others, with his dark wife when Plitplov made just this gesture in Cambridge. ‘Plitplov,’ says Plitplov. ‘Lubijova,’ says Lubijova, ‘I think we perhaps meet
  somewhere before.’ ‘Before?’ cries Plitplov, ‘Oh, no, not possible. One does not forget to meet such a nice young lady.’ ‘I think so,’ says Lubijova.
  ‘No,’ says Plitplov, ‘Perhaps you know my small articles in the newspaper. Or perhaps you read a book of me.’ ‘Book of me?’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you really
  say “book of me”? And there is rumour you like to teach English. Yes, I think there was a time once when I did have to read a book of you.’ ‘Oh, please!’ cries
  Plitplov, slapping his brow with the heel of his hand in a theatrical fashion, ‘Did I say “book of me”? Oh, my good old friend, do you see how much your arrival has excited me?
  You know from Cambridge my English is well-nigh faultless, better than many British. But emotion can have such an effect.’ ‘Well, I think your good old friend wants to go now to his
  hotel,’ says Lubijova, briskly, ‘I think he is quite tired of his journey.’ ‘Ah, now, that is interesting question,’ says Plitplov, turning his bird-like eyes on her,
  ‘Is our good friend tired of his journey? Or is he perhaps rather tired by his journey? There are two different things. Well, we have here expert in such questions, a dab hand.
  Let us ask him. Pronounce for us, please, Dr Petworth.’


  Tired or not, Petworth senses a diplomatic crux when he meets one, calling for the best exercise of his talents. ‘Yes, fascinating, isn’t it?’ he says, there in the airport at
  Slaka, ‘One of those delightful English cases where two idioms meet and both are relevant. Yes, I’m indeed tired by my journey, and I’m also tired of my
  journey.’ ‘And wants to get taxi to his hotel,’ says Lubijova. Taking his pipe from his mouth, Plitplov stares at Petworth. ‘Yes, I recall,’ he says, ‘Always you
  like to be diplomat, to please everyone. This was noticed in Cambridge. Of course not always everyone is pleased. But, excuse me, I am not considerate. You like to go to the hotel. My dear young
  lady, do you find for that purpose a taxi. Meantime I stay here and amuse our tired and diplomatic guest.’ ‘I expect you will amuse very much,’ says Lubijova, hitching her
  shoulderbag high on her shoulder. Then she goes through the glass doors and out into the world outside: Petworth and Plitplov, two gentlemen scholars, stare out through the dirty and fingerprinted
  glass as she goes across the forecourt to yet another armed man, who stands in the road, invigilating the cars and the taxis, the Ladas and the Wartburgs, that pick up and put down. ‘Oh, this
  is good guide,’ says Plitplov, pointing with his pipe, ‘Sometimes the guide is not so suited. Sometimes it is an old lady or a man. That is not half so amusing.’ ‘No,’
  says Petworth. ‘Also, look, she treats you like important visitor,’ says Plitplov, ‘She makes that police stop a taxi for you, so you do not wait in a line with the people.’
  ‘How nice,’ says Petworth. Outside the militiaman raises his baton, and blows whistles; an orange taxi screeches to a stop. Inside, Plitplov turns suddenly, so that his back is to the
  window. ‘Of course with that one we must both be very careful,’ says Plitplov, staring at Petworth, and putting a forefinger to his nose.


  ‘Really?’ says Petworth. ‘I think you notice my small ruse to send her away,’ says Plitplov, chuckling, ‘Of course she is very suspicious of me, because I have come
  here to meet you.’ ‘Is she? Why?’ asks Petworth. ‘Well, of course,’ says Plitplov, turning and looking through the window, ‘I do not come so many miles to the
  airport just to see those planes go up and come down. I do not wait here three hour just to exchange some little memories. No, in my country, we have a saying. Certain matters are certain
  matters.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth. ‘This is not your very nice Cambridge,’ says Plitplov, ‘There you can play your games of the mind, I remember them. Does the
  reality exist, or is it just a construct of the head? Here we know some answers to that. There is reality everywhere, the art is to survive.’ ‘Yes, I see,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Do you notice how that one pretends we have met before?’ asks Plitplov. ‘Hadn’t you?’ asks Petworth, ‘Why did she do that?’ ‘Of course,’ says
  Plitplov, sucking on his pipe, which fumes like a small bonfire, ‘She likes to find all out about me. She has her duties. Why do they give to her such a job, to escort an important
  intellectual of the West?’ ‘I don’t know,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, I know some things of her,’ says Plitplov, ‘No matter how. Slaka is small city. Everyone
  knows a little of someone else. Her father is a high party member.’ ‘What duties?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, there is always a way to embarrass everyone,’ says Plitplov,
  ‘For example, I have certain positions. Here, with positions, there are always enemies. Someone works to replace you. Of course these things are not done directly. One approaches always a
  matter by a corner.’ ‘Yes, I understand,’ says Petworth.


  ‘So you must be very cautious,’ says Plitplov, ‘It is for instance well you do not say anything about me to this girl. Perhaps I am indiscreet already. Now they know I am once
  in Cambridge.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And then with you,’ says Plitplov, ‘I have said you are my friend. But how do I know your intentions? Perhaps you will say
  in your lectures many bad things about my country, or use ideologies that are not correct. Perhaps you have some orders.’ ‘Not at all,’ says Petworth. ‘Remember, I have
  pulled some strings for you at a very high level. If you commit some wrongs here, that will be bad also for Plitplov,’ says Plitplov. ‘I don’t think you need worry,’ says
  Petworth, ‘They’re very ordinary lectures.’ ‘Or if you make some wrong friends,’ says Plitplov, ‘Well, a wink to a blind horse, as you say. Or is it a nod to a
  blind horse?’ ‘It probably doesn’t matter,’ says Petworth, ‘If the horse is blind.’ ‘Even to talk here to a foreigner at an airport, that is a risk for
  me,’ says Plitplov. ‘Surely not,’ says Petworth, turning – to see that, beside them, there now stands another blue armed man. Plitplov’s face whitens; the armed man
  speaks to him. ‘He likes to see our documents,’ says Plitplov, ‘Do not worry. A small matter.’ The armed man inspects the papers of both of them. ‘I have broken some
  small rule,’ says Plitplov, knocking out his pipe into his hand, ‘They are such bureaucrats here.’ ‘What rule?’ asks Petworth, as the armed man, apparently satisfied,
  goes off. ‘Oh,’ says Plitplov, ‘Not to smoke in public place. But I explain him I am with important government visitor who likes me to smoke.’ ‘I see,’ says
  Petworth. ‘You observe now one must be here an artist in relations to survive,’ says Plitplov, ‘Luckily I am such artist. I do not embarrass you, I trust? You don’t think,
  my good old friend tries to compromise me?’ ‘Not at all,’ says Petworth. ‘Good,’ says Plitplov, ‘Because I think we can make both some profits from this visit. I
  expect you will find me by your side quite often.’ ‘How nice,’ says Petworth. ‘But do not surprise if sometimes you do not see me,’ says Plitplov, ‘Or if we meet
  and I say I do not know you. I like to take care, I have a nervous wife, who cannot live without me. Now, tell me please, the transformational grammar of Chomsky, that still convinces you? Or do
  you join the army of structuralism, which has cut such a wide swathe in the thinkings of the West?’


  But that large and crucial question is never answered: for, at Petworth’s side, Marisja Lubijova, in her grey coat, is quietly standing once more. Behind her stands a small man in a
  plastic black cap and a grey shirt. ‘Oh, my dear young lady, so soon you are back?’ cries Plitplov, turning in apparent surprise, ‘We are having such good talk about optative
  counter-factuals in elegaic works. But I think we continue it now in your taxi.’ ‘I do not think it goes in your direction,’ says Lubijova, firmly, ‘It is a very small taxi
  that goes to the hotel only.’ ‘At least I bring your luggage, my friend,’ says Plitplov, bending to grasp Petworth’s baggage, which now dangles lightly on the ends of his
  fingertips. ‘The driver comes for them,’ says Lubijova. ‘Oh, please, I have such strong arms,’ says Plitplov, striding out toward the door that is marked OTVAT. ‘I am afraid your good old friend is a nuisance,’ says Lubijova, with a frowning brow, a lady with a tough side, following behind. ‘Quite a character,’
  says Petworth, opening the door to let out the taxi driver, and then colliding very briefly with a tall, neatly besuited man, carrying a furled umbrella, who has come running from a brown Ford
  Cortina parked at the curbside on some urgent and frantic errand. But it is a small delay; Petworth is out now, beyond the terminal, in the world to come. The asphalt spreads, but beyond is nature:
  fields, trees, the jagged curve of the mountains. A football team is getting into one blue bus, an entire orchestra with its instruments into another, a row of grizzled priests into a third: the
  sun is dipping, the evening light growing blue, the low-watt forecourt lights coming on, the wind sharpening. There are two distinct smells in the air: a rustic odour of rot and dung, and an acrid
  stench of industrial pollution.


  Down the forecourt, a small orange taxi stands, its rear door politely held open by a topcoated armed man. ‘Oh, this is a very big taxi,’ Plitplov is saying, ‘I think we can
  all get in it.’ ‘It goes to Hotel Slaka,’ says Lubijova. ‘By an interesting coincidence, I must go just by there to a chemist, with a recipe for my wife,’ says
  Plitplov. Petworth follows his two contending guides. He is tired, of his journey, by his journey; he feels dismantled and deconstructed, like some fictional sentence; but he has
  companions, directions, somewhere to go. The scented smell from Plitplov’s gross pipe, the orderly common sense of Lubijova, a good if tricky guide, not an old lady or a man, which is not so
  amusing, reassures, familiarizes. The taxi is a small home from home, a domesticated place: its vinyl upholstery is protected by furry blue nylon covers, with pink cushions on top of them; from
  stereo speakers in the two corners of the back window comes the stirring chorus of some massed choir unable to contain itself. ‘Slibob,’ says the armed man, ushering him into the rear
  seat. Meanwhile Plitplov and Lubijova are thudding his luggage into the trunk; from them, over the noise of the music, comes a familiar noise, the sound of a quarrel, intimate, violent, almost
  marital. Then, to his left, Marisja Lubijova slams into the taxi, her shoulderbag swinging furiously. A moment later, and the right-hand door opens; Plitplov gets in, his bird-like face grinning.
  Pushed to the middle, knees high over the transmission shaft, Petworth suddenly finds his head neatly caught at that point between the two stereo speakers where it becomes a perfect booming
  receiver. ‘Oh, this is very nice music, do you like it?’ asks Lubijova to his left, ‘It is a military song of the people.’ ‘Oh, no, such noise, too much, I
  think,’ says Plitplov to his right, ‘I think we like it turned off, don’t you, Dr Petworth?’ He is tired, very tired, but always the diplomat: ‘It’s very
  nice,’ he says, ‘But perhaps he could turn it down a little.’


  Lubijova taps the shoulder of the driver, sitting in front in his plastic black cap; he lowers the sound and roars the engine. At the same moment another sound replaces it: a sort of demented
  tapping, as if someone were beating fingers on the roof. The car begins to move; simultaneously Petworth notices a pair of human hands scraping at the glass of the window, beside Plitplov’s
  face. ‘Someone is here,’ says Plitplov, winding down the window a little; a small hand wriggles in, waving in the fingers a bright silvery pointed object, looking like . . .
  ‘It’s my pen,’ says Petworth. ‘Slibob, slibob,’ shouts a voice through the window; the little creased face of the man in the topcoat beams in through the glass as he
  runs along beside the moving car. ‘Slibob,’ Petworth calls back. Plitplov turns the pen in his hand, and stares at it: ‘You lent to him this, your good pen?’ he asks.
  ‘Yes, I did,’ says Petworth, taking it. ‘Well, I think you are lucky he brings it back to you,’ says Plitplov, ‘That is Parker, very good.’ ‘Of course he
  turns it back,’ says Lubijova, ‘You don’t think in our country the people will steal?’ Meanwhile Petworth, with difficulty, turns to look through the rear window. The
  topcoated man, still waving, stands on the forecourt; he has been joined by a companion, a big, fine, fairhaired young woman, in boots and a batik dress. ‘Oh, really, you believe our people
  do not steal,’ says Plitplov, ‘Do you read it in the newspaper?’ ‘He brings it back,’ says Lubijova, crossly. ‘Because he sees this is important government
  visitor, with a guide,’ says Plitplov. ‘I hope you don’t criticize your country to a foreigner,’ says Lubijova. ‘I think this is intelligent person who has been in
  Cambridge and can make up his own mind,’ says Plitplov. The intelligent person who has been to Cambridge stares on, through the back window: under the forecourt, the couple wave and wave.
  Then they stop, for a third person joins them, and holds them in conversation. He is familiar, this third person; he is the besuited man with whom Petworth had just a moment ago collided, at the
  door marked OTVAT, as he came out and the man went in. He still carries his furled umbrella, but for some mysterious reason he has added to it a large sack.


  The taxi stops at a sign; the besuited man raises his umbrella in the air and, carrying his sack, starts to run, in pursuit of it. The driver roars the engine, and swings round a corner. Behind,
  the man, indeed all three of the wavers, have dropped from sight. It occurs to Petworth that this small drama is a matter worthy of comment; but he is tired, tired of the journey, tired by the
  journey, and in any case his companions have other matters to discuss. Having left the public space of the airport, the taxi driver has tuned to another station: the sound of woodchoppers’
  music is replaced by a jazz track, by someone called Henry James and His Imps. ‘Ah, Western,’ says Plitplov. ‘It is decadent,’ says Lubijova. ‘You like it?’ asks
  Plitplov. ‘You don’t want it,’ says Lubijova. ‘Of course he wants it,’ says Plitplov. ‘I don’t think so,’ says Lubijova. In front of the taxi, a
  long, thin, straight road lies ahead, pointing toward the horizon and the mountains; along the way, a high stack of orange smoke rises like a marker from the tips of the chimneys of the power
  station. ‘Tell me,’ says Petworth, rousing himself from lethargy to minor conversation, ‘What’s the rate of exchange here?’ ‘You don’t have some
  money?’ asks Lubijova. ‘You like change?’ asks the taxi driver, turning round in his black plastic cap. ‘You know,’ says Plitplov chuckling, ‘We have here a
  saying: why is Slaka like the United States? Because in the United States you can criticize America, and in Slaka you can criticize America also. And in the United States you cannot buy anything
  with vloskan, and in Slaka you cannot buy anything with vloskan also.’ ‘You criticize your country,’ says Lubijova. ‘I make a joke,’ says Plitplov, ‘Really I do
  not criticize my country.’ ‘Of course, it is a crime,’ says Lubijova.


  The bitter chatter goes on, trouble to the right of him, trouble to the left. In the middle, Petworth sits, holding on tightly to the plastic seat covers. In front of him points the long
  straight road, directed straight at the jagged rim of the mountains. And ahead too there lies, he knows, function, definition, who are you, why are you here, what do you think, why do you think it
  – the questions that, if he can summon up enough belief or identity to do so, he has come all this way, over two time-zones and to new skies, to answer. Somewhere behind him, back at home,
  there is the identity that he should be able to summon up those answers from, if only he can remember what it was, or if he ever really had it. Caught in the fragile universe of his own gloom,
  Petworth bounces, over the hard transmission shaft, up and down, up and down, staring forward at the red setting sun that, falling over the mountains, gilds the long straight road ahead.


  



  3 – ACCOM.


  I


  As the travel texts say, the journey of 8km/5mi from the airport to central Slaka offers indeed a journey of the most interesting contrasts. Here, on the famed Vronopian plain,
  one may see peasants in typical costume following the rural praxis of times immemorial; also evidence of the industrial achievement of this energetic and reformist people. In the taxi, bouncing
  over the transmission arch between the muscular sporty thigh of Plitplov and the soft silky-textured leg of Lubijova, Petworth stares out. The straight, thin, rutted road ahead, pointing to the
  power station chimneys, the far-off mirage-like towers of what must be workers’ apartments, the glaring red of the sun, runs between gnarled old trees with heavily whitewashed trunks; beyond
  the trees, large muddy unhedged fields stretch out vacantly. In the fields are strange shapes, the shapes of haystacks that look like round loaves of bread; among them, white ducks wander freely.
  By the roadside, here and there, sit, in scattered groups, a few low wooden unpainted houses, very weathered, their windowholes covered with mesh screens; round the houses are small fenced yards
  where vegetables grow, geese cackle, a child or two plays, dogs bark, and strange semaphoric arms, tilted over wooden uprights, rise up – the poles, presumably, of wells. At the side of the
  long, straight, rutted road, a few peasants, men in blue overalls, old ladies in black, bundles on their heads, walk slowly along; these leap suddenly into ditches or deep puddles as the taxi,
  klaxon hooting, comes up to them at high speed. Radio blaring, black plastic cap at a rakish angle, the little driver screws his eyes up to face the red sun and pushes down the accelerator. Out of
  the sun, detail comes up very suddenly: like the ancient horsedrawn farm-cart, laden with hay, topped off by two lounging children, which is suddenly in front of them, causing the driver to brake
  violently, Petworth to bounce high in the air over the transmission.


  ‘So your flight on Comflug, very good, I think,’ says Lubijova, the thigh to his left. ‘I hope your mother is very well,’ says Dr Plitplov, ‘You mention her to me
  once.’ Nudging forward, the driver inspects the red glare round the obstacle. ‘And many strikes now, in Britain, I believe,’ says Lubijova, ‘Here of course our people like
  to work. They have the moral for it.’ ‘Also no food if they don’t,’ says Plitplov, chuckling, the thigh to his right. Now the taxi swerves and swings round the cart;
  Petworth bounces again as the wheels hit the rutted road-edge; from behind there comes a shrill whinnying of horses. ‘In the West now, many economic difficulties,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘What a pity it makes late your plane.’ ‘I’m sorry you both had such a long wait,’ says Petworth, seeing ahead of them now a long, long line of grey trucks with huge
  tailboards, on which are painted white numbers and Cyrillic letters, and which is moving very slowly toward Slaka. ‘They told me your flight is cancel,’ says Plitplov. ‘I hope you
  did not believe it,’ says Lubijova, ‘They know nothing, those people.’ On the other side of the narrow road, another line of great grey trucks, with big blunt noses and small
  shining headlights, has appeared, moving toward them with equal slowness. ‘Notice please in our fields we make a very good harvest,’ says Lubijova, as the taxi driver, adjusting his
  plastic cap, begins an ambitious overtaking manoeuvre, cutting in between the first and second of the oncoming trucks in order to pass the last of the ongoing ones. ‘Your very nice wife, she
  still smokes the little cigars?’ asks Plitplov, as the driver goes on to cut between the third and fourth of the oncoming trucks, to overtake the next to last of the outgoing ones.


  ‘The rain affects our production, but is still a record,’ says Lubijova, pointing out of the window. ‘Her name is Lottie, I think,’ says Plitplov, chuckling
  reminiscently, and beginning to stuff his curved pipe with garbage, ‘Always I found her the most amusing company.’ The driver is overtaking again; stones explode in the wheel arches,
  dust rises, headlamps flash, horns blare, Petworth bounces, up and down, up and down, his head hitting the roof. ‘Isn’t he driving rather fast?’ he asks, shutting his eyes.
  ‘Here we like in cars to go with a little adventure,’ says Plitplov. ‘Also it is good, because we are late at the airport,’ says Lubijova. ‘It is a very boring
  airport,’ says Plitplov, ‘Not as in the West.’ ‘I do not think it boring,’ says Lubijova, ‘I found a seat and read almost one hundred pages of Hemingway. Comrade
  Petwurt, please. Your eyes are shut and here is coming Slaka, don’t you like to see it?’ Petworth opens his eyes: the sun’s glare has died, the grey trucks have all disappeared,
  the road in front has widened out and is busy. To the left the big power station stands up, with its vast metal chimneys; webs of power line thread away from it in every direction across glinting
  marshes. There are low factories at the roadside, surrounded by high fences and barred gates, each one having a board outside with a list of figures on it, topped with hammer and sickle. ‘Our
  state industrial enterprises’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you see their remarkable figures of production?’ ‘Really, Hemingway,’ says Plitplov, leaning across Petworth, and
  chuckling quietly, ‘My dear young lady, do you really like to read him?’ Now, beyond the factories, huge blocks of prefabricated apartment buildings, thirty or forty storeys high, rise
  up above scoured and naked earth. ‘Here they build a great and startling project,’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you surprise I like Hemingway? Perhaps you think he is decadent.’


  Petworth looks out at the apartments, which look duller from the ground than from the air. Dust blows between the blocks; there is the Eastern European spectacle of much vacant open space. Few
  cars are parked here, few people walk, no children play; no shops are visible, and on the ends of the apartments are great maps of the complex for the guidance of the residents. ‘No, he is a
  fine writer, and his style good,’ says Plitplov, grinning round his pipe, ‘But I do not think he is very tolerant of women.’ Behind the apartments the river has overspilled its
  banks; amid the marshland is a large brick building, resembling a sombre domed warehouse. ‘The river, it is the Niyt,’ says Lubijova, ‘And also there the cathedral of Valdopin,
  not very interesting. Well, I am not professor, but I think he makes his women very well.’ Now the taxi races at speed down a long tree-lined boulevard, with tram-tracks running down the
  centre, and on either side old, dirty-faced apartment blocks in the familiar Continental style, from which balustraded balconies stick out, like Victorian corseted breasts. ‘Don’t you
  observe his suspicion of female treacheries?’ asks Plitplov, puffing at his pipe, ‘Don’t you notice his hairy-chested hero?’ ‘The old part of Slaka, really not the
  best,’ says Lubijova, ‘You can see here there were many fightings, where our people made a heroic stand of 1944. Well, perhaps I do not know so much about these things, but I think
  Hemingway would like very much to be a woman.’ Petworth peers out at the bullet-pitted stucco, broken balconies, eyeless fac¸ades, mostly unrestored. ‘You are talking of
  Hemingway?’ cries Plitplov, leaning across Petworth in excitement, ‘The author of Whom the Bell Tolls For and Men With No Women? Don’t you observe his cult of the
  masculine? The buildings break, a view appears, of the wide river, crossed by a long suspension bridge, hung by wires from a gantry to one side only, and beyond it a craggy outcrop, where there are
  spires, old roofs, the crenellated mass of a castle. ‘Now the Bridge of Anniversary May 15,’ says Lubijova, ‘Also the castle of Vlam, from century eighteen, I hope you try hard to
  go there. Perhaps his works have only subjective ethical realizations, but I think he well understands the plight of the modern woman.’


  They have crossed the great bridge, entered the heart of the city. ‘His women are stony bitches, and the men must resist their destructive tendencies,’ says Plitplov. There is a
  park, and greenery. ‘To the right, the state operhaus,’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you know, you will go there in your programme. You are wrong. His women are of a new kind, and he
  understands them well.’ Outside the state opera house, a heavy building of ornate nineteenth-century splendour, built in the Germanic style, large posters announce the performance of a work
  called Vedontakal Vrop. The boulevard leads on into the city; on central tracks a bright pink tram, towing a trailer, both vehicles ancient, survivors of more than one war and revolution,
  rattles along. The taxi driver speeds to pass, on the inside, the tram, tight-packed with people, some riding on its wooden steps or clutching onto its ornate ironwork. On the forehead of the tram,
  a sign says VIPNU; enthroned in the prow, ringing her bell violently at the taxi, is a hard-bosomed, uniformed young woman. The tyres skid on the cobbles; the taxi sways.
  ‘Well, we do not lack an expert,’ says Plitplov, puffing up thick smoke, ‘Let us ask Dr Petworth for his opinion.’ ‘The statue of our great revolutionary poet of 1848,
  Hrovdat,’ says Lubijova, ‘There you see him on the horse he falls from when he recites his great poem in the battle. Beyond, you do not see it very well, the university, where teaches
  Dr Plitplov, I think.’ ‘Well, Dr Petworth, you do not speak,’ says Plitplov, ‘Perhaps you like to be diplomatic? But give us please your serious critical assessment. Do you
  say Hemingway really likes to be a woman?’


  ‘Now our monument of solidarity with the Russian people,’ says Lubijova, gesturing to a vast mass of statuary in the centre of the boulevard: in a mixed mass of styles,
  constructivist and abstract, realistic and epical, a big stone soldier holding aloft a rifle stands amidst a huddled mass of venerating stone women. ‘Well,’ says Petworth,
  ‘Obviously he did like to emphasize the masculine role, with all the bullfighting and big-game hunting.’ ‘We do not forget their help,’ says Lubijova. ‘On the other
  hand, he had the instincts of a great writer,’ says Petworth, ‘And there’s something very androgynous about his work.’ ‘Yes, androgynous, what is that?’ asks
  Plitplov. ‘Oh, you don’t know that word?’ asks Lubijova, ‘Well, it is not so common. It means when a man likes to be a woman.’ ‘It means thus?’ asks
  Plitplov. ‘Well, it really means possessing male and female in one,’ says Petworth, ‘As so many writers do.’ ‘So you are agreeing with this person?’ asks
  Plitplov, turning. ‘I understand both points,’ says Petworth. ‘I see, my friend,’ says Plitplov, ‘Well, I do not think this is a very solid critical assessment. Really
  we had much better literary conversation when we are in Cambridge. You are much shrewder then.’ ‘Here almost the centrum,’ says Lubijova, ‘Don’t you like very much our
  trees?’ But now Plitplov is leaning forward, and saying something to the driver; the tyres screech on the cobbles, and the taxi stops suddenly, producing much loud hooting from behind, and a
  clanging of bells as the tram marked vipnu clatters past them the white-bloused driver gesticulating from the prow. Plitplov now sits there, his hands pressed to his head, his face in a grimace; he
  turns one eye and looks at Petworth.


  ‘Excuse me, my friend,’ he says, ‘All of a sudden I am having a headache. Perhaps this loud music you like does not suit me. I think I make excuse and leave you.’
  ‘Really?’ says Petworth, ‘I’m sorry.’ ‘Well, you are nicely looked after, by this lady you like to agree with,’ says Plitplov, ‘She makes sure you
  find your hotel. But for me it is better to rest. Also my wife is a very delicate person, who is very nervous that she does not see me for more than five hours, while I struggle to the airport to
  make my duties to my good old friend.’ ‘But how will you get home?’ asks Petworth. ‘I think he manages,’ says Lubijova, unconcerned in her corner of the taxi.
  ‘My apartment is one block from here,’ says Plitplov, ‘It is lucky coincidence.’ ‘Yes, I should have a rest,’ says Petworth. ‘Please, my good friend, do
  not worry,’ says Plitplov, stretching out an arm, ‘My pain is severe, but does not concern you. You are very important guest, with major tasks to perform.’ ‘Perhaps better
  you come with us to that chemist shop,’ says Lubijova, ‘They will give you a mixture.’ ‘Those things are no use,’ says Plitplov, ‘Beside, I am strong and will be
  better soon. So I leave you. Madame Lubijova, look please well after my friend. He is nice man, and really his lectures are sometimes quite good. Even if I do not agree at all his poor assessment
  of Hemingway. Well, Dr Petworth, goodbye.’ Plitplov opens the door of the taxi, and gets out ‘Shall I see you again?’ Petworth asks as he stands above him on the curbside,
  ‘I do hope I haven’t . . .’ ‘As we say here, the days will tell what they will tell,’ says Plitplov, ‘But one day our paths could cross again, fate is like that.
  Perhaps I come to one of your talks, unless I am too busy. Perhaps even you come to hear at the university my famous lecture; it is on the hairy-chested hero of Ernest Hemingway. Now please, put
  inside your head, I shut this door. Oh, but one thing.’ ‘Yes?’ asks Petworth. ‘Remember, when you telephone to your nice wife, to Lottie,’ says Plitplov, ‘Give
  her the love of Plitplov. Tell her you see me, and all is well. No need to mention that headache.’


  Plitplov slams the door; the taxi jerks forward; Petworth, face to the glass, stares out at Plitplov as he stands at the roadside, putting, in a final gesture, one forefinger to his nose. Then
  there is a screech as the taxi, moving out into the traffic stream, narrowly misses a brown Ford Cortina, passing them at speed; when he looks back through the rear window, the pavement where
  Plitplov had stood is quite empty, as if he has departed in some great magical leap. ‘Now the new part of the city,’ says Lubijova, in a tone of improved good humour, ‘Here do you
  see our new shopping and commerce street, all the world knows about it. Who can wonder many congresses like to come here?’ ‘Quite,’ says Petworth, staring down a great wide
  central boulevard built in the style of international modernism, ‘Do you think I offended him?’ In the violet dusk, the showpiece buildings line the great street, in glass and steel;
  there are office blocks and stores, goods in half-lit windows, high flashing neon signs saying WICWOK and JUGGI JUGGI, MUG
  and COMFLUG. ‘I thinks he likes it very well, to get a free taxi right next to his apartment,’ says Lubijova, ‘Our department store, mug, you must buy some
  glass there. Also the foreign currency store Wicwok.’ Many pink trams fill the boulevard; traffic lights flash; a few passers-by with overcoats on walk by the stores in the darkening and now
  windy evening. ‘I shouldn’t have said that about Hemingway,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course,’ says Lubijova, laughing, ‘You were very good. He thinks he is famous
  critic, always writing in the newspaper. And his bad lecture on Hemingway, I heard it twenty times when I was student. That is why I teased him. Look, here the Sportsdrome, of Olympical standard.
  It holds ten thousand spectator all at one time.’ ‘So you do know him?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of course,’ says Lubijova, ‘He knows me well. He gives the examen on my
  thesis.’


  Over the wide boulevard, great flagpoles project; onto them men on hydraulic platforms, elevated over grey trucks, are hanging great banners. ‘Look, do you see, they put out the nice
  flags?’ cries Lubijova, ‘Do you know why? Don’t you guess?’ ‘A parade?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, Petwurt, you are clever,’ says Lubijova, ‘Now I
  know why we ask you. Yes, soon it is our Day of National Culture, when our writers and painters and teachers march the streets. Of course you will spectate it, it is on your programme.’
  ‘When do I see my programme?’ asks Petworth. ‘Later, at the hotel,’ says Lubijova, ‘And so this Plitplov, he is your good old friend? Perhaps you know all about
  him?’ ‘No, not at all,’ says Petworth, ‘He’s just a chance acquaintance.’ ‘Here we turn to the old part of the city, all the buildings in the older
  style,’ says Lubijova, ‘There a museum of old pianos, there the state theatre, there the Russian Embassy. But he tells he knows you very well.’ ‘He doesn’t,’
  says Petworth. ‘Well, perhaps he likes to make himself more famous, by knowing you,’ says Lubijova, ‘And now you disappoint him, how very sad. Oh, look, those up there, do you
  know them?’ The taxi is now moving down a narrow street, with high, creeper-clad public buildings hemming in each side; above the street there hang, many times life-size, great stylized
  photo-portraits of the faces of several solemn men. Depicted in the mode of heroic realism, the faces wear beards, moustaches, expressions of moral seriousness, the conviction of being characters
  in the world historical sense. ‘Marx, Lenin, Brezhnev,’ says Petworth. ‘Please, Comrade Marx, Comrade Lenin, Comrade Brezhnev,’ says Lubijova
  rebukingly, ‘Also Comrade Grigoric, our great liberator, and Comrade Wanko, president of the praesidium of the party. But he seems to know very well your wife.’


  Petworth stares up at the solemn photographs, flapping above: ‘As far as I know, he’s only met her once,’ he says, ‘In a pub in Cambridge.’ ‘Oh, beautiful
  Cambridge,’ says Lubijova, ‘Of it he has the most happy memories. Of course, he would love it. He likes history so much he wants it all for himself. But why does he say that? He is not
  a foolish man.’ ‘I can’t imagine,’ says Petworth. ‘Over there the puppet theatre, there the Military Academy,’ says Lubijova, ‘And your wife, Comrade
  Petwurt, do you know her very well?’ ‘We’ve been married thirteen years,’ says Petworth, looking out at a large building, with a colonnaded entrance, on the steps of which
  many crop-headed young soldiers in uniform sit, smoking, holding portfolios under their arms. ‘Well, that is long?’ says Lubijova, ‘But people are secrets to each other. In my
  country, men and women do not get on so well. Of course our divorces are liberal and marriage is not so important a thing any more. Is it so in your country?’ ‘A bit like that,’
  says Petworth. ‘Perhaps that is why you like to travel to Slaka,’ says Lubijova, ‘You have some wishes you cannot make real at home, so you go to somewhere and hope they will
  happen. Often I feel so. Look, here, the square where is your hotel. It is Plazsci Wang’liki, remember it, please, because you will need to find it again. I hope you like it?’
  ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, looking out; the square has high old buildings round it; a café with tables sits on a corner; signs flash, saying PECTOPAH, and
  C[image: ]OPT, and SCH’VEPPII, and HOTEL
  SLAKA. There is a gravelled area in the middle, with shade trees; under it there is a stopping and meeting place for the pink trams.


  ‘Please look round, do you see any chemist shop where your good old friend can go for his recipe?’ says Lubijova, sitting in the far corner of the taxi, ‘I don’t think
  so.’ ‘Yes, he’s an odd sort of chap,’ says Petworth. ‘I wonder if your wife thinks also he is an odd sort of chap,’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you call her Lottie?
  It is a nice name. How is she, your Lottie? Also a nice person? Would she like one like that for a friend?’ ‘She’s dark, very private,’ says Petworth. ‘And also she
  smokes the small cigars,’ says Lubijova, ‘Here, see, your hotel. Isn’t it grand? Do you see now you are important visitor?’ And the Hotel Slaka, under the portico of which
  the taxi now moves, is clearly a hotel in the old grand manner, with fine stone fac¸ades and many balconies. ‘Very nice,’ says Petworth. The glass entrance doors open, and two
  limping doormen walk toward the taxi; the driver switches his radio from jazz to massed choir music, and gets out. Petworth is about to get out too when, in the half-darkness, a hand seizes his
  arm; in her corner Lubijova, holding him, is staring at him urgently. ‘Comrade Petwurt, before you get out, I tell you one thing, for your good,’ she says, ‘This odd sort of chap,
  I think you shall be a little careful of him. Always in my country there are those who want something. Perhaps he makes for you some trouble.’ ‘Trouble?’ says Petworth, looking at
  her. ‘I am your good guide, I like to help you,’ says Lubijova, ‘I do not know what he plans, but remember, it is good to be cautious. I hope you understand?’ ‘I think
  so,’ says Petworth. ‘I think so too,’ says Lubijova, putting her forefinger to her nose, ‘Now let us get out, and you see your nice hotel.’


  II


  The Hotel Slaka, located in Plazsci Wang’liki (somewhere toward the top of your map), is indeed a hotel in the old grand manner. Imperial times have made it, and the grand
  travellers of an older Europe; its fac¸ade is stone, its portico wide, its lobby vast, its ceilings high, its ferns abundant. Archdukes and hussars, duchesses and décollettée
  ladies must once have passed through these fine halls, beneath these cut-glass chandeliers, beside this faintly erotic statuary, up these grand staircases, into these discreetly curtained alcoves.
  But history, sparing no one and nothing, affects even hotels. Now portraits of Lenin, Brezhnev, Grigoric hang over the reception desk; at it work girls in the blue uniform of Cosmoplot.
  Today’s visitors have contemporary political significance: a group of Vietnamese women in dark blue worksuits, cadre pens in their top pockets, hair fringed over their eyes, stand and talk
  quietly in one corner, and a cluster of black Africans in long flowing robes laughs and chuckles in another. In Petworth’s path, as he goes toward the desk, which is marked R’GYSTRAYII, two men stand silently facing each other, holding red carnations, while the two interpreters beside them talk fluently. A limping doorman
  takes Petworth’s luggage to the desk, which is surrounded by a crowd of large women, several with dyed hair, most in dresses of pink and green. Large suitcases stand at their feet; they look
  at Petworth curiously. ‘Ivanovas,’ says Lubijova, ‘Push through them, push, push, push. They like to make their factory outings here, we are so cheap. But you are important
  visitor.’


  There is a girl behind the desk in blue uniform, with dark red hair, spread fanlike from her head in lacquered splendour; she looks at them without interest. ‘Hallo, dolling,’ says
  Lubijova, ‘Here is Professor Petwurt, reservation of the Min’stratii Kulturi, confirmation here.’ ‘So, Petvurt?’ the girl says, taking a pen from her hair and running
  it languidly down the columns of a large book, ‘Da, Pervert, so, here is. Passipotti.’ ‘She likes your passport, don’t give it to her,’ says Lubijova, ‘Give it
  to me. I know these people well, they are such bureaucrats. Now, dolling, tell me, how long do you keep?’ ‘Tomorrow,’ says the girl, ‘It registers with the police.’
  ‘No, dolling, this is much too long,’ says Lubijova, ‘I do not love you. You can arrange, do it for me tonight. Tomorrow he goes to the Min’stratii Kulturi, and they
  don’t let him in without it.’ ‘Perhaps,’ says the girl, ‘I try.’ ‘Comrade Petwurt, remember, come back in three hour and ask it from her,’ says
  Lubijova, ‘Remember, here if you do not have passport, you do not exist. And I expect you like to exist, don’t you? It is nicer.’ ‘Here, Pervert,’ says the
  lacqueredhaired girl, pushing a form across the desk, ‘I need some informations.’ ‘It is not English, he doesn’t understand it,’ says Lubijova, ‘We do it
  together. Put here: name, address, where born, how old; so old, are you really, I didn’t think it. Now where you come from, London, didn’t you, and how long you stay, that is three
  nights. Now where you go next, do you know, I tell you: Glit. Write it down, four letters, G-L-I-T.
  She can do the rest herself. There, dolling, is good?’


  Taking the pencil from her hair, the girl checks the form. ‘Okay, is good. Now, Pervert, this card I write for you, it is your hotel ident’ayii, ja? Only this gives you your key. If
  you lose, no replace. And don’t forget, no this, no key, no breakfast.’ Petworth picks up the card, which has a name, A. Pervert, written on it, and a room number, and on the back a
  message saying: ‘Bienvenue à Hotel SLAKA, une Hotel «COSMOPLOT». Services gratuits: transports du bagages
  jusqu’à et depuis la chambre; brosses à habit, aiguilles, fils; information sur la température de l’air.’ ‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘Dolling,
  let us find out if anyone loves him,’ says Lubijova, ‘Does he get some messages?’ The lacquered-haired girl inspects the pigeonholes behind her: ‘One letter,’ she
  says. ‘Oh, from Slaka?’ asks Lubijova, ‘You have some more good old friends here?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, putting the letter into his pocket, ‘I can’t
  think who could know I was coming.’ ‘I expect it is some nice girl who remembers you,’ says Lubijova, ‘Now is everything good? Do you need anything? Do you want perhaps to
  call your wife, your dark lady? If so, please tell me. There are certain regulations, they are such bureaucrats here. We must book it before.’ ‘Yes, I would like to call her,’
  says Petworth. ‘Of course, you must give her the love of Plitplov. I will make arrangements while you are upstairs. Please write down me the number.’ The lacquered-haired girl leans
  over the counter and bangs on it with a large key: ‘Sissi funvsi forsi,’ she shouts to a large bald hall-porter, who comes over, takes the key, and drapes himself in Petworth’s
  luggage.


  ‘It is not permitted that the guides go upstairs,’ says Lubijova, ‘So you go there, take a time, do a wash, what you like. I sit here in these chairs and read some more pages
  of Hemingway. Then you come down and we make some business.’ ‘Business?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, don’t you like some money?’ cries Lubijova, ‘And a programme?
  Don’t you like to make some objections and changes? Look, go quickly, you will lose your luggage again. See, the man gets in the lift, be quick.’ Petworth pushes back through the crowd
  round the reception desk; the big Ivanovas, smelling of musk, stare at him, though whether they are struck by his charms or his sagging Western clothes he cannot tell. The elevator has great copper
  doors, embossed with modern reliefs showing peasants and factory workers happy in their activities: the scowling porter holds them apart. Petworth gets in; so do three more Petworths, in baggy
  safari suits and flat earth shoes, staring at him from the mirrored walls. Slowly, jerkily, the doors close, and the downstairs world of travellers and tours, guides and delegations goes from
  sight; slowly, jerkily, the elevator, its decor evidently in excess of its technology, begins to bump and grind upward through the building. Then the big doors tug open again, to reveal an upstairs
  world: a silent wide corridor, carpeted down the middle, flanked with vases on pedestals, holding plastic flowers; an old wooden desk with an old wooden chair, on which sits an elderly floormaid,
  in white overall, mobcap, black socks, white shoes with the heels omitted, who looks up from an old paperback book to inspect him.


  The porter leads the way to a large mahogany door with 654 on it, which opens to three turns of the key. Inside is a big airless anteroom, bigger than last night’s entire hotel room in
  Bayswater, but furnished only with a large sprouting hatstand with a crop of coathangers on it, a large cheval glass, and a doormat for the feet. Another mahogany door leads on into a room of
  considerable nobility: a vast, high-ceilinged bedroom with two balconied windows, facing out over the large square below, with the trams and the signs saying C[image: ]OPT and PECTOPAH. An empire sofa stands against one wall; a directoire table holding a bowl of roses stands against
  another; a dressing table with a large mirror faces across to a vast bed, more treble than double. A fresco of raucous nymphs decorates the ceiling; a great brass light like an upturned bush
  dangles from the centre of their sport into the room. On the wall hangs an old and vaguely erotic line-drawing, showing the image of a decorative female foot, and the inscription ‘Salon
  Damenschuh um 1890.’ Apart from that, the decoration consists largely of mirrors; some twenty Petworths and their bald porters move frantically in all directions through the disproportionate
  space. ‘Camarad’aki,’ says the porter, opening another mahogany door and switching on the light of a vast inner sanctum: in it is a throne-like toilet; a bidet; a very large bath
  with showerpipes, ascended to by means of tiled steps. It seems strange, under a new and egalitarian ideology, to be granted such space, more than he has ever had in a hotel before, more even than
  his ego can fill; it seems difficult, in a proletarian world, to know how to reward the bald porter and the floormaid, who peers in from the doorway. It seems well that he has no money; what he
  does is to reach into the Heathrow bag, take out the carton of cigarettes, crack it open, and offer a packet each to the porter and the maid. The porter puts down the large key on the directoire
  table, and inspects the packet gloomily; the maid puts hers unenthusiastically into the pocket of her overalls. Then they are gone, leaving Petworth to occupy, as best he can, the vast space.


  He looks around. Already the room does not look quite as it did before, as if it is emptying to match his own vacancy. More closely inspected, the grandeur displays small flaws. There is a
  marked smell of dustiness. Moths inhabit the velvet curtains to the balconied windows. In the rose-bowl on the directoire table, processes of vegetable decomposition have begun. A large crack runs
  down the wall opposite the bed; another zigzags between the reaching hands of the nymphs cavorting on the ceiling. A wall-lamp has fallen down behind the sofa. The cornice droops off the ceiling in
  one corner. The glinting mirrors are bloomed, discoloured, and cracked. The rattling windows fit badly, admitting metallic noise from the trams below. The signs saying PECTOPAH and C[image: ]OPT flash stark bright light into the room. When tried, the great radio like a cinema
  organ at the bedside proves to have only one audible channel, the others giving off the noise of static and bagpipe jamming. The bathroom light the porter switched on will not switch on for
  Petworth, so that the door must be kept open. The fine European toilet, which has one of those high inner ledges that permit scientific inspection of one’s most basic daily achievements, has
  an American addition: a slip across it saying SANIT’AYII, which has spared someone the trouble of cleaning it. As Petworth drops his trousers
  and sits down there, drips from the ceiling, twenty feet above, fall generously onto his head. And when he reaches out to the toilet-roll holder for paper, that simple provision – quite
  unlike the temperature of the air – proves not to be a free service of the establishment. From above the washbasin, a cracked mirror stares at Petworth, inspecting this predicament; so
  probably too, Petworth reflects, does some nearby HOGPo man, peering through a screen.


  Yes, there are, Petworth goes on to consider, sitting there, travellers who are adept at travel. And travel is in turn adept with them, so that for them switches always work, keys move easily in
  doors, telephones function. There are others who travel too, but travel does not sympathize; and for them bedsprings always fail, wardrobe doors never shut or, more probably, take one’s
  clothes and then will not open again, lightbulbs fail, toilet paper runs out. Perched there, in front of the HOGPo man, Petworth knows himself to be of the second class; once again, he feels in his
  pocket for a piece of paper that will solve his problems. There is the grey letter of invitation; there is his currency declaration. And there too is his hotel ident’ayii, which proves to say
  on the back: ‘Welcome to Slaka, city of trees and art, flowers and gipsy song. No doubt all will be satisfied with their sojourn in this beautiful place. In HOTEL
  SLAKA, do not neglect to visit: ***RESTAURANT SLAKA: offered are such delicacies as, Kyrbii Churba (mutton soap), Cotelette de l’Amateur (chop-lover’s
  chops), Sarkii Banatu (folded pate), and the notable Boyard Plate, animated with folkloric singeress and typical orchestra; ***NIGHTCLUB ZIPZIP: the personal are clothed as
  peasants from mountains and national fame artists give remarkable performances of, jiggling, songing, art-strip, ect.; ***BARR’II TZIGANE: the
  personal are in cutumes Romany, and both spiritual and nonalcoolical drinks are availed.’ There is the letter he has just been given downstairs, in an envelope which has an official crest on
  the back, as well as an air of having been unstuck and refashioned, though this could be an optical illusion. The envelope contains an engraved invitation card, from a Mr and Mrs Steadiman of the
  British Embassy in Slaka, inviting a Mr A. Petworth to dinner at their apartment the following night, in order to meet a Mr A. Petworth. The card is too stiff, the envelope too sharp, to serve the
  occasion; happily there is also last night’s bill from the hotel in Bayswater, to resolve the problem.


  Petworth washes, soaplessly, for this is one of those European nations that thinks it unwise to risk giving soap to people; then he goes back into the great bedroom, where bright flashes from
  the gantries of trams keep lighting up the dark ceiling. The spaces of hotel rooms bring out trouble and unease, there is trouble now in his mind. He is no longer lost, but found; he has two
  guides, but each warns him against the other. Removing his pyjamas from his blue suitcase, and placing them on the treble bed, he tries to remember Cambridge, and summer school, to recall some
  occasion, some opportunity of an occasion, for real intimacy between Plitplov, that beaming bird-like man, and his dark wife; but memory fills only with lectures given or listened to, college
  lunches, small wine parties in tutors’ rooms, a short trip in a punt, a longer visit to a pub, and nothing more. Replacing his travel-stained shirt with a new one, he thinks of Lubijova,
  severe but gay, tense but laughing, waiting downstairs for him now in her mohair hat, helping but enquiring, protecting but probing, watching his luggage and his contacts; they report to theirs,
  and ours to ours. Picking up his briefcase, laden with Chomsky and Chatman, Lyons and Fowler, and putting it away in the back of the wardrobe, the door of which will not shut, he tries to think of
  the strange purposes for which he, or perhaps even another Petworth, bald and bespectacled, from another university, in another subject, might have been brought here; no sense comes to his head.
  The mirrors glint, in a place where mirrors are dangerous. Plitplov leaves the taxi, Lubijova checks his messages. The lights flicker, as if weary of their business; Petworth looks round the room
  and recognizes in it, for all its space and grandeur, a true hotel room, a fitting landscape for solitude and misery, an appropriate outward architecture for the psychic world within.


  Petworth goes over to the window and looks out, to glimpse the city to which he has committed himself; a trapped bee buzzes fitfully between the double panes. Below is the square, paved with
  cobbles, and quiet, save for the sound of the pink trams that grind from track to track and halt to let a few overcoated travellers on and off. Over where the sign says PECTOPAH, a few empty tables with their umbrellas downfolded stand on the pavement. A man stands selling balloons, which bob above his head, to two small children; another offers
  newspapers and magazines from a makeshift wooden stall on bicycle wheels, though no one stops to buy. A number of crop-headed soldiers from the Military Academy, holding their portfolios, talk to a
  group of girls in cotton dresses and dark jackets, in an age-old fashion. Across the square are high houses with pointed, twisting gables; around their bottoms are a few dull shop fac¸ades,
  with small lighted signs that say LITTI and FILIATAYII. Beyond, on the skyline, a few domed knobs in the eastern taste stand out, perhaps the tops of
  the governmental buildings close by. The blue daylight is shading off to black, and a dusty wind blows through the square, stirring the gravel. Down a street to one side, Marx and Lenin, Brezhnev
  and Grigoric and Wanko, solemn-faced and replete with historical understanding, bounce in the breeze. Now the balloon man is pulling down his balloons and going home; the newspaper seller covers
  his newspapers with a plastic sheet, folds his stall so that it magically becomes a bicycle, and wheels it away. Petworth turns too, picking up his key, and going through the anteroom and out into
  the corridor.


  This, too, has grown gloomy since he left it. Bleak yellow wall lights illuminate it thinly; the plastic flowers stand grimly in their stone bowls. Petworth struggles with his key to lock the
  door; the elderly floormaid, as if expecting him, stands in her white pinafore a few feet away. She watches him as he goes to press the button for the elevator, as he steps into the mirrored box to
  make his descent. The buttons are mysterious, but he presses one near the bottom; he descends, stops, and the doors open, just a little, to give a second’s glimpse of a great room where some
  dance is in progress, men in military uniform dancing with girls in lurex dresses. Then they close, descent occurs, they open again: to reveal the familiar lobby, where the bald porter stands,
  smoking a cigarette, the sign saying LITTI flashes, Arabs in burnouses crowd round the reception desk. Big ferns stand in pots; small men sit in red plasticated armchairs,
  reading P’rtyii Populatiii. In one of the red armchairs is a grey shoulderbag, and a copy of Hemingway’s Men Without Women; but Marisja Lubijova is visible nowhere,
  nowhere at all. Petworth sits down in the adjoining chair; the man in the next chair along drops his newspaper. ‘You are English, I think, it is the shoes,’ says the man, ‘I have
  doctoral qualifications, and perfect taste. If antiques interest you, I know some good ones, for dollars or pounds.’ A big-hatted man in a raincoat sits down in the next chair along.
  ‘No, thank you,’ says Petworth. ‘My tram,’ says the man with perfect taste, getting up. Behind the long registration desk, a door marked DIRIG’AYII opens, and a girl in a mohair hat comes out.


  ‘Oh, Comrade Petwurt,’ says Marisja Lubijova, walking brightly toward him, ‘Only a moment ago you are gone, and now you are come again. How please is your room, do you find it
  comfortable?’ ‘Fine, almost too grand,’ says Petworth. ‘I told you, you are very important visitor,’ says Lubijova, ‘This is our best hotel, right next to the
  government places; all the high offficials come here and make their business and their pleasures. Petwurt, Petwurt, I have been trying to arrange your phone-call. Really they are such bureaucrats.
  I have to book a time and you can only call at that time. I have told them eleven o’clock tonight, is that good, is that all right for you?’ ‘Very good,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Well, now, shall we be like the party officials, and make our business?’ asks Lubijova, lifting up Hemingway and sitting down herself. The big-hatted man in the raincoat stands up,
  moves one chair nearer, and sits down again. ‘Why don’t we do it in the bar, over a drink?’ asks Petworth, ‘I see there’s one in the hotel.’ ‘Oh, you see
  that, do you?’ says Lubijova, ‘I think you check all the important things. So, you like to drink and make business at the same time.’ ‘Unless you have to go quickly,’
  says Petworth. ‘Petwurt, in my country, here we always put our work before our homes,’ says Lubijova, ‘That is why we make such a good economical progress. You are my work, if you
  must go there to the bar, then I must go there also.’ ‘We don’t have to,’ says Petworth. ‘Comrade Petwurt, don’t you think I am teasing you, just a
  little?’ asks Lubijova, getting up and seizing him by the arm, ‘Do you like a bar with some gipsies? It’s over here, down the steps. And who did you talk to when I was in
  Dirig’ayii? Did you find a friend?’


  III


  So Petworth and his guide go down the steps, beneath the hotel, and into a dark, dank, barrel-roofed area which once must have been cellars. But, like so many cellars in the
  modern world, this has been transmuted into a place of delights. A narrow stone passageway is lit with dim red lights; it leads to a low doorway, a heavy curtain, a hat-check girl, a scrolled
  ironwork sign saying Barr’ii Tzigane, and, through the curtain, the bar itself, which has been done out in gipsy style. On the rough whitewashed walls, murals depict the joyous
  footloose life of the wanderer, the fiddling Romany, the happy piping shepherd. In round-roofed alcoves are small red tables with small red-checked tablecloths; on them stand small red table lamps
  with small red-checked shades. The waitresses who pass about serving the clientele wear small, red-checked dresses; the clientele itself is on the sombre side, consisting almost entirely of
  besuited gentlemen, some drinking alone, some in large male groups of the commercial kind; evidently this is where Rumanian oil drinks with Russian grain, Albanian olives with Vietnamese rice. Half
  of a gipsy caravan has been inserted into one wall, to form a bar where, in bright Romany costume, a very gloomy barman stands, slowly shaking drinks. It is on the high stools in front of him that
  there is one touch of joy; here is sitting a bright row of girls, in colourful dresses and silvery eye make-up, drinking, giggling, and swinging their long legs.


  ‘Well, it is very typical,’ says Lubijova, as they sit down together in one of the alcoves, ‘Of course such places are a little bit touristic, and the drinks are expensive. But
  perhaps that is quite interesting for you, because you are a foreigner. Also here it is possible to get all your favourite Western drinks. What do you like? Perhaps a ginnitoniki or a bols?’
  ‘No, I think something local,’ says Petworth, lighting a cigarette, ‘I like to try the local things.’ ‘Yes, also you like to smoke, I see,’ says Lubijova,
  loosening her long grey coat, to reveal a long grey dress, ‘I wonder what else you like to do before you leave my country? First you make embraces, then you want to drink, now you smoke. I
  wonder: do you mean to be trouble to me?’ ‘I don’t think so,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, it is good you wish a Slakan drink,’ says Lubijova, ‘Perhaps it means
  already you are liking it here. I hope so. Well, tell me, what do you wish better? A peach brandy, we call it rot’vitti, or a wodka?’ ‘I’ve tried the
  rot’vitti,’ says Petworth, ‘So I think the vodka.’ ‘Oh, of course,’ cries Lubijova, ‘You have been here already a whole four hour, of course you
  have tried rot’vitti. Well, wodka, tell me, what do you wish better? Wodka simple or wodka scented? Scented comes from a bottle with a long herb inside it, do you never try it? Then I
  get that for you. I am sorry, there is no music for you, what a pity. Often there is tzigane music, but even our gipsies like to make a little rest for Sunday. It is not too dull for you?’
  ‘Oh, no,’ says Petworth, looking round, at the men in their suits, looking contemplatively down into their drinks, the commercial groups chattering, the glowering barman, the girls
  along the barstools.


  Sunday seems in the soul. The girls, at least, are exotic: two are blonde, with bouffant hair, low white blouses, tight black skirts and high boots with decorated tops; the other three are
  raven-haired, and have great dark eyes shining through silver make-up, tight velvet dresses, net stockings, and high-heeled shoes. Their laughter trills; they glance all round the room; they swing
  their long legs. ‘And vodka for you?’ asks Petworth. ‘No, I think for me, just a Sch’veppii,’ says Lubijova, ‘Sometimes I like to take those strong
  drinks. But tonight we must make our business together, so I think I mind my head. Beside, some of the other guides might see me drinking strong drink with my official visitor.’ ‘What
  about those girls there?’ asks Petworth, pointing to the girls at the bar, ‘Are they guides too?’ A sudden sharp slap falls across Petworth’s wrist: ‘Oh, Petwurt,
  Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, laughing at him, ‘Really, do you think I am one of those? Don’t you really know that kind? Those are the lovely ladies.’ ‘Ah, I see,’
  says Petworth. ‘Guides in a way,’ says Lubijova, ‘Of course really they are not permitted. But this is good hotel, and many foreign visitors arrive here, and they have not their
  wives, and we do not want life to be too dull for them. Oh, here is our waitress. Perhaps you like to make the order? I think so, I believe you speak very well our language.’ ‘No, not
  at all,’ says Petworth. ‘And yet you are linguist?’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, I do it this time, you next, so listen how to say it. Vidki fran’tiska, da, ei
  sch’veppii, froliki, slibob.’ ‘Ah, da,’ says the red-checked waitress. ‘There, it is not so complicate,’ says Lubijova, ‘All you must know is the nouns end
  in “i,” or sometimes two or three, but with many exceptions. We have one spoken language and one book language. Really there are only three cases, but sometimes seven. Mostly it is
  inflected, but also sometimes not. It is different from country to town, also from region to region, because of our confused history. Vocabulary is a little bit Latin, a little bit German, a little
  bit Finn. So really it is quite simple, I think you will speak it very well, soon.’


  ‘I doubt it,’ says Petworth. ‘Then perhaps you need your guide,’ says Lubijova, smiling at him, ‘And I will take you to nice places. Don’t I bring you here to
  see the lovely ladies? Which do you wish better, the fairs or the darks?’ ‘I hadn’t thought,’ says Petworth, looking over at the bar. ‘No, please tell me,’ says
  Lubijova, ‘I like to find out all your tastes.’ ‘Well, the dark ones, I suppose,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, yes, you like the arabesques?’ cries Lubijova, ‘That
  shows you are not an Ivanov, they like better always the fairs. Well, you know, I am a little bit arabesque myself, did you notice? Dark is typical here. It is from Turkish times, when many
  atrocities against us were committed.’ ‘And the blondes, are they typical too?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, yes,’ says Lubijova, ‘Typical of a bottle. Some things are
  not what they seem, even in my country. Oh, look, she brings us our drinks. Now, please, Comrade Petwurt, do not drink it. I like to teach you a little lesson. You do not mind if I am your
  teacher?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Good,’ says Lubijova, ‘Now, when we take drink in my country we like to make toast also.’ ‘Toast?’ asks
  Petworth. ‘With the glass,’ says Lubijava, ‘Mine is Sch’veppii, that is not right, but I will show you. Please do just as I do. First the glass, it goes in the air so. Now
  the eyes, look at me, straight, serious, no, it is not right, you are laughing. Be very sincere, have a good feeling, I like you. Now, back with your head, back more, the drink goes straight there
  to the throat. Oh, no, the choking at the end is not at all correct. The rest very good. But I think you try once more. Are you ready?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth.


  ‘So now, very serious, please, my dear,’ says Lubijova, ‘Lift the glass, make the stare. See how I think of you: I like you, you are fine, I want you for my bed. Now drink,
  straight to the throat. Yes, that is very good, Comrade Petwurt. Your selfcriticism is excellent, that time perfect. And now I think we are very good friends, don’t you say?’ ‘I
  think so,’ says Petworth. ‘And also now I know some things about you, like a friend,’ says Lubijova, ‘You drink, you smoke, you like darks. Well, of course, you said your
  Lottie is a dark. And your marriage is not so easy for you. And you like to go to Cambridge, and meet a certain good old friend. And you like to make some travels.’ ‘Yes,’ says
  Petworth. ‘And perhaps all is not so well with you in your relations,’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, that is like here, we are fond of our families, we like to be close. But our marriage,
  not so good. I do not think our men like really the ladies. Of course they like to bed, but for other things they like better to be with men. Well, our apartments are small, and there is not so
  much time when people are together, but perhaps they do not really like us. For you perhaps it is different.’ ‘Perhaps a little,’ says Petworth. ‘Do not move quickly,’
  says Lubijova, dropping her voice suddenly, ‘But please take a small look in the next alcove. Do you see some trousers? Did you ever see some like that before?’ Petworth turns slowly;
  at the bend of the alcove, a leg is swinging in and out of view. It is a leg in black trousers with chalk white stripes; a male handbag lies on the end of the table. ‘Perhaps,’ says
  Petworth. Lubijova reaches into her shoulderbag, and takes out a spectacle case, from which comes a pair of redframed spectacles; large, they cover the top part of her face. ‘Comrade
  Petwurt,’ she says, looking over them severely, ‘I think we must make our business. Here, please, inspect your programme.’


  Lubijova hands Petworth another grey letter, much like the one he has in his pocket, and bearing the same insignia from the Min’stratii Kulturi Komitet’iii. Headed
  ‘Vyag’na Priffisorim Petworthim,’ it is clearly the plot of his days, the plot he has wanted. It records an orderly destiny; this Petworthim is evidently going to be a busy
  fellow. Few hours of his waking life are unfilled with some form of activity: lecturing and meeting, travelling and sightseeing. Here he is visiting a Min’stratii, there a kloster; here he
  makes reformist didaktik recommendation at a Fakult’tii Fil’gayiim, there he attends an oper. His days are mobile and moving; here he goes by car to Glit, there by train to Nogod, then
  by train to Provd. It is, to Petworth, a likeable story, lively, familiar, harmless, well suited to his talents. ‘Please read it very carefully,’ says Lubijova, looking at him over the
  spectacles, ‘We make here our proposals. You can object and ask for changes, but tell me now at this time. Or else it is our contract, and you must do it.’ Yes, it’s fine,’
  says Petworth, putting it down on the table. ‘Do you look at it carefully?’ asks Lubijova, staring at him, ‘Please notice, all days are taken care of. All the places you attend
  have good academies. All are very nice. Glit has towers on an old castle. In Nogod you can see an old kloster with paintings, and forest with hirsch. Provd is modern, and has a fine
  steelwork.’ ‘Good,’ says Petworth. ‘You come back to Slaka for our day of national rejoicerings, you saw those flags,’ says Lubijova, ‘You make seven lectures
  and go to four places. It is clear?’ ‘Yes, it’s excellent,’ says Petworth.


  Over her spectacles, Lubijova is staring at him in exasperation. ‘It is all right, four places, you don’t want three?’ she asks, ‘You accept all those titles for your
  lectures? You have brought them with you? You don’t like to change them? No places you want to go are not included? There are no people you like to meet who are not in your programme?’
  ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Really?’ asks Lubijova, ‘And you don’t wish another day of quiet to yourself? You don’t like to ask for some more pleasures, as some
  fishing? Perhaps you do not like this oper, Vedontakal Vrop? It is sung only in our language and takes five hours. Perhaps you have some criticisms of our procedures?’
  ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Then I expect you have many questions?’ says Lubijova. ‘Well, not really,’ says Petworth. ‘Comrade Petwurt,’ says Lubijova,
  looking at him crossly, ‘Do you really pay attention? I think all the time you are looking at those lovely ladies. You know you must do all these things? Then why aren’t you difficult,
  like all the others?’ ‘Well, I’m happy,’ says Petworth, ‘I like being organized. I’m pleased my days are full. I like not being on my own. It’s all very
  satisfactory.’ ‘And so you accept it?’ asks Lubijova. ‘I look forward to it,’ says Petworth. ‘It is good, I also,’ says Lubijova, ‘You know I shall
  go to all of these places with you! Or perhaps you object?’ ‘No, I’m pleased,’ says Petworth. ‘It is as well,’ says Lubijova, ‘To go without a guide is not
  permitted. You know, for me it will be very interesting. So, do we finish our business? Do you like now to order a drink?’


  With much prompting, Petworth orders two drinks from the red-checked waitress; she brings them, along with a small saucer with the bill. Lubijava picks up the bill: ‘Did you invite
  me?’ she asks, holding it up to Petworth, ‘Do you like to pay?’ ‘Oh, yes,’ says Petworth, ‘But I haven’t any money.’ ‘Of course,’ says
  Lubijova, ‘That is because you do not make your business properly, you forget something. Now you see why you need so much a guide. Here is some money for you, in this envelope. I wait you to
  ask for it. No, Petwurt, please, please, don’t put it in your pocket. Count it now, and sign me you receive it.’ So, onto the tablecloth, Petworth pours the money from the envelope:
  there is a stout wad of paper vloskan decorated with images of muscular men wielding sledgehammers, and yet more muscular women tending vast machines; there is a jingling handful of silver and
  copper bittiin. ‘Is it enough? Do you manage?’ asks Lubijova, ‘You know your hotels are paid already.’ ‘I expect so,’ says Petworth, ‘Of course I
  don’t know the rate of exchange.’ ‘All right Petwurt, look, I explain you,’ says Lubijova, ‘This little one is one bittii, with it you can have one box of matches, or
  a nice postcard. Here the blue one, one vloska, with that you may take twenty times the tram, or buy eight kilo of tomatoes, or six loaves of bread, or perhaps a book. Now show me how you pay this
  bill. Oh, Petwurt, fifty vloskan for two drinks? No, just put there two of the blue ones. Also a small silver one for the girl. It is not permitted here to tip, but they are angry if you do not.
  And now, do you sign this paper for your money? Oh, what a nice silver pen, I hope you look after it. Nobody steals in my country, but often such things disappear. So, now we really finish our
  business. Put please away the money, in your pocket, good boy. And I take off my glasses. Has he gone now, that one?’ Petworth peers into the next alcove, and sees it is vacant, except for an
  empty glass and a full ashtray: ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Do you think your good friend follows us?’ asks Lubijova, ‘Perhaps he is mad, that man.’ ‘Was it really
  him?’ asks Petworth.


  ‘I don’t know, but now I think we make one more toast,’ says Lubijova, her glasses off, smiling at him, ‘Comrade Petwurt: to a good journey between us, amity and
  concord.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, ‘A good journey together.’ ‘And even if you do not think it, because of that airport, you will find I am very good guide. Perhaps
  a little bit strict with you; but really, Petwurt, I think you are someone who needs a guide. What do you do now? I think you must eat. In Slaka are many good restaurant, but on a first night it is
  best to stay at the hotel. There is a place upstairs, the best to eat is ducks. The word for this is crak’akii, just like a duck makes. Can you say it?’
  ‘Crak’akii,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, you are quite good,’ says Lubijova, ‘Now you must improve. Only he who speaks survives. I hope you will. Well, now is late, do
  we go?’ They walk out, past the caravan bar, where the barman glowers and one of the blondes turns to give Petworth a bright smile. They climb the stairs to the lobby, busy with new
  travellers: a crowd of turbanned Sikhs talks to the lacquered-haired girl at the desk. ‘Remember, Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, halting to button her coat, ‘Go to that bitch there in
  two hour, and make sure she gives back to you your passport. At eleven, please ring your Lottie, and give the love of Plitplov. And now can I leave you? Do you remember all these things?’
  ‘Of course,’ says Petworth, ‘And what happens tomorrow?’


  ‘Oh, Comrade Petwurt, already you are a problem to me,’ says Lubijova, looking at him, ‘Did you read at all your programme? Does any of that stay in your head?’
  ‘Travelling abroad is confusing,’ says Petworth. ‘Especially I think to you,’ says Lubijova, ‘So, I come at nine, to this place. I take you to the Min’stratii,
  where is an official welcome. Put on your nice suit, if you have one. Remember to take first your breakfast, or must I come here to help you with that too? Drink your milk up, eat nicely your egg,
  Comrade Petwurt?’ ‘No, I’ll manage,’ says Petworth. ‘I know I am mad to leave you,’ says Lubijova, shaking her head, ‘But you are not all my life, you must
  live sometimes on your own. Or, if you don’t like it, you can go back to those lovely ladies.’ ‘Well, no, I think it’s best to be cautious,’ says Petworth, putting his
  finger to his nose. ‘Yes, I think so,’ says Lubijova, laughing, ‘I ask in the morning whether you have been good.’ Then she turns and goes out past the doorman, out into the
  dark square, where the signs flash. Petworth watches a moment, as a lighted pink tram turns the corner; in her long grey coat, she runs towards it, and jumps aboard, going to whatever kind of life
  she lives in the dark city. The tram’s tail-light fades, and Petworth turns too, following through the lobby the signs that lead him toward the Restaurant Slaka.


  IV


  It is over an hour later, and Petworth still sits in the vast, chandeliered dining-room of the hotel, awaiting, as he has long awaited, the meal he has once ordered. It is a
  grand room, with some sixty tables, each spread with white tablecloths, which cast up a damp smell of recent laundering in the water of some brackish river. The tables are laid, creating an
  atmosphere of vast vacancy, for all but six of them are empty. Nonetheless the maître, in the way of maîtres, has chosen to seat Petworth in a dark corner, under a noisy air vent, and
  next to the smells of the kitchen. The doors from the kitchen open frequently, to let out black-suited waiters who carry peppermills ceremonially about the great room, carefully avoiding all
  contact with the diners. ‘Crak’akii,’ Petworth has said, some time ago, to one of these, as he passed incautiously close to the table. ‘Negativo,’ the waiter has said,
  stopping, shaking his head, and removing most of the cutlery from the table. ‘Na?’ Petworth has said. ‘Na,’ the waiter has said, ‘Kurbii churba, sarkii banatu.
  Da?’ ‘Da,’ Petworth has said. ‘Tinkii?’ the waiter has said. ‘Tinkii?’ Petworth has asked. ‘Da, tinkii,’ the waiter has said, pointing to
  Petworth’s glass, ‘Pfin op olii?’ ‘Well,’ Petworth has said, ‘Pfin.’ ‘Da, pfin,’ the waiter has said, raising his peppermill and entering the
  kitchen. He has not, since then, appeared again, though others have, carefully curving their paths away from his table. The cloth on the table in front of him steams faintly; on it is a small stand
  holding the flags of twenty nations, none of them his own. The door to the kitchen now opens, and the waiter appears, comes over to his table, takes away the flags, and disappears again.


  Petworth sits, waiting, as travellers do: waiting for wonders to happen, drinks to come, adventures to occur, the surprising lover that comes from nowhere, the dark coach that suddenly stops to
  pick one up, those things that travel always seems to promise and never seems to give. The table is vacant in front of him; opposite is a single empty chair. In the middle of the room is a small
  podium; on it has appeared the typical orchestra, five frilly-sleeved gipsies who have been trilling violins without enthusiasm, occasionally looking at their watches. Now, as he waits, they are
  joined by someone, evidently the folkloric songeress, a lady with a curve of hair from a fifties film that falls down tantalizingly over one eye. She has very red lips; she wears a frilly wide
  ballgown, cut down to the bosom, which lays bare the stately square shoulders of some other, older era. Taking the microphone, her lips in a sulky pout, she begins to sing, some dark and ancient
  ballad. She half-weeps, half-chants, dipping her knees, tossing her hair; her breasts enlarge with breathed-in air, and then subside. The performance is imperfect, the gestures are clumsy, but the
  song she sings is of vacancy and emptiness, and there is vacancy and emptiness in Petworth, too, as he sits there, a personless person. There are few to hear, but he hears, admitting that, on a
  dull Sunday night, in a distant foreign city, when one is alone beneath new stars and a different ideology, in an empty grand duckless restaurant, there is something finally very convincing about a
  songeress who sings of pain and agony, lovelessness and betrayal and neglect. She looks at him, and their eyes meet; the black-suited waiter appears from the kitchen, bearing a filled plate, and a
  bottle of red pfin.


  Petworth starts to eat; the song goes on. The songeress looks over at him, and she sings, evidently, of the treachery that is in every fondness, the emptiness and brutality that hide in love,
  the inevitability of the loneliness beyond affection; eating the kurbii churba, which could be hotter, but can reasonably be recommended, he listens and thinks of graffitistrewn London, of the long
  flight, the dark labyrinths of arrival, the neglect in the lobby, the great spaces of his hotel bedroom. The plate empty, the waiter replaces it with another; the songeress replaces her song too,
  singing now, it seems, of infidelities, the lies and deceits of love, the pains of selfexcoriation. Picking at the sarkii banatu, rich, but possibly over-spicy for the average Western palate,
  sipping the pfin, which has a reasonable bouquet but is somewhat light on the tongue, he attends and thinks homeward, to his bleak wife, that dark anima, in her chair in the garden, and then of a
  strange bird-like face, the face of Plitplov, a face that watches and spreads unease. ‘Kaf’ifii?’ asks the waiter, taking away his plate; ‘Da,’ says Petworth, his
  linguistic confidence growing, ‘Da.’ On the podium, the folkloric songeress, with a very bright, brittle number, tossing her long skirt high up over frilly pants as she sings, her
  sultry expression amended, concludes her act. At the table Petworth ends his with a cup of kaf’ifii which consists of heavy grounds sunk muddily down into blackened water, and should be
  avoided by the visitor at all costs. The songeress throws her arms wide, dips, smiles, takes her applause, and disappears; Petworth claps, looks at his watch, sees that it is nearly eleven and time
  for his telephone call home, signs, with his Parker ballpoint, the bill, and goes out into the lobby.


  There is ill-lit gloom in the lobby, too, much changed since he left it. The lights are mostly doused, the crowds gone. ‘Change money?’ whispers a listless voice from behind a dark
  pillar; in the red plastic chairs, just one man, big-hatted, in a grey raincoat, sits in the half-dark and stares out into the silent square beyond the windows. No trams move; the dark city moves
  quietly in itself, a place of dangers and treacheries, courages and cowardices, deceits and late-night arrests. Under one small lamp, the lacquered-haired girl sits alone at the desk marked
  R’GYSTRAYII, reading a book; she does not look up as Petworth approaches. ‘Slibob, passipotti?’ says Petworth. ‘Ha?’
  says the girl. ‘Petworth, passipotti,’ says Petworth. ‘Na,’ says the girl. ‘Na passipotti?’ asks Petworth, surprised. ‘Pervert, is still at police,’
  says the girl. ‘When?’ asks Petworth. ‘In the morrow,’ says the girl, ‘Always in the morrow, your guide knows it.’ ‘She asked for it tonight,’ says
  Petworth. ‘She likes to impress you,’ says the girl, ‘Our police, very thorough. You have key?’ ‘Da,’ says Petworth. ‘Go to your bed, come again in the
  morrow,’ says the girl, turning over the pages of her book. The big-hatted man has turned around to stare at Petworth; he walks over to the vacant dark cavern of the elevator, and gets into
  the gloomy mirrored interior. He presses the button, and the doors begin to close; then, suddenly, there is a commotion, a hand in the closing space, and the doors are tugged open again. Two people
  stand there. One, in a shining gold dress, is one of the dark-haired whores from the Barr’ii Tzigane; she has white make-up painted round her dark eyes, and carries a jangling key. The other
  is an armed man, not now armed, a soldier, in a high-necked uniform and black leather boots that come up to the knee, in cavalry fashion. The man’s hand is on the girl’s rump. The
  couple get in, laughing and teasing; they press the button, and the lift begins to ascend.


  Bumping and grinding, the lift goes up the inner hole of the building. Petworth sees, from the console above the door, that it has passed his floor and is going higher, up to the top of the
  hotel, where he has not yet been. A musky perfume comes off the body of the girl, a leathery sweat from that of the man. Then the doors come open, and the couple get out. Petworth stands there, as
  the doors gape, and sees, for a moment, a view of a large room, where many men are working. It is a technological room, like a recording studio; tape recorders reel, and video monitors flicker,
  showing blue images of hotel corridors, moving figures, rooms just like his own. Then the doors shut, Petworth descends, and steps out, when they open again, onto a corridor just like the one on
  the screens. In the corridor are the dull wall lights, and the elderly floormaid, who rises and watches, just as other people watch, as he goes to his mahogany door. He unlocks the door, and goes
  in. The hat-rack in the anteroom looms in the half-dark like a sharp thorny tree; in the bedroom beyond, the noise of the bathroom hisses, and the lights of table-lamps leave grotesque shadows of
  darkness in the corners and on the walls. The room is not as it was; someone has been in. They have lit the lamps, drawn the velvet curtains, uncovered the bed to expose the duvet. His blue
  suitcase lies open; on the bed his pyjamas have been laid out, with careful elegance, in the shape of a flattened man, the arms and the legs splayed, as if this is someone who has been
  steamrollered while being searched. Mirrors glint, the lights of cars flash crazily on the ceiling, the wardrobe door is shut and will not open. Petworth stands and stares, thinking of big-hatted
  men in the lobby, floormaids in the corridors, ears in the walls, bugs of an unnatural kind in the roses, cameras in the glass, watchers in the roof.


  Outside in the darkness, where dark things are done, there is a noise: the clocks on the government buildings, the chimes on the belfries, are sounding. It is eleven; he goes to the bed, sits
  down, picks up the big brass telephone, and puts it to his ear. As he does so, the telephone, with a dragging chirp, begins to ring: ‘Da?’ says Petworth. ‘Ha,’ says a
  sexless voice, ‘You like make call for United Kindom?’ ‘Da,’ says Petworth. ‘Hold please your piece,’ says the voice, ‘I try to make this number.’ In
  the interstices of the international wiring, strange things now begin to occur. Several voices come on the line, asking each other questions; ratchets begin to click, digits to whirr; connections
  are made and unmade; there is noise and redundancy, redundancy and noise. Then out of the static comes a voice: ‘Hallo, Slaka caller, what number are you calling?’ it asks, in a very
  British accent. The voices on the line confer; Petworth sits on the bed, and thinks of a small and fairly modern house at the end of a bus-route in Bradford, where the furniture is contemporary and
  the television set flickers, showing a late-night news. A dull ringing tone starts; Petworth thinks of a dark wife, tired after a domestic day, rising from a contemporary sofa and walking across to
  the telephone. The ringing tone continues, and into the familiar image Petworth begins to intrude a note of doubt, a sense of mystery. For his dark wife is a wife who does not go out in the
  evenings, a domestic wife, a woman of familiar rounds. ‘I’m sorry, Slaka caller,’ says the British voice, after a while, ‘That number isn’t answering.’
  ‘Isn’t answering?’ cries Petworth. ‘No good,’ says the sexless voice in the hotel, ‘Put down please your piece.’


  Mystified, Petworth puts down his piece, and looks around the dark bedroom, doubly lonely now. There is indeed something about space that brings strangeness to usual relationships, something
  about old hotel rooms which, just like old sad songs, administers to fear and gloom, loneliness and guilt, and forms the exact outward expression of one’s anxious inner twinges. The soul
  empties, the familiar goes, especially in those who have not much soul to start with. He sits on the bed; the great crack in the ceiling now seems wider, the mirrors glisten everywhere, the image
  of the female foot in the shoe stares at him from the opposite wall. He is just about to rise from the bed when, with its dull dragging note, the telephone rings again. ‘Hallo,’ says
  Petworth, picking it up, ‘Is that you?’ ‘Me, is me,’ says a voice, ‘Who is you?’ ‘Petworth,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, Petworth,’ says the
  voice, ‘And you are alone?’ ‘Completely,’ says Petworth. ‘Excuse me,’ says the voice, ‘Perhaps you have there a person?’ ‘No, no person,’
  says Petworth, ‘Who is this? Is it Plitplov?’ There is a long pause on the line, and then the voice says: ‘Perhaps it is someone like that. It is just a good old friend.’
  ‘I see,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course we cannot talk now,’ says the voice, Plitplov or someone like that, ‘You know it is necessary to be cautious. It is not such a good
  situation. But I have a message from the one you mention. He is afraid you think him discourteous.’ ‘Not at all,’ says Petworth, ‘I hope his headache is better.’
  ‘Of course it was not really a headache,’ says the voice, ‘He thought that occasion called for such a small ruse. You know such ladies as your guide are not always the best
  companies for dear old friends. They like to be such bureaucrats. That lady, she has left you?’ ‘Yes, she’s gone home,’ says Petworth. ‘You had a nice drink with
  her?’ asks the voice.


  ‘Oh, was your friend in the bar of the hotel tonight?’ asks Petworth. ‘In the bar?’ asks the voice, Plitplov or whomever, ‘I don’t believe it. He has a
  headache. I hope you did not give that lady too much to drink. Our ladies here are not like those English ladies. I believe you have a wife who enjoys a drink and is very amusing.’ ‘Do
  I?’ says Petworth. ‘I have heard this,’ says the voice, ‘Well, our friend hopes you are comfortable and have made some nice arrangements. He hopes you have a good programme.
  You know he had a little finger in that pie.’ ‘Yes, it’s excellent,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, I will tell him,’ says the voice, ‘If I see him and his head is
  gone away. If you are pleased, he will know there is no hard feeling.’ ‘No, there’s no hard feeling,’ says Petworth. ‘I think he likes perhaps that sometime you will
  dinner with him at his apartment,’ says the voice. ‘That would be very pleasant,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course he does not want to raise remarkable expectations,’ says
  the voice, ‘He knows how well you like to eat, such dinners in Cambridge. Here is not so easy. His wife is a simple and confused person, and not such a cook as your marvellous Lottie.’
  ‘He knows my wife’s cooking?’ asks Petworth. ‘He remembers with a delight her boeuf à la mode,’ says the voice, ‘Often he speaks of it. He hopes
  you remembered to telephone at her, and give her his love.’ ‘Does he?’ asks Petworth, ‘Well, tell him I rang and got no reply.’ ‘He will think this is very
  strange,’ says the voice, ‘He knows she does not like to go out at the night. But perhaps that telephone does not march so well. Often this happens in my country.’ ‘Does
  it?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of course he hopes to see you again,’ says the voice, ‘But you know he is busy man and has many doings. He thinks your paths will cross suddenly in
  several places.’ ‘Good,’ says Petworth, suddenly feeling very tired. ‘I expect you are feeling very tired,’ says the voice, ‘I hope you sleep very nicely. And
  that I do not disturb you if you are with someone.’ ‘I’m not,’ says Petworth, ‘Please thank him for the message. Goodnight.’


  Petworth puts down the telephone. Yes, he is tired; it has been a long day, a day of multiple chapters, of testing and troubling exertions. He briefly tries the enormous radio, which emits, for
  all its splendour, only one channel, in the language he does not know. He takes off his jacket, and puts it over the dressing-table mirror; to see that, all round the room, from behind the bathroom
  door, the walls, even the ceiling, many more mirrors are watching him as he strips down to his tartanpattern shorts. He uses the bathroom, where more mirrors look at him; he puts out all the lights
  but one, a great brass Sezession tablelamp by the bedside, gets into bed, pulls the great duvet over him, douses that light too. But full darkness does not come; car lights illuminate the ceiling,
  the gantries of trams flash pink into the room, an explosion of neon turns the glow to green. Pipes hiss, trams clang, official clocks on government buildings clang out news of the lateness of the
  hour. The ceiling crack gapes; there seems to be something like a loudspeaker affixed high on the wall just above the bathroom door; and everywhere the eye in the mirror, the ear in the roses, the
  pain in the stomach, the doubt in the head. His feet sticking from the end of the duvet, he thinks lazily on to two weeks of life in strange and unexpected cities: Slaka and Glit, Nogod and Provd.
  Cold in the room, he thinks of the warm marital bed at home, where a dark wife lies, or perhaps does not: the dark wife who smokes small cigars, and whose strange doings in Cambridge now begin to
  mystify him, the dark wife whom Plitplov knows better than he should; then Plitplov who, grinning, chuckling, present, absent, also knows and does not know his guide, Marisja Lubijova; the Lubijova
  who, with cold spectacles and warm laugh, grey coat and round figure, helpfully guides and suspiciously questions.


  His mind slides, and more vague, disorienting images fill it – of a man on a plane with a beetroot, another man smoking a cigarette in an airport room, two men, one in a topcoat, another
  with a furled umbrella, who stare after him in a corridor of space. In the darkness outside the hotel, strange unseen shouters shout, there is a faint sad sound of music from somewhere, bells ring.
  The bells are distant, yet seem to grow nearer, taking on a dragging, chirping note; he comes awake to realize that, by his bed, by his head, the foreign telephone is ringing. He reaches out into
  the dark to pick it up, put it to his ear; ‘Yes?’ he says, ‘Da?’ ‘Aarrgghhh,’ says a male voice down the wire, ‘Aaaarrggghhhh.’ ‘Who’s
  there?’ asks Petworth, staring up at the frescoed ceiling, where a green light goes on and off, on and off. ‘Doc doc doctor Pet Pet Petworth?’ asks the voice. ‘Yes, who is
  that?’ asks Petworth. ‘Aarrghhh,’ says the voice, ‘Ah, well. You don’t actually know me, but my name’s St St Steadiman. I’m the sec sec second sec
  secretary at the British Embassy.’ ‘Oh, yes, Mr Steadiman,’ says Petworth. ‘Just wanted to say, well well welcome to Slaka,’ says Steadiman, ‘Sorry I’m
  late. I’ve been ringing round all the ho ho hotels, their chaps wouldn’t tell us where you’re staying. Glad to find you.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘The
  Slaka,’ says Steadiman, ‘They’re really giving you the whole tree the whole treatment. You did get a din din dinner invite from me, did you? I had to scatter them liberally round
  in the hope of fi fi finding you.’ ‘I did, thank you,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, my wife and I are greatly hoping to enjoy your come your come your company tomorrow evening, if
  you can man man manage it,’ says Steadiman, ‘It’s not often we get a fellow cunt a fellow . . .’ ‘No, I suppose not,’ says Petworth, ‘I’d be
  delighted.’ ‘Good,’ says Steadiman, ‘Why don’t I meet you in the bar of the ho ho hotel at, what shall we say, seven seven? You’ll easily spot me, I’ll be
  wearing a suit. They’re looking after you prop prop properly?’ ‘Very well,’ says Petworth. ‘Fine,’ says Steadiman, ‘If you do get into any diff diff snags,
  call me at the Embassy. If they haven’t cut the fo fo phones. Or just come in. If they’re not turning back all vis vis visitors. Well, till tomorrow.’ ‘Thank you,’
  says Petworth, putting down the telephone.


  He lies there in the undark darkness. Outside Slaka moves, city of flowers and gipsy music, of watchers and listeners. He reaches for sleep, but his mind lies awake, swimming in tumultuous
  exhaustion. Noise and redundancy, redundancy and noise, pass through it, a singsong of words and images that will not fix: slibob and tinkii, passipotti and crak’akii, the steelwork is famous
  for the high grade of its product, we wish you pleasant tour and hope it will bring friendship between our peoples, her name is Lottie I think, you must be very tired. The chatter grows, come from
  the dark psychic disorientations of travel; images flutter, in accelerating disconnection. From somewhere high up, there is a view down, over vast, encrusted lunar landscapes, rough peaks, icy
  cavities. Now a small dark wife sits in a garden under a parasol, while an observer spies down from an upstairs window, where in a room paper flutters in a typewriter. Now a soldier comes down a
  long metal tube, holding a gun in his hand. There is a great glinting mirror and it cracks suddenly open; beyond there is a deep dark hole into which something is drawn. Then there is a malign
  father, shouting; a forgotten mistress, in a kimono, hair swinging over one eye, coming through a door into a room; an old friend who might not be a friend, lying by a river; and a HOGPo man in a
  hat, who sits in a technologized room somewhere over a dark city, and listens, listens, wide awake, to the sound of snores, as Petworth sleeps.


  



  4 – MINKULT.


  I


  Rain and storm are beating violently against the windows when Petworth comes to consciousness again, to find himself in his great bed, in his great bedroom, in the middle of
  Slaka. Now his programme will begin, and a day of formal meetings and duties lies before him – a purpose that gets him from his bed, into the bathroom, and then to the window to throw open
  the curtains and look out on the new world beyond. The view is strange; three men on a hydraulic platform are swaying in the air a few yards away from him, staring at him in his undershorts. Below,
  the square, so quiet last night, is busy again, a crowded place, filled with moving umbrellas, raincoated walkers, wet-topped pink trams. The hydraulic platform rises in the air from a dull grey
  truck; the three men are man-handling a great neon-sign saying SCH’VEPPII, which last night had stood on the building in the corner, and are
  lowering it to the ground on ropes. Petworth takes his grey suit from his blue suitcase, and retires to the bathroom to put it on; clad in formality, he goes out into the corridor, where a new
  young floormaid sits at the desk, and descends to the lobby to find breakfast.


  It is not an easy task. Breakfast is served, not in the great dining room, but in a small room at the back of the hotel, where many besuited men, as neat as himself, sit reading newspapers and
  awaiting service. ‘Is nicht schnell here, nicht schnell,’ says the bald man, reading an East German newspaper, whose table he joins, none being empty, ‘This is why they haf bad
  economy.’ Petworth picks up the menu, a well-thumbed card written in several languages, and offering rich fare: sausidge and pig-bacon, sheese and eggi. A waiter comes at last, with a laden
  tray for the bald man; Petworth determines to set to work on the new tongue. ‘Pumpi, vurtsi, urti, kaf’ifii,’ he says to the waiter. ‘Moy,’ says the waiter, picking up
  the menu, shaking his head, and bearing it away. He comes back again a moment later, bearing a new menu. Petworth looks at it in mystery, for its offerings are much the same as the last.
  ‘Ranugu up pumpu? Ku up kaf’ufou?’ asks the waiter, taking out his pad. ‘They make a small linguistic revolution here,’ says the bald German, leaning forward,
  ‘They change a little all the grammatiks. This alzo is vy they are nicht schnell.’ ‘Ah,’ says Petworth, reading the new menu, ‘Pumpu, verstu, irtu,
  kaf’ufuu.’ ‘Slubab,’ says the waiter. ‘Now the old words are to be no more used,’ says the bald German. Petworth looks around. At the next table a man reads the
  red-masted party newspaper, P’rtyuu Pupulatuuu, which has the headline Untensu Actuvu. ‘I see,’ he says. ‘It is a very important political matter,’ says
  the bald man, ‘Even Wanko may be replaced.’ The important political matter evidently delays things greatly; it is not until just before nine o’clock, the hour at which Petworth
  should be meeting Marisja Lubijova in the lobby, that his breakfast arrives. There is just time to gulp a little of the large bowl of irtu, snatch a few bites of the vertsu, drink down the pumpu,
  and sip a little of the hot acorn-flavoured kaf’ufuu, before he rushes out to the crowded hall, where a new group of Ivanovas mills round the desk marked R’GYSTRAYUU. In a plastic transparent raincoat over her long grey coat, and shaking a folded umbrella, Marisja Lubijova is already there.


  ‘So, you are come, Comrade Petwurt,’ she says briskly, ‘And you have put on your nice suit for our official day. But don’t you think you need perhaps a coat for the
  rain?’ ‘I haven’t had time to go and get it,’ he says, ‘They were very slow with breakfast.’ ‘Of course, you are not now in America,’ says Lubijova,
  looking at her watch, ‘And do not be long, already we are late for our sightseeings. Did you remember to call your wife?’ ‘She wasn’t there,’ says Petworth. ‘So
  I suppose I must make a new arrangement,’ says Lubijova, ‘You go, I will do it. And did you get your passport?’ ‘I asked for it last night,’ says Petworth, ‘It
  wasn’t ready.’ Lubijova looks at him crossly: ‘Oh, Petwurt, can’t you do just one thing? Now you are not a person, is that what you want? Do you like it that you don’t
  exist? That I can’t take you to the Mun’stratuu?’ ‘I’ll go and ask for it now,’ says Petworth. ‘Go upstairs now, bring your coat,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘They will give it to me, don’t you think so? I think you don’t try very hard. Here you must fight a bit. Go, be quick.’ Petworth goes up to his room, to see from the window
  that the men on the hydraulic platform are raising up a new sign saying SCH’VUPPUU to replace the old sign saying SCH’VEPPII; when he comes down again to the lobby in his raincoat, Lubijova is standing outside the elevator doors, waving his passport aloft. ‘Of
  course it comes if you make it,’ she says, ‘She gives it to me. Also I have arranged a new telephone call. It is for six o’clock, after your programme today is finished. Now, do
  we go and do it? Or perhaps first I must button up your coat for you? Petwurt, Petwurt.’


  It is a chilly Lubijova who walks ahead of him out of the lobby and into the square, where a heavy nineteenth-century bourgeois realist rain is washing down the high-gabled buildings and teeming
  over the moving street-crowds and the clanging trams. A squad of men in oilskins are digging up the cobble-stones between the tram-tracks; Lubijova walks through them. ‘This way,
  please,’ she says sharply, ‘See how the men are working. Always we are improving our city. Always the work goes on. Look where you go, you are not from the farm, I think. First I take
  you to a very special place. Usually for foreigners it is forbidden, but you have a special permission, you are an official visitor.’ Walking ahead, Lubijova dives suddenly into a
  dirty-windowed eating place, where many wet people eat hot dogs in standing position. ‘Not here, we go to the back,’ she says, leading the way to the door of an elevator, where an old
  lady in a chair sells tickets. The elevator is crowded, the ascent long; suddenly the doors open, and Petworth finds himself, in the driving rain and the whistling wind, on a very wet roof, with a
  short wire fence around it, high above the city, which is visible below, moving remotely about its business. ‘You see, this is our skyscraper,’ says Lubijova, ‘Of course you must
  not photograph. Now from here is a very good view, but we cannot really see it. I hope you do not suffer the vertige. Now, please, look on this side. Over there the power station, do you see it,
  through the mist, it is more than sufficient for our needs. Near there the cathedral, but it is not visible. Well, it does not matter, it is not so interesting. Now we go this side, and here you
  see the old town. You can see the bridge Anniversary May 15, and the festung and the capella. At night you can go there and see a sound and a light. Is that how you say it in English?’


  ‘Well,’ says Petworth, ‘A son et lumière.’ ‘Oh, what an interesting language you have, no wonder nobody understands it,’ says Lubijova, ‘I think
  you have a very strange language and are a very strange people. Some of them cannot even get back a passport.’ ‘I’m sorry,’ says Petworth. ‘Now come to this
  side,’ says Lubijova, ‘There, with the trees, the Park of Brotherhood and Friendship with the Russian peoples. The people of Slaka love very much to walk there and enjoy the scents,
  especially when it does not rain. Near there, do you see a building with a red star on top? This is our Party Headquarters, a very fine building, and behind there is our best open space, the
  Plazscu P’rtyuu.’ ‘There’s been a change in the language?’ asks Petworth. ‘Some radical elements have pressured our government to make certain changes,’
  says Lubijova, ‘They ask for a linguistic liberalization, but I do not think it is very important. So there you see it, from the best view our very beautiful city. I hope you impress. On a
  nice day you would stay here a long time and take much pleasure, but today it is not perhaps so nice, so I think we go down again.’ On the long elevator ride down, Lubijova stands away from
  him in the further side of the lift; out in the open air again, she walks several steps in front of him. They take the narrow old street where Marx and Engels, Lenin, Brezhnev and Wanko bounce
  furiously on their wires in the driving rain; they pass by the colonnade of the Military Academy, under which disconsolate soldiers stand with portfolios under their arms; they walk beside the
  Palace of Culture, covered in ivy, out of which, from some basement, there comes the unexpected sound of jazz.


  They turn down another street, a street of a few small shops. Most of these stores seem curiously turned in on themselves, concealing rather than revealing the goods they offer to sell. Shops at
  home insist on display, but these do not; they secrete this and that, showing small stacks of one thing, or a single object: light fittings, bottles of soft drink, flowers, tins of beet, a hint of
  meat, a notional vegetable or two. ‘I hope you look,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘We know your press tells always we have very bad food shortage. Well, now you can see there is plenty
  of everything. Oh, look, here is a line, a queue, do you call it? I suppose you think it is for food. Do you like to join it and see?’ The long line of people stands in the rain: ‘Do
  you see how they all excite, to go into this shop?’ asks Mari, ‘Do you know why, you don’t guess? Well, it is because our people are all very good readers, and today come out the
  new editions, and also in the new language. I hope your people wait so long in the rain, just to buy books!’ ‘I don’t think so,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course, your
  newspapers tell we do not like to respect at all our writers,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘Well, now you can go home to tell them they are wrong. Oh, look, now we go in. Can you wait me,
  please look around, I like to buy something.’ He watches Lubijova push through the jostle of people toward the counter; he turns to look at the shelf upon shelf of books, the millions of
  infolded words, all written in the language he does not know. Some are titled in the Cyrillic alphabet, some in the Latin, but the alphabet does not matter, for the codes will not yield, the signs
  refuse to become meaning.


  The raincoats of the shoppers steam in the greater warmth; an assistant with a great ladder pushes Petworth aside, to climb to a distant top shelf. Petworth inspects more titles; from above, a
  book disturbed by the assistant tumbles down onto his head and cracks open, as if that might be a route to contact. ‘Comrade Petwurt, here, come,’ calls Lubijova, standing at the
  counter in her plastic coat, ‘This is one of our new books, just out today. Do you like perhaps the cover?’ Petworth takes the book, in a green paper wrapper, illustrated with a line
  drawing of an expressionist dark castle, which is seen through a rough shattered mirror; he looks at the title, which is Nodu Hug, and the name of the author, Katya Princip. He flicks the
  pages, the blocks of mysterious words, the units of meaning, the paragraphs, the chapters, the claim on time, the appeal to imagination. ‘You know we have here a very good Writers’
  Union and even in the world some of our people are very famous,’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, here is a book by one of the best, it is Katya Princip. Of course not everyone likes her books,
  some people say she is not correct.’ ‘Not correct?’ asks Petworth, ‘Why?’ ‘Not correct because she diverts from the socialist realism, which we like, and goes to
  the fantastic. But she has a good imagination and often we like the fantastic here in my country, so many people appreciate her works very much. Also she writes a very strange kind of story, how
  can I tell you? It is like the stories we tell to children, with in it dreams, and staircases that go to nowhere, and castles, perhaps; but really those stories are not for the children at all,
  they are for us. No, I do not explain you very well, but please take it. I have bought for you this book.’


  ‘For me?’ says Petworth, picking up the green book, and ruffling again through the pages, ‘That’s very kind. But there is just one problem, I can’t read it. I think
  you should keep it for yourself.’ Lubijova, in her plastic coat, stares at him severely: ‘Petwurt, really, do you like to annoy me again?’ she says, ‘Is this what you do
  always with a present that is for you? Of course I know you cannot read it, you have to have a guide. But, you see, Petwurt, perhaps you don’t know it, but I am really a little bit psychic.
  Do you believe in that, I hope you do? And, do you know, I have an instinct; it tells me that when you go away from Slaka you will understand that book, just a bit. Also we have two weeks together,
  I can explain you some of it. Of course I don’t read it yet myself, but I can tell you it is, what do you say, a folk-story, and some of it happens in a big forest and near a castle. Nodu
  Hug, the title, that means not to be afraid. Anyway, Petwurt, there is another reason why you must have it. I cannot tell it to you yet, but you will see.’ ‘Then I’ll take
  it,’ says Petworth, ‘Thank you very much, Mari.’ ‘And don’t you realize something else,’ says Lubijova, laughing at him, seizing his arm, taking him toward the
  entrance to the store, ‘That I have forgiven you your passport? Well, we cannot let all those bureaucrats upset us, I think we like to be comrades. Now, how much time have we more, an hour,
  almost, right, we do something else that is very nice. Turn your coat, we go round that corner, round another, and then do you know what we do? We stand again in a line; poor Petwurt, it is all
  lines for you today. But that line is very different and quite interesting. Now, put please the book inside your pocket, I don’t want it wetted by that rain. And turn your coat, now we
  go.’


  They go, round the corner, round another; and then, suddenly, Petworth finds himself standing on the edge of a great central square. The square glistens, vast, in the rain; there is a wide vista
  down to a large monument, where tangled bronze soldiers and workers collaborate in some interlocking enterprise; round the monument are stalls, the stalls of many flower sellers. People crowd round
  the stalls and wander the square, robed black Africans, a group of Arabs in burnouses, a gaggle of Ivanovas led by a blue Cosmoplot guide holding up high a beflowered umbrella; but the square still
  looks empty, so large are its spaces, so big its surrounding buildings, which are square, and white, and colonnaded. ‘This place, do you know it, I hope you do,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘Oh, don’t you, Petwurt, really? Of course it is Plazscu P’rtyuu, where is our government, and where our people like to come to make their celebrations. Can you imagine how many
  peoples can pass here, with their banners? Well, you do not need to imagine, because you will see it all of course on National Culture day.’ And Petworth sees that, into the steps of the
  buildings, great reviewing stands have been built, covered in red bunting. Indeed red is the colour of many things: of the long banners that blow out from the poles that stand high over the square,
  of the carnations that the flower-sellers are selling from their stalls round the monument, of the trim round the great photographs that, four storeys high, hang from the fac¸ades and stare
  down at them as they walk the clean white stone pavement, photographs in the style of grand or epic realism. An engrandized Marx stares across the square towards a superhuman Lenin; Brezhnev and
  Wanko enfold together in a vast embrace.


  ‘I hope you impress,’ says Mari Lubijova, taking his arm, ‘Now we walk and I show it all to you. Over here, the Praesidium, over there with on top the red star the Party
  Headquarter. Over there, where the Japanese go, the Ministry of Strange Affairs, is that how you say?’ ‘The Foreign Ministry,’ says Petworth. ‘And over there,’ says
  Lubijova, ‘where is celebrate the great brotherhood of Brezhnev and Wanko, the Ministry of State Security, that is very forbidden. Really, a lot of these areas are forbidden to foreigners, so
  I think you don’t go there, Petwurt. Also forbidden here are the cars, that is nice, except of course for the cars of the party cadres. Do you see them, the big Russian Volgas with the
  curtains in the back? Only the important people can ride in a car like that, I wonder if you will ride in one, Petwurt? Perhaps so, you are important person. And the stands for the parade, you will
  go in one of those too, on our special day.’ Over the big buildings, the clocks begin to chime; they walk down the long square. ‘You do not see a Ministry of Culture, that is round a
  corner,’ says Lubijova, ‘But do you see where we are going first? Where the line waits?’ And down at the bottom of the square there is indeed a long line of people –
  schoolchildren with flags, peasants in dark clothes, Ivanovas with plastic over their blonde hair, Vietnamese women, wearing cadre jackets – snaking across the pavé, and
  waiting, evidently, to enter a cube-like, modern, white stone building, also hung with bunting, with, standing round it, at every corner, and every entrance, stiff soldiers in shakos, a feather
  sticking up from the top.


  ‘Now we join that line,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘I think you come under my umbrella, or you will catch some rheum. Don’t you see the soldiers, do you like their uniforms,
  from our past days? They are a very special guard, but this is very special place. Now we must wait, twenty minutes, perhaps, half an hour, but you will see it is worth it. You will find out
  something very interesting about our people. These peasants have saved many months to make their visit here. The children at school beg their teachers always to let them make this visit. Oh, what a
  pity, we have forgotten something, really we should carry some flowers, we call them comrade carnation, well, never mind.’ The clocks on the big buildings chime again before they reach a
  clefted entrance, guarded by two shako-ed soldiers. ‘Oh, that is nice, now we go in,’ says Lubijova, ‘Now we must be quiet, but you will see what you will see. Take care, it is
  dark inside.’ They go, in the moving line of people, down the narrow space of a chilly stone passage, with a sickly scent in the air, until the light brightens, the line splits, and there is
  an illuminated place with a central stone plinth. On the plinth, in a half coffin, lies the embalmed body of a dead man, dressed in modern clothes of a plain kind, sporting a big grey moustache.
  Skilful lights cast from above make him seem larger than life-size; the waxified face has been cast in an expression half-compassionate, half-severe. Affairs of weight have creased his brow,
  principle stares from his eyes. Evidently he is a man of history, since a scrolled document, a proclamation or treaty, lies on his chest; but he is also a man of the people, since a few
  workers’ tools lie beside him, a hammer and saw, a sickle and file, and his hands are horny with use.


  ‘Of course it is tomb,’ says Lubijova, holding Petworth’s arm and whispering in his ear, ‘You know he is real, if dead? Do you know him from his photograph, it is
  Grigoric our Liberator. Don’t they keep him very well? He looks just like himself!’ The people all round them have stopped and are dipping their knees, putting down their carnations on
  the plinth; Grigoric’s eyes, meanwhile, stare at the ceiling, as if he has had a vision beyond himself. Indeed, looking up, one may see it painted there: a world where large muscled men dig
  holes and raise buildings in energetic and momentous enterprise, where big-breasted women stack fruitful sheaves in ripe fields, and still hold onto their abundant babies. ‘We love him very
  much, you see,’ whispers Lubijova, ‘He set us free to the Russians after the war, and planned our socialist economy. You see he was worker, his father made saddles for the horses in
  Plit. But also he studied at Berlin and Muskva, and so we say he was intellectual as well. Then he was brave in our uprisings, so also a soldier. So we like him very much. Here we love our dead,
  and we think they love us. Do you do the same for your great men?’ ‘No, we don’t,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, perhaps you don’t have any like that,’ says
  Lubijova, as they move forward with the people through another narrow stone corridor, to where the light of day bursts, and they are out again in the wet and windswept square.


  ‘So, Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, stopping and looking at him gaily, ‘Did you like it? I think now you have had many pleasures. You have seen our city, and you have seen our great
  leader. Of course there are many more sight-seeings you must do, but you have so many days. Now, what is time? Oh, we were long there, we must go straight away to the Mun’stratuu. Now, put on
  please your very official behaviour, I hope you have some. Let me see you, your suit is nice, but your tie is not neat, put it up please. And now do you have your passport? I hope so, they do not
  let you in there without it.’ Petworth feels in his pockets, grows desperate: ‘No, I don’t,’ he says. ‘Petwurt, no, is it gone?’ cries Lubijova, ‘I hope
  you don’t think somebody steals it? In my country nobody steals.’ ‘It’s not there,’ says Petworth. ‘No,’ says Lubijova, laughing at him, ‘Petwurt, it
  is here. I kept it all the time, just to be safe. Now, we are in a hurry. So do you run?’ She turns on her heel and begins to run, away from the scented tomb and across the wide space of the
  paved square, beneath the flapping red banners. Her hat bounces, her bag swings; she stops, looks back at him, shouts ‘Come,’ and runs on again. In his best suit and raincoat, Petworth
  clumsily lifts his feet and pursues his guide, running beneath the great buildings and the high photographs, toward his next appointment.


  II


  The Mun’stratuu Kulturu Komitet’uuu are not to be found in Plazscu P’rtyou; it lies, perhaps appropriately, just round the corner, in Stalungrydsumytu, a small
  dark street with high old buildings. A khaki soldier sits outside it, in a box with a telephone in, and inspects their papers; a blue militiaman in a cage inspects them again, and points them up a
  wooden staircase. ‘They know me here,’ says Lubijova, leading Petworth through a mess of dusty and ill-painted corridors, where men and women wander carrying files. Then she stops at a
  door, on which there is a sign saying UPRATTU L. TANKIC, knocks, and goes inside. In the office there sits on a typist’s chair a full-bodied
  young lady with auburn hair and a tight blue dress; she rests her elbows, as if exhausted, on an old black typewriter. ‘Prifussoru Pitworthu?’ she asks, getting up and going into an
  inner room. ‘Vantu,’ shouts a male voice. ‘We go in,’ says Lubijova, leading him into a small room with many high cupboards, a big metal desk, and behind the desk a small
  bald round man in a black suit, smoking a cigar with a plastic mouthpiece. The man rises, embraces Lubijova, and puts out his hand to Petworth. ‘My English, bad,’ he says, ‘But we
  have beautiful interpreter. Very tough lady, picked special for you.’ ‘So I translate,’ says Lubijova. ‘Make us sound very good,’ says the bald man, who has a humorous
  glint in his eye, ‘Please.’ He points to a set of plastic black armchairs surrounding a small coffee table; then, still standing by his desk, he begins a little speech.


  ‘Says you are here, says he is pleased,’ explains Lubijova, ‘Says his name is Tankic, he is high official here, Uprattu. Says the Minister of Culture wished himself to greet
  you, but he must attend a meeting of the Praesidium on a certain matter. Says before he departs, the Minister has asked to him, Tankic, to convey warm amity and fraternal felicitations to your own
  Minister of Culture and to all your government. Also he tells Tankic to make your visit very happy. Also he wishes you pleasant tour and hopes it brings friendships between our peoples. Now I think
  you say something, Petwurt.’ ‘Please tell him how glad I am to be here, and how grateful I am for the excellent arrangements made for me. I look forward to my programme, and I know I
  bring the good wishes of Her Majesty’s Government, who also wish this tour to be a great success.’ Tankic beams, nods, and lifts a book from his desk. ‘Says he wishes to present
  you with a book describing our five-year-plan and the collective achievements of our people, signed by the Minister himself,’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you have a book, Petwurt?’
  ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Then thank him very nicely and I will translate,’ says Lubijova. This is done; Tankic beams, chuckles, nods his head, rubs his hands, and sits down
  opposite Petworth, tapping him on the knee. ‘Asks how you like our Slakan rain,’ explains Lubijova, ‘Says we have imported it from Britain especially for you, in exchange for some
  Slakan sunshine.’ Tankic nods his head very emphatically, and then laughs out loud; Petworth laughs too, and says: ‘Tell him that Britain has two exports we are only too glad to make.
  Rain is one; I’m the other.’ When this is translated, Tankic laughs uproariously and hits Petworth on the knee. ‘Says you must find some more such exports,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘Then perhaps you would start to make a real economic progress.’


  The tight-dressed lady now stands over them, beaming and giggling. ‘Take some coffee, Prifusorru?’ she asks. Tankic says something: ‘Asks if you think his secretary speaks the
  good English,’ explains Lubijova, ‘She has typed your programme. If you say yes, says perhaps he pays her more money.’ The secretary blushes red; ‘She deserves a rise
  immediately,’ says Petworth. Tankic laughs and slaps Petworth’s knee again. ‘Says definitely you are a friend of the people,’ says Lubijova, ‘Always wanting to improve
  their economical conditions.’ ‘You like such coffee?’ asks the secretary, pouring a rich syrupy liquid from a copper receptacle into the small cup in front of Petworth. ‘Ah,
  Turkish, excellent,’ says Petworth. ‘Na, na, na, na,’ says Tankic, shaking a finger. ‘Says we do not call coffee after our oppressors,’ says Lubijova, ‘Here we
  call it comrade coffee.’ ‘I’m sorry,’ says Petworth. ‘Asks, your programme, do you like it, or do you ask many changes? He says his secretary can go to the typewriter
  and change it, instead of standing there looking at your handsome face.’ ‘It’s fine,’ says Petworth. ‘Explains he has worked very hard on it, because officials must
  always have much paperwork to do,’ says Lubijova, ‘Otherwise they might do something important.’ Tankic laughs, and Petworth laughs; then Tankic points at Lubijova, who goes red.
  ‘Asks if you are pleased with the guide he has provided you, to take care all your wants.’ Tankic leans forward and taps Lubijova on the knee: ‘Says of course these are official
  wants only.’ ‘Real tough lady,’ says Tankic in English, laughing. ‘Tell him I like the tough ones,’ says Petworth. ‘Says good,’says Lubijova, ‘Says
  he thinks you are the sort of man who will drink a little brandy with him.’


  The tight-dressed lady goes to one of the cupboards and produces a bottle and four glasses; Tankic says something which makes her laugh very loudly. ‘Says he does not smoke, drink, gamble
  with cards or play at all with women, except when you come,’ says Lubijova, ‘This is why he hopes you come very often.’ The lady puts the glasses on the table; Tankic takes the
  bottle and begins to fill the glasses with a bright clear liquid. ‘Says it is special from a farm he knows,’ says Lubijova, ‘Now he makes a toast. Remember with the eyes, Petwurt,
  I taught you. Says: a toast to many more toasts together.’ Petworth, raising his glass, tries to remember Lubijova’s lesson: ‘Na, na, na,’ says Tankic. ‘Oh,
  Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, ‘He says you do it wrong. Says in our country when we do a thing, we always follow afterwards a criticism session, so we can do things better. He remarks you
  let the brandy touch the tongue and the throat, which wastes much time that could be devoted to the good of the people. Now he regrets he must fill your glass again, to see if you make
  improvement.’ And over the next half hour, in the office of the Uprattu Tankic, Petworth improves and improves. There is much laughter in the room; Tankic chuckles and grins; other heads from
  other offices peer in. Then Tankic rises and claps Petworth on the arm: ‘Says he must take you to another place, to give you some lessons in Slakan food,’ explains Lubijova, ‘It
  is an official lunch given in your honour, he hopes you accept.’ ‘Delighted,’ says Petworth, rising, a little uncertainly, from the black plastic chair. Tankic puts on a belted
  black overcoat, and a black Homburg hat; then he leads the way into the corridor, shouting boisterously at functionaries sitting at their desks behind half-open doors.


  Down the stairs and out into the street they go, past the militiaman in the cage, the soldier in the box. In front of the building, a crop-headed driver in a grey shirt and black trousers stands
  in the rain, holding open the door of a large Russian Volga, a great black car with a toothy front grille. ‘Oh, Petwurt, you go in one after all,’ cries Lubijova, from the front seat,
  turning round to look at where Petworth sits in the middle again, between the tightly dressed lady and Tankic. ‘Where are the curtains?’ asks Petworth, looking round. Tankic laughs and
  claps Petworth boisterously on the shoulder. ‘Says do you think he would let you ride with his beautiful secretary in a car with curtains?’ explains Lubijova. The secretary wriggles and
  laughs too, a rich perfume spilling from between her breasts. ‘Tells the people who wait at the restaurant to meet you. Professor Rom Rum, of the National Academy of Arts and Sciences, who
  makes an important research into literary science from a hermeneutic viewpoint. Perhaps already you know him by his work?’ ‘I’m afraid not,’ says Petworth. ‘And
  someone you know already, Katya Princip.’ ‘I know her?’ asks Petworth. ‘Petwurt, Petwurt, you are terrible, sometimes you make me annoy. Don’t you remember please that
  book I just gave to you?’ ‘Yes, of course,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, dear, you are terrible,’ cries Tankic, mimicking, laughing, ‘Very tough lady, this, ha? Like a
  wife. I pick her special for you.’ ‘Sometimes he is very bad,’ says Lubijova. ‘But I also think quite nice,’ says the lady in the tight dress, smiling at him. The car
  is passing along the modern boulevard, past MUG and WICWOK; Petworth suddenly notices that, lined up along the curbsides, there are thick rows of
  children, waving small green flags at them as they pass. He points them out to Tankic, who laughs. ‘Says not for you,’ explains Lubijova, ‘A sheikh of Arabia comes here today.
  Says when you bring us something useful, not culture but oil, you also can have the children with little flags.’


  But now the stiff-necked driver turns the wheel, and they leave the boulevard, turning up a narrow, rising street, lined with high old houses, toward the ancient part of the town. ‘Here
  now old Slaka,’ says Lubijova, ‘Notice please the buildings of Baroque and Renaissance. Now you see how Slaka is so fine.’ ‘You come before?’ asks the tight-dressed
  lady, wriggling against him. ‘No, my first visit,’ says Petworth. ‘A church and a rectorate,’ says Lubijova. ‘Many pretty girls,’ says the lady. ‘Oh,
  don’t look at those, please,’ says Tankic, laughing, ‘Think of production.’ ‘Now the festung, builded by Bishop Vlam,’ says Lubijova, ‘Where is made the
  sound and the light.’ ‘Vlam, very successful,’ says Tankic, ‘Much power, many ladies. But no more, under socialism.’ ‘Oh, no?’ cries the tightdressed lady,
  ‘I think so!’ ‘A famous old square,’ says Lubijova. The car stops in the famous old square, which is filled with trees, and lies under the crenellated wall of the castle;
  there is a vista down across the river, to gardens and white-painted, creeper-clad houses on the further bank. ‘Here very nice restaurant,’ says Tankic, pointing to an old timber-framed
  building in the corner, with tables outside it, now wet with rain, ‘No gipsy, no violin, only talk, very good.’ The driver opens the rear door of the big Volga, and they step out into
  the square. Elevating a large flowery umbrella, the tight-dressed lady puts her arm through Petworth’s, and leads him under the trees toward the restaurant; heavy drops of rain explode on the
  thin fabric over them. ‘Please,’ says Tankic, ushering him through a door where a sign says PECTOPAH [image: ]PO[image: ][image: ], ‘Nice, yes? Many official come here.’


  And it is pleasant indeed in the Restaurant Propp; there are wine barrels in the corners, old swords on the wall, and a great vine grows through and over the diners who sit there at
  white-clothed tables, served by waiters in black waistcoats and white aprons. Some open-mouthed carp, four silver trout, gape at them from a bubbling fishtank. ‘Not here, more,’ says
  Tankic, leading the way toward a curtained alcove; when the curtain is drawn there is a small room, a table set for six, a waiting waiter, and two other waiters too, the early guests, standing
  there, holding small drinks. One is a small middleaged man, in a neat dark suit and a white shirt, who wears his topcoat hung over his shoulders; he stares at Petworth, who stares back.
  ‘Lyft’drumu!’ cries the man, ‘Flughavn!’ ‘Feder! Stylo!’ says Petworth. ‘Scrypt’stuku!’ says the man, laughing. ‘You meet
  before?’ asks Lubijova. ‘It’s the man from the airport who borrowed my pen!’ says Petworth. ‘And Plitplov thinks he steals it?’ says Lubijova. ‘Oh, yes,
  Plitplov, you know him?’ asks the other guest, a fine, handsome lady, who wears a loose batik dress, cream sheepskin waistcoat, high gloveleather brown boots, and has white sunglasses pushed
  up into her blonde hair, ‘That silly man who writes those essays in the newspaper?’ ‘Trollop,’ says the middle-aged man. ‘Yes, he writes on Trollope,’ says
  Petworth. ‘It is awful,’ says the lady. ‘Weren’t you at the airport too?’ asks Petworth, looking at her. ‘Oh, did you notice me?’ asks the lady, who looks
  like a very elegant shepherd, ‘You know your silver pen was for me? Well, it is a magical thing, to lend a pen.’ ‘Our writer Katya Princip, our Academician, Professor Rum,’
  says Tankic, ‘Meet please our English guest of honour, Dr Petworth.’


  III


  And so it is that Petworth comes to the Restaurant Propp beneath the castle in Slaka, residence once of Bishop-Krakator ‘Wencher’ Vlam (1678–1738, if my
  hastily scribbled notes are correct), and meets there the brilliant, batik-clad magical realist novelist Katya Princip, who takes him familiarly by the arm, leads him out of the group, and moves
  him toward the corner of the room. ‘Come now and talk to me,’ she says, ‘Not about that Plitplov, you don’t know him, do you; no, please, explain me something. Why am I
  here? Why do I get invite to an official lunch?’ ‘I’m afraid I’ve no idea,’ says Petworth, ‘Of course I’m delighted you did.’ ‘I am not invite
  before,’ says Katya Princip, ‘You know, I am not so well, with this regime. Usually it is only the reliable ones, like Professor Rum, who come to such things. So of course I wonder,
  have I done something bad, and don’t know it? Is my new book so terrible? Do they think I am good?’ ‘Your new book,’ says Petworth, ‘I have it.’ ‘Oh,
  really?’ cries Katya Princip, staring at him with grey eyes, ‘Then perhaps that is it. Perhaps you are famous admirer of my writings? Perhaps I am chosen just for you? But you have our
  language? It is not translated in English.’ ‘I don’t yet,’ says Petworth, ‘I mean to try.’ ‘Yes, I see,’ says Katya Princip, ‘You don’t
  be my admirer yet, but one day you will be. Now I understand everything. You see, nothing in this world is accident. Especially here in Slaka.’ ‘Could you sign it for me?’ asks
  Petworth. ‘If you have a pen,’ says Katya Princip, ‘But of course you have a pen.’ ‘Oh, she signs your book?’ says Lubijova, coming up. ‘Oh, don’t
  you know, this is my admirer,’ says Katya Princip, ‘That is why I am here.’ ‘Comrade Tankic likes you to come to the table,’ says Lubijova. ‘Oh, we are naughty,
  we talk too much,’ says Princip, ‘Everyone thinks we are rude. Well, I leave you now, I hope we meet again.’ ‘She’s very nice,’ says Petworth. ‘Well,
  perhaps you must be a little cautious with this lady,’ says Mari Lubijova, leading him over to the table, ‘Sometimes she makes a little trouble, and not everyone likes her work.’
  ‘Here, Comrade Petworth, between our fine Slakan roses,’ says Tankic, gesturing him to the seat facing him; Petworth sits down.


  ‘Oh, you sit with me, is nice,’ says the tight-dressed lady, giggling, placed to Petworth’s left. ‘Oh, we meet again, what a surprise, how good,’ says Katya
  Princip, coming to Petworth’s right. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know your name,’ says Petworth, to the tight-dressed lady. ‘Oh, it is Vera,’ says the lady,
  ‘It means truth.’ ‘No, it means faith,’ says Katya Princip, ‘Pravda means truth. Oh, Mr Petwit, you must be very important man. Look, they draw the curtain to hide
  you. I expect you are at least a Shah or a Minister.’ ‘Expert,’ says Tankic, pointing at Petworth with his fork. ‘Oh, expert,’ says Princip, ‘And what do you
  expert? I am sorry I do not know.’ ‘The teaching of English,’ says Petworth, ‘That’s all.’ ‘Really, well, you must show us your skill on Professor
  Rum,’ says Katya Princip, ‘His English is terrible. We like it perfect by the end of the meal.’ ‘Yes, my English, poco, I am all mistake,’ says Professor Rum, who has
  tucked his napkin into the neck of his white shirt. ‘Don’t mind, Comrade Rum,’ says Katya Princip, ‘We will translate you. If we like what you say. My English, not so
  little, not so big, just middle. You are lucky Mr Petwit, you speak a language everyone understand. Except for Professor Rum.’ ‘Not everyone,’ says Petworth. ‘But think of
  us!’ says Katya Princip, ‘We are just a little country, a tiny flyshit on the great map of the world. And we speak just a silly little language, and no one understands. Not even
  us.’ ‘He tries to learn it,’ says Lubijova, who sits opposite Vera, ‘He likes to read your book.’ ‘Oh, don’t bother,’ says Princip, ‘My book is
  so good you can understand it in any language. And now we make a language reform, so what you learn this week is no good next.’ ‘Now we must change all our signs, it is very bad,’
  says Vera. ‘No, very good,’ says Katya Princip.


  Then the waistcoated waiter leans across Petworth’s shoulder, and fills his glass with a clear spirituous liquid. ‘Rot’vitti?’ he asks. ‘Now you must not say
  rot’vitti, rot’vuttu,’ says Vera. ‘But in any case is not rot’vuttu,’ says Princip, ‘Is lubuduss, made of the squish of a plum.’ ‘I think
  kicrak,’ says Lubijova, ‘From the mush of a pear.’ ‘No, is plum,’ says Katya Princip, ‘I am writer, I know everything.’ ‘Oh, everything?’ says
  Vera. ‘Yes, everything,’ says Princip, ‘Example: I do not come before to official lunch, I am not such good citizen, but I know Comrade Tankic will rise now and tell of our great
  cultural achievements. And then, Comrade Petwurt, you will reply, and tell us of your milk production.’ ‘My milk production?’ says Petworth. ‘Of course, we concern very
  much,’ says Princip, ‘Why do you think we come so far, through Slaka in the rain?’ And the prophecy seems correct, for Tankic has risen already, and is tapping his glass with his
  knife; he begins a fluent, beaming speech. ‘Says Comrades,’ explains Lubijova, when he pauses, ‘I am pleased to represent here our Minister of Culture, who regrets he is
  elsewhere, to welcome our excellent visitor Comrade Petwurt.’ ‘Our Minister of Culture,’ Princip whispers in Petworth’s ear, ‘A soldier who has read a book. Better
  than the last one: a soldier who had not read a book.’ ‘Says we are proud to welcome you to our country of many achievements, economic and also cultural. Since the feudal and bourgeois
  times, we have made a great leap forward.’ ‘Who hasn’t?’ murmurs Princip. ‘Our peoples support the modernization programmes everywhere in train,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘The productions of our agro-industries rise thirty times since socialism. Per capita floor space is ten square metres.’ ‘Now we no longer sit on top of each other,’
  whispers Princip. ‘Our National Academy of Arts and Sciences makes notable wissenschafts, represented by Professor Rum. Our Writers’ Union claims over a thousand fine members,
  represented here by Comrade Princip.’ ‘Your nice friend,’ whispers Princip. ‘Comrade Petwurt, you will see many great achievements in your tour,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘We hope you like them much and tell them in your country. You will see many beauties of our heritage, but let us make toast to the very best, we know you agree it. Welcome, and please drink
  to our finest treasure: the beautiful ladies, for the first time.’


  Tankic sits down, grinning at Petworth. ‘A quite good speech, a very bad toast,’ says Katya Princip, ‘It is to me, so I cannot drink.’ ‘Comrade Petworth, is your
  turn,’ says Vera. ‘Please, your milk production,’ says Princip. ‘Oh, me?’ says Petworth, but hands from either side are pushing him erect; he finds himself looking
  round the table. ‘Friends,’ he says. ‘Comrades,’ says Princip. ‘Comrades,’ says Petworth. For some reason, the room seems to be swirling and creaking a little,
  and words, which are his business, will not come easily. But, words being his business, it occurs to him to comment, sociolinguistically, a word that, somehow, is not very easy to say today, on the
  great differences between the speechmaking habits of different nations: Germans will speak soulfully of Kant and Beethoven, Americans colloquially of space and territory, Norwegians poetically of
  mountains and fish, Russians proudly of industry and sport, while the British will speak only about their weather, and then to condemn it. An illustration comes to mind, perhaps not the best,
  Petworth realizes after a moment, as he reports a tale of what different women of different nations are supposed to say after love-making – ‘What, finished so soon?’ says the
  Frenchwoman, ‘My sadness has almost gone away,’ says the Scandinavian, ‘Great, what did you say your name was?’ says the American, ‘You have made a great
  contribution,’ says the Russian, ‘Okay, now let’s eat,’ says the German, and ‘Feeling better, darling?’ says the Englishwoman. No, it is not of the best;
  Lubijova, scribbling furious notes for her translation, stops, staring up at him over her glass; ‘It is yoke?’ asks Tankic, fuming to her. It seems wise to conclude the occasion, to
  raise the glass, to propose a toast, and what better than to language? ‘To language,’ he says, ‘The words that bring us all here, and bring us closer together.’


  ‘Well, it is not so good a speech,’ says Katya Princip, squeezing his arm as he sits down, ‘I am ignorant about your milk production much as I was before. But I like very much
  your toast. You see, I can drink it.’ ‘Comrade Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, leaning over the table, ‘You did not leave time for me to interpret you. Also you make yokes, and
  those are not so easy.’ ‘Really, no need to translate,’ says Katya Princip, ‘Everyone understands enough, except Professor Rum, and I think he has heard speeches before. Oh,
  look, here is Professor Rum, he likes to say something to you, what do you like to say, Professor Rum?’ ‘This is naughty lady,’ says Tankic, grinning at Petworth across the table.
  ‘Oh, he asks about the politics of your speech,’ explains Katya Princip, ‘He likes to know whether in our language revolution here you are supporting the forces of stability, or
  of reform.’ ‘I know nothing about the situation,’ says Petworth, ‘There were no politics.’ ‘I told him that already,’ says Katya Princip, ‘He
  doesn’t understand it. Well, I think while you are here you will learn some. We make here a fine change.’ ‘A very bad change,’ says Tankic. ‘Oh, dear, I am
  sorry,’ says Princip, ‘Already you learn there is more than one opinion in this world. Well, I am bad, I talk too much. But then you know our saying? The more talk, the more
  country.’ And there is more talk; the chatter flows round the table, and the glasses fill and refill. Across from Petworth, Tankic is rising again, and tapping his glass:
  ‘Cam’radayet,’ he says. ‘Says he understands our excellent visitor likes yokes,’ explains Lubijova, ‘He is pleased, because also in Slaka we like yokes very
  much.’ ‘Of course,’ whispers Princip to Petworth, ‘Many of them are in office.’ ‘He tells our visitor, you will go on your tour to Glit, so here a yoke of Glit,
  where the yokes are about peasants. One day a man meets on the road a Glit peasant who is crying over the corpus of his dead donkey. “I am sorry is dead your mule,” says the man.
  “It is much worse than you think,” says the peasant, “He was not an ordinary mule. Since a week, he had learned to live without eating.” So he makes another toast: to all
  here, who have not learned to live without eating. Also to the beautiful ladies, this time sincerely.’ ‘And to the politicians, who find for us all our food,’ says Princip,
  raising her glass, ‘May their efforts one day be rewarded.’


  And then the waiter comes, and pours a rich red soup into their dishes: ‘I hope you like, kapus’nuc,’ says Vera. ‘Soup of the cabbage,’ says Lubijova.
  ‘We call it, Comrade Cabbage,’ says Tankic. ‘Because it is red,’ says Princip. Wine is poured into their glasses: ‘It is very typical,’ says Vera, ‘We call
  it pfin.’ ‘They say we export always the best wine, and keep the worse,’ says Lubijova, ‘Now you see it is not true.’ ‘No, we drink the best, and the people
  drink the worse,’ says Katya Princip, ‘So works the planned economy.’ ‘Our state vineyards, cooperative, very advanced,’ says Tankic, across the table. ‘Once
  they were nunneries,’ says Vera. ‘I think monasteries,’ says Lubijova. ‘From the klosters,’ says Tankic. ‘Where live the religious,’ says Vera. ‘If a
  monk, always a bottle,’ says Tankic, ‘Now no more, under socialism.’ ‘No, now if an apparatchik, always a bottle,’ says Princip. ‘Nothing wrong with a bottle, I
  hope?’ says Tankic. ‘Of course, I also like,’ says Princip, ‘Mais plus c¸a change, plus c’est la même chose.’ A certain sharpness is in the air;
  Petworth, drinking soup, attempts diplomacy, as he likes to. ‘So you speak French too,’ he says, ‘How many languages?’ ‘Oh, my dear,’ says Princip, turning to
  him, and reaching out to ruffle the hairs on the back of his neck, ‘When I am with you, then I speak everything.’ ‘Our writers, very good translators,’ says Tankic.
  ‘Oh, yes,’ says Princip, ‘As you hear in the speech, we have many writers here. They work for the state and the future, especially of course the state. For this is needed many
  skills. Example: sometimes I am a writer, sometimes I drive a tram.’ ‘Really?’ says Petworth, ‘That’s amazing.’ ‘Yes,’ says Princip, ‘Here, if
  they do not like what you write, they let you drive a tram. But never, I notice, the other way round.’ ‘We have very good Writers’ Union,’ says Tankic. ‘And always
  they will look after you very well,’ says Princip, ‘And make sure that you do not write things that are silly and not correct. And if you do, well, they are very kind, and you can go to
  a dacha on Lake Katuruu. And there all the best writers will come, and sleep with you, and tell you how to write in a way that is correct. Oh, look, Professor Rum says something else, what is,
  Professor Rum?’ ‘A very naughty lady,’ says Tankic, his eyes rather less twinkling. ‘Oh, he tells that Maxim Gorky founded modern writing,’ says Princip, ‘Then
  he died, and that was great mistake. Do you agree?’


  And so, in the Restaurant Propp, in the older part of Slaka, under Vlam’s great castle, the official meal of welcome unfolds. Certain bitternesses are in the air, trading uneasily through
  Petworth’s head as he struggles to catch the prevailing discourse, the flow of interlingua, English as a Second Language for Social Occasions (ESLSO). A new course comes: ‘You know
  this, ruspi?’ asks Vera, pointing with her knife. ‘I’m not sure, what is it?’ asks Petworth. ‘Ruspi is a swimmer,’ says Tankic. ‘Is a fish,’ says
  Princip. ‘With two pencils in its nose,’ says Lubijova. ‘Two pencils?’ asks Petworth. ‘Yes, so,’ says Katya Princip, putting two fingers beneath her nose, and
  jutting them out, ‘What do you call those pencils in English?’ ‘Feder?’ cries Professor Rum, ‘Stylo? Pen?’ ‘No, you do not at all understand, Comrade
  Rum,’ says Princip impatiently, ‘And our guest is liking to tell us that language brings all together. But really it is like sex. You think it brings you together, but only it shows how
  lonely you truly are.’ ‘Sex is not so lonely,’ says Vera. ‘Do you try at all our sex in Slaka?’ asks Katya Princip, ‘In Slaka, sex is just politics with the
  clothes off.’ ‘Well, perhaps everywhere,’ says Petworth. ‘And do you try also our beer?’ asks Vera, ‘It is called, oluu.’ ‘Not yet,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Well, he tries everything else,’ says Lubijova. ‘Professor Rum says, in England your ideas are bad, but your beer always very good,’ says Katya Princip, ‘Of
  course here, you will find, it is entirely the opposite.’ ‘But he must try some,’ says Vera. ‘Of course,’ says Katya Princip, ‘I hope we are friends now, I take
  you to a nice place afterward.’ ‘Well, he has a very full programme,’ says Lubijova, ‘Also perhaps he is very tired.’ ‘I think not too full, not too tired, to
  drink one beer with me,’ says Katya Princip, ‘Of course he must go to the cafés where our most interesting people go. Then, my friend, you can try our beer and also our thinking.
  Often the beer runs short, but the thinking, always in full production.’


  The waiter comes again, taking away the fish course, and bringing instead a meat dish which bubbles away in strange sauces. ‘Lakuku,’ says Vera, pointing, ‘The veal of a cow
  cooked as not in any other country.’ ‘The vegetable,’ says Lubijova, ‘A special grass that grows only under the sheeps on a mountain.’ Across the table Tankic is
  rising, with a refilled glass: ‘Says he likes to make another toast,’ says Lubijova, ‘To the beautiful ladies, for the first time, this time very sincerely.’ ‘Really,
  this man,’ says Katya Princip, ‘I think he does not like me to drink. Perhaps he knows that when I am drunk I talk only about my lovers.’ ‘What about your lovers?’
  asks Vera, giggling. ‘Oh, do you like to know?’ asks Princip, ‘Well, I have had many lovely lovers, such nice lovers, because, you see, I love love.’ ‘You are
  lucky,’ says Vera. ‘Not always,’ says Princip, ‘So, Mr Petwit, what do you do here? Do you make lectures?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, ‘Tomorrow, at the
  university.’ ‘Oh, I would like to come there,’ says Katya Princip. ‘It is for the students,’ says Lubijova. ‘See, she does not like me to come there,’ says
  Princip, ‘Do you like me to come there?’ ‘I’d be delighted,’ says Petworth. ‘Then perhaps I do it,’ says Katya Princip, ‘Here we have a saying: a
  good friend is someone who visits you when you are in prison. But a really good friend is someone who comes to hear your lectures. Well, I hope now I am your really good friend, so perhaps
  you will see me there. But you must speak for me very slowly, if you do. I am not so good with the English. Do you do it?’ ‘Of course,’ says Petworth. ‘I like you,’
  says Katya Princip, ‘Yes, I think perhaps you will see me there, listening to you.’


  Across the table, Tankic is on his feet again, with a full glass: ‘Says, to the beautiful ladies, for the first time, this time truly and entirely sincerely.’ ‘How can we be
  beautiful, if we cannot drink?’ asks Princip. ‘Of course,’ says Vera, ‘The more that drink the men, the more are the ladies beautiful.’ ‘Oh, Professor Rum likes
  to ask you a question,’ says Princip, ‘He asks, where do you keep your dissident writers?’ ‘Comrade Tankic asks you something,’ says Lubijova, ‘He asks, how is
  your British disease?’ ‘He wonders, do you keep them perhaps in a jail in Northern Ireland?’ ‘He asks about the economics of your liberal Lord Keynes, are they dead now in
  your system?’ ‘Professor Rum says he has been often to London, on his scientific travels, and seen many beggars there, is that true?’ ‘Many beggars, where?’ asks
  Petworth, eating his grass. ‘He tells they play for money in all the stations of the metro,’ says Katya Princip. ‘Oh, they’re not beggars,’ says Petworth,
  ‘They’re American tourists financing their vacations.’ ‘He does not believe you,’ says Princip, ‘He says this is what your press likes you to think, but is not
  the reality. He says do you not think that here under Thatcher is marked the collapse of the capitalist system?’ ‘Soon you join us,’ says Comrade Tankic, leaning over the table,
  laughing. ‘It’s in trouble,’ says Petworth, ‘But I don’t think it’s collapsing.’ ‘Oh, Mr Petwit, now you have upset Professor Rum!’ says Katya
  Princip, ‘He thinks you deny the immanent reality of the historical process. He suspects you are a bourgeois relativist. I tell him it cannot possibly be true.’ ‘I’m afraid
  I don’t know much about politics or economics,’ says Petworth, ‘It’s really not my field.’ ‘Oh, Mr Petwit, you don’t know politics, you don’t have
  economics, how do you exist?’ cries Princip, ‘I’m afraid you are not a character in the world historical sense.’ ‘Your heart’s good, your system, bad,’
  says Tankic, leaning across the table, laughing. ‘So who could put you in a story?’ says Princip, ‘Poor Petwit, I am sorry. For you there is no story at all.’


  The curtains to the alcove are now thrown open, and through them comes the waiter; impressively, he is bearing high a vast white dessert, an elaborate concoction from which bright blue flames
  are rising. ‘Oh, look,’ cries Vera, ‘It is vish’nou!’ ‘Oh, this is very nice,’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you have in your country?’ ‘I
  don’t think so,’ says Petworth, ‘What’s in it?’ ‘Outside is an ice cream, inside, nurdu,’ says Vera, ‘You know nurdu?’ ‘I can’t say
  it in English,’ says Lubijova, ‘A very nice fruit that is not an orange.’ ‘And not a lemon,’ says Vera. ‘A melon?’ asks Petworth. ‘A little bit like,
  but not really,’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you know that name, Comrade Princip?’ ‘No, not the name,’ says Katya Princip, ‘But I know a story all about.’
  ‘Oh, tell us,’ says Vera. ‘It is a bit long,’ says Princip, ‘Do you really like to hear it, Mr Petwit?’ ‘Of course,’ says Petworth. ‘Well,
  really for a story you should give me a precious stone, but I don’t think you have one,’ says Princip, ‘Perhaps if I tell it you give me one little wish instead. Do you
  agree?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘So, once upon a certain time, and you know all stories start so, there was a king who had three sons, and the youngest is called
  Stupid,’ says Katya Princip. ‘That is his name?’ asks Vera, ‘Stupid?’ ‘In your story call him what you like,’ says Princip firmly, ‘but in mine he is
  called Stupid. And one day the king tells Stupid he must travel to another land and make a peace with the king of it, because these two kings have fighted each other. Fighted?’
  ‘Fought,’ says Petworth. ‘Good, you help,’ says Princip, ‘So Stupid goes to that other court, and there he sees the king’s daughter, a very beautiful princess,
  and you know what happens, because it always does. Stupid falls there in love.’ ‘That is why he is called Stupid?’ asks Vera. ‘He is called Stupid because I like to call him
  Stupid,’ says Princip, ‘Do I go on?’


  ‘Please,’ says Petworth. ‘Her father the king, a rough man with a big red beard, tells: Stupid, no, you cannot marry her, because already she is promised to marry another else,
  so go away. Well, of course, poor Stupid, he is sad, a long, long face right down to here. And he walks out into the forest and there he meets an old woman who is special, she is a makku, we say,
  do you know?’ ‘A witch,’ says Petworth. ‘That is the word, a witch,’ says Princip, ‘Perhaps you know this story already?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Well, of course you know some like it,’ says Princip, ‘But perhaps not my special story of poor Stupid. So, that witch tells to Stupid, please, come walk with me in the forest.
  Well, he goes, the branches catch at his hairs, the animals make howl, he does not know where he goes, you know how it is in forests. And then suddenly they are both falling, down a dark, dark
  hole, a long far way. And then, bouff!, they are at the bottom, with sore behinds. And there in front is a new land, with great trees and sunshine and gardens, and on top of a hill a castle, with
  some high towers. Well, Stupid looks up at the castle and there, in the very highest window, on highest tower, he thinks he sees, looking out, his very beautiful princess. In the sky is the shining
  sun, in front of them some water. Some frogs sit there on the water-plants, and the witch, who can talk to them, asks them all about that castle. And they tell, be careful, it belongs to a great
  big bad man, bigger than anybody, what do you call him?’ ‘A giant?’ asks Petworth.


  ‘You are very good, really you should tell this story, it is a giant,’ says Katya Princip, patting his arm, ‘A giant who every day takes a prisoner, a very beautiful girl, and
  he kills her at night when goes down the sun. Well, Stupid does not like this news, and sees also that the sun begins to go down, down, down behind the trees. And so of course he approaches to the
  castle and tries to go in there, to rescue his princess. But the gate is shut, and on every window are many bars. He looks up again at the sun, it slips nearer and nearer the ground. He looks up at
  the high window, and there, beside the lady, who cries, he sees that, what do you call, giant, and there in his hand is a big axe that is made specially just for great giants like him. The girl
  leans, and tries to shout, but over her face the giant puts his big hand, and he laughs down the tower at Stupid. Well, Stupid shakes at the gate, he pushes at the windows, what would you do, but
  he finds no ways to get inside. What can he do next?’ ‘He could ask for help the witch,’ says Vera. ‘My dear, you are right,’ says Princip, ‘He turns to that
  witch, a good witch, a bad witch, he does not know. He does not know anything, he is Stupid. So the witch tells again, come, walk with me, and she takes him to a beautiful garden next the castle,
  in it many trees and plants. The sun is going now, the castle rises high, and no way at all to go in. But the witch takes Stupid over to a big round fruit that is on the ground. The sun has made it
  a bright yellow, and inside is fat and good to eat, how do you call it, Petwit?’ ‘A marrow,’ says Petworth. ‘No, not marrow, but like,’ says Princip, ‘Inside is
  more sweet. A fruit that is in all the stories.’ ‘Yes, of course,’ says Petworth, ‘A pumpkin.’ ‘That is it, pumpkin,’ says Katya Princip, ‘And now
  you know what vish’nou is made of. Now you know what you eat. Try it and tell me you like it.’


  ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, ‘But what happened to the prince?’ ‘To Stupid?’ asks Princip, ‘Oh, now it is no matter. Don’t you find out what is your
  dessert?’ ‘I’d also like to find out how the story ends,’ says Petworth. ‘But you know how it ends,’ says Princip. ‘That is the end, on your plate. I made
  it to make you remember a name.’ ‘But now we all are thinking, what has happened to Stupid?’ says Vera. ‘Why? How does it matter?’ says Princip, ‘You know what
  happens to Stupid, all stories are the same, you know the end already.’ ‘Please tell,’ says Vera. ‘Oh, of course the witch is a good witch, Stupid goes into the castle and
  he kills the giant, the princess goes home with him, the king her father with the big red beard tells he is very sorry, and they marry and live happy ever after, under socialism, and make many
  children who all work hard for the state.’ ‘But no more adventures for Stupid?’ asks Lubijova. ‘Of course some adventures, but the adventures are always the same, and they
  do not change the story,’ says Princip, ‘What matters is: it is a useful story, Maxim Gorky would please. Petwit knows now what meal he eats, it is pumpkin,’ ‘We never heard
  what the pumpkin did, in the story,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, so many questions, I wonder why?’ says Princip, ‘The pumpkin of course did what pumpkins like to do in the stories.
  It turned to something else, perhaps a ladder, perhaps a coach. Perhaps someone climbed the ladder, perhaps someone rode the coach. But it is no matter. You are in Slaka, you make your meal, you
  eat your fruit, and you know it is pumpkin.’ ‘You see now what kind of a book Comrade Princip likes to write,’ says Lubijova. ‘Not really,’ says Princip, ‘My
  books are a bit magical also, but more complete. And I never tell them at official lunches. Of course, Mr Petwit, if one day our paths are crossing somewhere, if you come back again here to Slaka,
  well, then I might really tell you what happened to that prince and that pumpkin. You see, what I tell now is not true. There were some more adventures. The witch was not such a good witch, the
  giant did not die like that. The girl in the tower was not as she appeared, the king with the red beard was not such a good king. So, poor Stupid.’


  ‘And the pumpkin?’ asks Vera. ‘No, the pumpkin did not really turn into a ladder or a coach. Poor Stupid ate it, and came in the power of the witch, and some very strange
  things happened to him.’ ‘Won’t you tell?’ asks Lubijova. ‘Please, it is late,’ says Princip, ‘Also I have talked so much to our guest that, don’t
  you see, his vish’nou gets cold. Finish it quickly, please, Mr Petwit, or it is not nice.’ Tankic leans across the table and says something to Petworth, laughing. ‘Says a
  bureaucrat always has a bureau, and he must go to his,’ says Lubijova, ‘He says he knows you are a good man because you like to drink with him. So he makes you one last toast. To good
  tour, good lectures, good times and also one more thing. To the beautiful ladies, for the first time, this time completely and more than ever sincerely.’ The glasses go up again; Tankic
  beams, half kind and half malicious. ‘So, Mr Petworth,’ says Tankic, putting on his shortie raincoat and his black Homburg hat, ‘Take care for bad witches.’ ‘I
  will,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, Comrade Princip,’ says Vera, squeezing Petworth’s arm, ‘You didn’t ask your wish of him!’ ‘Oh, yes, my wish,’ says
  Katya Princip, combing her hair at a mirror, ‘I had forgotten it. It was just a little wish and you probably do not have time for it. My wish was only, Mr Petwit, please come take walk with
  me.’ ‘To the forest?’ says Vera. ‘Not the forest, I am not bad witch,’ says Katya Princip, laughing, ‘Just to a café. I want to show you our beer, our
  thinking, and something else interesting. Do you have just a little time?’ ‘Comrade Lubijova can go with you,’ says Vera, ‘Then you do not get lost.’ ‘Do we do
  it?’ asks Princip. There is a small pulsing in Petworth’s head, the effect of a long day of toasts. The lunch has been good, the company pleasing, and it seems too soon to end it.
  ‘Do you think so, Marisja?’ he asks. ‘If you want it,’ says Lubijova. ‘Good, we go,’ says Katya Princip, holding out Petworth’s coat to him, leading him
  through the dining-room beyond, now quite empty except for the gaping fish, and out of the Restaurant Propp.


  IV


  And now it is later, and the sun is going down, and a very good-humoured, very confused Petworth is walking through a vast busy market place. The rain still falls, the crowds
  are wet, the people push; the stalls are lamp lit, and on them strange twisted vegetables, great beets and garlics, release a warm odour into the air. All round are high old gabled houses; by the
  curbside, an organ-grinder in a bent old felt hat, and white moustache fringed with nicotine, turns a handle on a hurdygurdy where a wet, jacketed monkey chatters. Peasants with sere old faces move
  by in shawls to keep off the rain; in the centre of the square is an ancient market hall, topped with a high ornate tower with on it a decorated old clock. ‘Isn’t it nice, don’t
  you like it?’ asks Katya Princip, in her sheepskin waistcoat, holding his arm, ‘Really my favourite place in Slaka. Don’t you like the shapes of these vegetables? It is the
  private produce those peasants grow in their yards, to make a little money.’ Ahead of them, Marisja Lubijova walks with Professor Rum, whose topcoat is back over his shoulders: ‘Which
  café do you like?’ asks Lubijova, turning to stare back at them. ‘Oh, dear, she does not enjoy this,’ says Princip, ‘Café Grimm, on the other side. Yes, it is
  nice, Mr Petwit. I hope it makes no trouble for you.’ ‘Trouble?’ asks Petworth, ‘Why?’ ‘I was wicked there, they do not ask me again, to an official
  lunch,’ says Princip, ‘Of course they cannot blame you, but if you are clever, you should refuse to come with me.’ ‘But they wanted me to come,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Oh, yes?’ says Princip, laughing, ‘Didn’t you see their faces, Tankic and his mistress? This is why they sent your nice lady guide with you.’ ‘His
  mistress?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of course his mistress,’ says Princip, ‘Why else does she go to such a lunch? There is a saying here: in my country some people advance on their
  knees, others on their backs. I think that is one that advances on her back.’ ‘This one, Grimm?’ asks Lubijova, turning, ‘Do we go inside?’ ‘No, we sit outside,
  even though it rains,’ says Princip, ‘You see, we have a thing to show you, Mr Petwit.’


  And now it is a little later still, and Petworth is sitting in a metal chair in the rain outside a café in the market place of Slaka. The metal chairs are all affixed to the ground,
  arranged in straight rows, looking outward. The crowds press in front of them; they sit in their row, with Katya Princip to one side of Petworth, Marisja Lubijova to the other, and Professor Rum,
  ruminative, beyond her on the end of the line. ‘You see, nobody serves us,’ says Lubijova, ‘They do not serve here because it rains.’ ‘Do you like to go inside and see
  if they bring some beer to us?’ asks Princip. ‘All right, I do it,’ says Lubijova, going into the crowded inner café. ‘She does not please with you, that one,’
  says Princip, ‘She sees you in bad company. She does not like to leave you.’ ‘She admires your novels,’ says Petworth, ‘She bought me your book.’ ‘Not all
  who admire the novels admire the novelist,’ says Princip, ‘And not all who admire the novelist admire the novels. Let us ask Professor Rum.’ Princip moves to Petworth’s
  other side, and begins a conversation; Petworth stares at the red banners that dangle over the square on high poles. ‘He explains he is of the party of socialist realism,’ says Princip,
  ‘He thinks he will not like my new book at all. In it no characters who are people. The central figure is a cake with two horns.’ Lubijova comes out of the interior of the café
  and stands before Petworth: ‘I am sorry, it is no use,’ she says, ‘They have finished all their supply of beer.’ ‘Then we get something else,’ says Princip,
  ‘Tea with a tort. I go and arrange it.’ ‘Comrade Petwurt, take care please with this lady,’ says Marisja, sitting down beside him, ‘She does foolish things and she
  gets you into trouble.’ ‘Realismus,’ says the Academician Rum, stirring from thought at the end of the row, ‘You tell?’ ‘He asks me to explain you that the
  problem of realismus is to combinate the reality inherent in the historical process with the sufficient subjective perception, do you agree?’ ‘Well, yes,’ says Petworth.


  ‘And here we are,’ says Princip, returning with a tray on which stand four tall steaming glasses of water. In the water are small iron bombs, which emit a seeping brownness that
  twists into strange hieroglyphs. ‘Now take your drink please and look at the market hall, up at the top, because it is almost time for this thing.’ And high up on the bell-tower,
  something is indeed happening. Below the clock face, decorated with necromancer’s symbols, two wooden doors are opening, very jerkily. From inside the doors, on tracks, come two stiff wooden
  peasants, each one carrying a cudgel. The peasants come forward, bow down to the crowd, then turn to face each other. They slide a little closer, and as they do so their cudgels rise into the air.
  The clock above them begins to strike; at each clang of the bell, they belabour each other. ‘Do you count them,’ says Princip, ‘One, two, three, four, five, six.’ The crowds
  have stopped, and everyone is looking up. Petworth then notices that affixed to the top of the tower are crowdcontrol television cameras, looking back down. ‘Don’t you please I bring
  you?’ asks Katya Princip, ‘Now you see my wish. You see, I like things just a little bit magical. Perhaps you do too.’ ‘I do,’ says Petworth. ‘And every day at
  six when the men come out I come here,’ says Princip, ‘So this is where everyone finds me. If you ever like to do it.’ ‘Oh, Petwurt, Petwurt,’ cries Lubijova,
  ‘Your wife!’ ‘My wife?’ cries Petworth. ‘On the telephone,’ says Lubijova, ‘I arranged you to call her from the hotel at six o’clock.’
  ‘Oh, do you have a wife?’ asks Princip, ‘You don’t have a ring.’ ‘His wife waits a call from him,’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, now it is too late. Now we
  make all the arrangements over again, oh, Petwurt, Petwurt, and they will not be pleased with you.’ ‘Six o’clock?’ says Petworth, ‘But we’ve only just finished
  lunch.’ ‘It was a long, long lunch,’ says Lubijova, ‘And don’t forget, tomorrow you must make a conference at the university. I think he goes to his hotel.’
  ‘I think so too,’ says Petworth, dimly recalling another social engagement, which it might not be entirely wise to talk about.


  ‘Come, I take you,’ says Lubijova, standing up in front of him. ‘Which hotel?’ asks Princip. ‘Slaka, in Wang’luku,’ says Lubijova. ‘My dear, let
  me take him, I go by there,’ says Princip, ‘My apartment is right by that corner. I go there anyway.’ ‘I think I come too,’ says Marisja Lubijova. ‘Really, no
  need,’ says Princip, ‘He does not have to have always two beautiful ladies.’ ‘Do you know your arrangements, Comrade Petwurt?’ asks Lubijova anxiously, ‘Do you
  remember your programme? I shall come to the same place in the hotel, the same time. But will you have eaten your breakfast?’ ‘I can manage,’ says Petworth. ‘Well,’
  says Lubijova, doubtfully, ‘Perhaps.’ ‘Of course,’ says Princip, seizing Petworth’s arm. Professor Rum rises, adjusts his topcoat, and puts out his hand to Petworth.
  ‘He says he is pleased to meet you and he looks forward to hearing you when you make conference,’ says Lubijova, ‘Even though he does not understand English and he thinks you are
  a pragmatist.’ ‘Then I’ll see you tomorrow,’ says Petworth to Lubijova, ‘And thank you so much for the tour and the book.’ ‘The book, perhaps it was not
  such a good idea,’ says Lubijova, ‘But I wanted to make you nice present.’ ‘You did,’ says Petworth. ‘We go this way, to the tram,’ says Princip, ‘Do
  you go yet on a tram?’ ‘Not yet,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, Petwurt, Petwurt,’ cries Lubijova, hurrying after them as they walk, ‘Your passport, I think you take it.
  Remember, you do not exist without it. Yes, I see you tomorrow.’ ‘Oh, she is cross, that one,’ says Princip, looking after her as she goes off through the market in her mohair
  hat, ‘Or perhaps it is jealous, you know she likes you. Yes, of course. You are not so macho as our men, and that makes you attractive. Why do you think I like so much to go with you?’
  ‘I’m pleased you do,’ says Petworth, as they cross the market, past the sere-faced peasants standing behind the stalls, the flowers, the twisted vegetables. ‘Now here we
  wait the tram,’ says Princip, ‘Oh, hold please my arm, I think you took too many toasts. And when that tram comes, push, push, push. We are not so polite here, like the
  British.’


  They stand in the crowd until the high-prowed pink tram comes; the sign on its front, over the uniformed woman driver, says WANG’LUKU. ‘Push, push, go inside, I have two
  tickets,’ says Princip, ‘If you do it well, you get seat, and one beside for me.’ He does it well, and finds two seats; the tram grinds off. ‘So, Mr Petwit, I am glad you
  are my admirer,’ says Katya Princip, sitting down beside him, ‘You know I am a little bit yours, too. Yes, I think I come to your lecture tomorrow. If you speak it very slowly.’
  ‘I will,’ says Petworth. ‘Isn’t it nice, on a tram?’ says Princip, putting her arm through his, ‘I told you, once I drove one. When I could not write.’
  ‘But you can write now,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, I have some protection,’ says Princip, ‘It is best always to have some protection. But I am not reliable, you know. I
  have friends in America who make to me some telephone calls. I go abroad perhaps too many times, and meet wrong people. I am not polite to those apparatchiks. So often they like to watch me. That
  is why I am not such good friend for you, really. And you not a very good friend for me. That is a pity.’ ‘A great pity,’ says Petworth, staring down as they rattle over the
  Bridge of Anniversary May 15. ‘Oh, look, look, we go over the river,’ says Princip, ‘Do you see all those fishermen down there, fishing even in the rain? Do you know how we call
  them? We say they are the men from HOGPo.’ ‘Why?’ asks Petworth. ‘There are so many fish down there,’ says Princip, ‘Someone has to find out what they are
  thinking. And so, Mr Petwit, you have a wife. Is she a nice one?’ ‘A good woman,’ says Petworth. ‘That is what we say,’ says Princip, ‘Every man needs a good
  woman, and when he has found her he needs a bad woman also. Well, you are nice, Mr Petwit, you drink too much and smoke too much and you are not character in the world historical sense, and all
  that makes you attractive. But perhaps I don’t after all come to your lecture. We are both really not cautious enough, and here this is dangerous.’ ‘You think we shouldn’t
  meet again,’ says Petworth. ‘What would we do it for?’ asks Princip, ‘So I can tell you the real story of Stupid?’


  From a hazed memory, Petworth now remembers something. ‘When you were at the airport, with Professor Rum,’ he says. ‘Oh, the airport, where you saw me wave to you,’ says
  Princip, ‘I had come back from Provd, there was meeting of the Writers’ Union.’ ‘Who was the man, the other man, who waved after the taxi?’ ‘Oh, this man with
  the umbrella?’ asks Princip, ‘We did not know him. He was foreign, from somewhere else. He did not speak Slakan so well. You see, Mr Petwit, here there is so much following. You are a
  nice man, in a nice place we would like each other. But I don’t think so in Slaka. Look, we are almost at Wang’luku. Get up, comrade, push, push.’ Above the tram, Marx and Engels,
  Wanko and Grigoric, bob in the narrow street. Then they are in the square, busy tonight with people, crowded round the newspaper seller, buying from the man with the balloons. ‘So, I have
  brought you home,’ says Katya Princip, in her sheepskin waistcoat and batik dress, looking at him with grey-green sad eyes, ‘I have really liked to meet you. But I cannot be your good
  witch, I cannot be your bad witch, it would be so nice and very silly. Did you like to meet me?’ ‘Very much,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, if you don’t have me, you have my
  book,’ says Princip, ‘And if you open it very carefully, and learn the words very slowly, and look for the hidden places, the corners that are secret, then in a certain way you can have
  me. Perhaps, now you know me you will have me much more like that than if we decided to be silly and go and make some love. Do you know the title, what it means? It means not to be afraid.’
  ‘Then perhaps we shouldn’t be,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, you like to like me, I like to like you,’ says Princip, ‘And in a nice world it would all be very nice. But
  it is not a nice world and everyone must take care for themselves. Now I think you go in your hotel.’


  ‘Then come in for a minute,’ says Petworth. ‘You don’t understand, they will take notice there, they watch everyone,’ says Princip, touching his lips with her
  finger, ‘Oh, Mr Petwit, I have told you. You are really not a character in the world historical sense. You come from a little island with water all round. When we were oppressed and occupied
  and when we fought and died, and there were mad mullahs and pogroms against the Jews, what did you have? Queen Victoria and industrial revolution and Alfred the Lord Tennyson. We sent Karl Marx to
  explain you everything, but you didn’t notice. What did you do with him, put him in Highgate cemetery, some would say the best place, I know. You never had history, just some customs. Now, go
  in there. Think of your nice Mrs Petwit, all the little Petwits if you have some. Perhaps in your room you make a little toast for me. To the beautiful lady, this time really meaning it. So, enjoy
  our country, please, and make a good lecture. I like to be there, but I will not, because I like you, I really like you.’ She stands looking at him, in her white dress and sheepskin coat;
  then she kisses his cheek, turns, and is gone into the crowd. Petworth turns too, stepping in through the glass doors, past the limping doormen. In the lobby, a crowd of oriental gentlemen stands
  round the desk; there is noise and emptiness, people and personlessness. He goes to the desk to change his identay’ii for his key; ‘Pervert, don’t you know what time is, six and a
  half,’ says the lacquered-haired girl, tapping her watch crossly, ‘Do you know you have missed your telephone? Well, is too late now.’ He goes up in the great lift, past the white
  floormaid, and into his dark room, that empty place for his filled spirit. Brandy tastes like nausea in his throat; an unfamiliar pulse beats at the back of his head; there is post-surgical pain in
  his feelings. He takes off his official suit, knowing that he has missed something, or that something is missing. Ten minutes later, naked in the vast bathroom, under the groaning, creaking shower,
  hard water hitting a head filled with the sediment of his governmental lunch, hand twisting taps that will not quite come to balance, so that now the water turns his white body scalding hot, now
  freezing cold, his face staring upward into the painful flood, while the split peach of his buttocks and the limp profitless dangle of his thighs flicker at him from the opposite, misting mirrored
  wall, a gloomy nude, his long day by no means over, he tries to call himself back to duty, sociability, affability, to find a face that will meet the face of Mr Steadiman.
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  The clocks on the nearby government buildings, the chimes in the belfries round about, are all ringing seven as Petworth descends the rough stairs to the cellar bar of the
  Hotel Slaka, looking for Mr Steadiman. His hair is wet from his hasty shower, his head heavy from the day’s hospitality; he knows himself for a man of sorrows, who, in one day, has met and
  found, loved and lost. Raising the curtain to the Barr’uu Tzigane, he expects the gloomy cavern to match his mood. But something has changed in the underground place; yesterday’s
  drabness has turned into something almost resembling joy. Behind the caravan bar is a laughing gipsy barman, while the whores who sit, teasing and giggling, in a line along the bar in front of him,
  drinking specialist drinks, are brighter, more glittering, and far more numerous. They all turn to look through silver eye make-up at Petworth as he comes in; in the lap of one, a new one, with
  hennaed red hair and a golden dress, a small beribboned lapdog barks brightly at his entrance. At the red-checked tables there is much busyness and noise; laughter and jollity sound as Zaïrean
  timber talks to Ukrainian grain, Indian cloth to Polish leather. Bright-sad music is in the smoky air; among the tables, with their gleaming table lamps, two small gipsies in frilly sleeves pass,
  fiddling furiously. It is a frivolous place, almost too frivolous for a man not hunting frivolity. But diplomatic matters attend him, the duties of his visit; he steps inside and walks slowly among
  the tables, staring from side to side, looking for the Second Secretary from the British Embassy.


  Evidently the task will not be easy. Mr Steadiman, to identify himself, has promised to wear a suit; but a suit is precisely what all the many single men who sit at the tables – staring,
  waiting, looking at the girls, gazing dubiously down into small drinks – have elected, on this evening, to wear. Steadiman, no doubt, has no desire to draw special attention to himself; and
  yet, as Petworth looks carefully around, going from table to table, it seems to him that none of the men who sit there quite looks like a British Second Secretary. This suited man wears a black
  plastic hat; that one smokes a plastic-ended cigar. This one works steadfastly on notes, a pocket calculator clicking away in his hand; that one has his big bullet head thrust deep down into the
  pages of P’rtyuu Populatuuu. That one is Chinese; these two are black Africans. Steadiman, presumably, has not arrived, or obscured himself so well that he will make himself known. A
  table comes vacant in one of the dark alcoves; Petworth sits down at it, facing the curtained doorway. After a moment, looking rather surly, a red-checked waitress halts beside him; Petworth orders
  a Sch’veppuu. He sits, and looks carefully round the room; only the pretty whores at the bar look back at him, and one, the new one with the henna hair and the lapdog, mouths a kiss at him;
  Petworth ignores it. The gipsies play, the men at their tables sit and work, from time to time the door curtain rises and a man comes in – a turbanned man, a black man, a bespectacled man, a
  man in a see-through fold-up raincoat – but none of them look like a Steadiman. Meanwhile, his drink, like Steadiman himself, fails to come. Staring at the whores, jogging their pretty legs,
  in silver boots and high-heeled shoes, up and down, Petworth broods on blonde hair, a batik dress, a brief happy tram-ride, a bleak separation, on the sadness and solitude behind the public spaces
  of society and exchange.


  The clocks on the nearby government buildings, on the belfries around, chime seven-thirty, and still Steadiman has not come. Petworth is just thinking of returning to his room, or of attempting
  a taxi, when the door curtain lifts once more. A man stands there, looking expectantly round the noisy room: a tall man, fresh-faced, forty-ish, thin, wearing a suit, carrying a rolled umbrella. He
  steps into the room, looking – carefully at the whores along the bar, evidently seeking someone; and Petworth knows that this man has been somewhere in his story before. The man steps onward,
  between the tables, and Petworth suddenly recalls where he has seen this face, this suit, this umbrella, this look; this is the man who jostled him in the entrance to the arrivals hall at Slaka
  airport, as Lubijova led him toward his taxi; this is the umbrella that waved after the taxi, when, looking back, Petworth saw Professor Rum, Katya Princip, and a third figure, a man with a sack,
  this man, chasing his arrival. The man is now moving from table to table, a crisp, confident expression on his face, speaking to the people sitting there: the man with the black plastic hat, the
  man with the plastic-ended cigar. His quest is clearly unsuccessful; he turns now to the man with the pocket calculator, then the man behind P’rtyuu Populatuuu. Petworth now realizes
  suddenly that it is he who is being looked for; at the same time he understands at once who his follower is. He rises from his seat and goes toward the man, who, an expression of waning confidence
  on his features, is now approaching the solitary Chinese. ‘Excuse me,’ Petworth says, coming up to the man, who, rejected by the Chinese, has now turned to the two black Africans,
  ‘Would you happen to be Mr Steadiman?’


  ‘Aaaarrggghhh,’ says the man, turning; the two gipsies now come on either side of him, and begin bowing their fiddles at him in musical frenzy. ‘Not today, thank you,’
  says the man to the gipsies, ‘Who are you?’ ‘My name’s Petworth,’ says Petworth, ‘I thought you might be looking for me.’ ‘Pet Pet Petworth?’
  says the man, his fresh features taking on an expression of cunning, ‘And you’re looking for a chap called Ster Ster Steadiman?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth.
  ‘You’re alone?’ asks the man. ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And no one followed you here?’ asks the man. ‘Only you,’ says Petworth. ‘And you
  think I might be this chap whatsisname you’re looking for?’ says the man, who has a public-school English accent. ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Look, do let’s sit
  down,’ says the man. ‘I’ve already got a table,’ says Petworth. ‘Where is it?’ asks the man. ‘Over there in the alcove,’ says Petworth. ‘Show
  me,’ says the man, ‘Is this it?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Very good, old chap,’ says the man, after a moment, sitting down, ‘Do take a pew.’
  ‘Thank you,’ says Petworth. The man looks around, and then lifts up the table-lamp and looks curiously underneath it. ‘We should be alright here,’ he says, ‘Do you
  have a pass pass passport?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘May I see it?’ says the man lifting up the table cloth and looking underneath it. ‘Yes,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Aaarrggghh,’ says the man, taking the passport, and looking at it, ‘Very good. And what was the name of the contact you were looking for?’ ‘Steadiman,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Well, believe it or not,’ says the man, ‘That’s me, actually. Yes, I’m St St Steadiman. Well well welcome to Slaka.’ ‘Thank you,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Clever of you to spot me,’ says Steadiman, ‘I like to keep a low pro pro profile. I suppose it was the suit.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth.


  And indeed, close to, it is clear that this suit is not like other suits; the other male garments here and there about the room are only pale approximations to the suit Steadiman wears, which is
  suit itself. It is pin-striped, its lapels handstitched and exact; the jacket falls open to reveal a neat waistcoat, the bottom button left statutorily undone; the finely creased trousers drape
  carefully over clocked silk socks and finely cleaned shoes. The shirt underneath is wide-striped, and bespeaks an address in Jermyn Street; on the collar is a scatter of blood spots, that necessary
  testament to fine wet shaving. The tie is an English tie, indicating its character as a badge of membership, of some club or regiment or school, without uttering the vulgarity of being actually
  recognizable. And the face above, staring frankly at Petworth, and then with suspicious cunning round the rest of the room, well, that is clearly made from British genes; fine, long-chinned, it has
  that hopeful, boyish expression, touched with a small adult pain, that makes all Englishmen feel they have once sobbed collectively together in the dorm of some universal prep school after lights
  out, even if, like Petworth, they never went to one. Yes, Steadiman is, quite certainly and unmistakably, Steadiman, the Second Secretary at the Embassy. ‘Awfully sorry,’ he says
  ‘Multos apologiosas about being late. I had to go out to the air and pick up the dip, out to the airport and pick up the diplomatic pouch. Of course the Heathrow flight was three hours late
  again. I wonder if those chaps who are always on strike ever think they might be putting our international relations in utter jep jep jeopardy. I think it’s time for drinkies.’


  Steadiman suddenly raises his right arm high in the air, and leaves it there. ‘Were you out at the airport yesterday?’ asks Petworth. ‘Ah,’ says Steadiman,
  ‘Aaarrgghh. Why do you ask? Think you spotted me there, do you?’ ‘I did actually, yes,’ says Petworth, ‘I saw you waving after my taxi.’ ‘Oh, did
  you?’ says Steadiman, looking a little crestfallen, ‘Yes, I had to go to the air and pick up the dip, so I thought I’d do a little careful checking to make sure you’d made a
  safe land land landfall. We like to keep an eye on our high-level visitors, you know; but their Min Min Ministraty doesn’t like us po po poaching on their pa pa patch. Naturally one’s a
  little discreet.’ ‘Naturally,’ says Petworth. ‘But they are looking after you nicely?’ asks Steadiman, ‘Giving you a goo goo good time?’ ‘Very
  good,’ says Petworth. ‘And did they give you an official lunch today?’ asks Steadiman. ‘They did,’ says Petworth. ‘Tell me,’ says Steadiman, looking
  carefully round the room, ‘Who was the host? Was it the min the min the Min . . .’ ‘No, it wasn’t the Minister,’ says Petworth, ‘It was a man called
  Tankic.’ ‘Ah, yes, Tankic,’ says Steadiman, ‘My wife’s met him. Bald, humorous sort of chap.’ ‘That’s it,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, well,
  they gave you their number three,’ says Steadiman, ‘Not bad. Very clever operator, Tankic. Big in the party, they say, and undoubtedly destined for high high higher things. Ruthless as
  hell, of course. As they put it here, he’d sell his mother to the butcher to improve the food production target. Where did he take you?’ ‘The Restaurant Propp,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Really?’ says Steadiman, ‘Very good. They’re treating you well. I wonder what they’re up to. What happened to our drink?’ ‘I ordered one
  three-quarters of an hour ago,’ says Petworth, ‘It never came.’ ‘Oh, they’ll come for me,’ says Steadiman, confidently, clicking the fingers on his raised right
  arm, ‘Over here, my dear. Two thirsty gentlemen waiting.’ Evidently the confidence is justified; the red-checked waitress, smiling pleasantly, comes over to the table. ‘See what I
  mean?’ says Steadiman, beaming up at her cherubically, a faint babyfuzz on his cheekbones, ‘They always come, I don’t know why. Hello, my dear. Now then, what would you say to a
  nice cock a nice cock . . .?’ ‘Not a cocktail for me, thanks,’ says Petworth. ‘Something a bit softer, then?’ asks Steadiman, continuing to beam up at the waitress.
  ‘I’d just like the Sch’veppuu I ordered earlier,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Ah,’ says Steadiman, ‘Aaarrggghhh. The Sch’veppy you ordered earlier. Let me just explain that to her. Heh, froliki . . .’ ‘Da?’ says the waitress,
  attentive. ‘Mi amicatog,’ says Steadiman. ‘Ah, do, tou amucutak,’ says the waitress, encouragingly. ‘Da, mi amicatog op darigayet ei Sch’veppy,’ says
  Steadiman. ‘Da, durg’atap oc Sch’veppuu,’ says the waitress. ‘That’s it, well, if you could just bring it,’ says Steadiman. ‘Ah, da, da,’ says
  the waitress. ‘I think she’s got it,’ says Steadiman, ‘Ec op ig ei ginnitoniki, da?’ ‘Da,’ says the girl, ‘Oc gunnutonukku.’
  ‘That’s it,’ says Steadiman, ‘Ec froliki, metto pikani, da?’ ‘Mettu pekanu,’ says the girl. ‘Nice girl,’ says Steadiman, looking after her
  appreciatively as she goes away, ‘Good bust good bust good bustling manner. Of course she’s flat she’s flat she’s flattered if you try to speak the lingo. The trouble is
  they’re changing it, you’ve probably heard. Hence the small diff diff difficulties.’ ‘Yes, I gathered that,’ says Petworth. ‘I find that typically
  foreign,’ says Steadiman, ‘It’s just like the French parking system. You learn to park on one side of the street and then, just because it’s the ver ver vernal equinox or
  something, they switch it over to the other.’ ‘Well, there have been languages that changed with the seasons,’ says Petworth, ‘And others that changed according to
  sex.’ ‘Acc acc according to sex?’ says Steadiman. ‘Where men and women have different words for the same things,’ says Petworth. ‘Ridiculous,’ says
  Steadiman, ‘Of course, you’re a bit of an expert on these things, I believe. Isn’t lin lin lingo your line?’ ‘Linguistics, yes,’ says Petworth. ‘I suppose
  you know lots of languages,’ says Steadiman, ‘Shouldn’t bother too much with this one, though. You’re only here for two weeks, and you’ll never need to use it again.
  I’ve been here three years, and only just mastered it. Then they change it. Thank God for Eng Eng English, at least that stays the same.’


  ‘Well, not exactly,’ says Petworth, ‘Actually it’s changing quite rapidly.’ ‘Not in Sevenoaks,’ says Steadiman, adjusting his tie, ‘In any case,
  this change is quite diff diff different, purely political.’ ‘Really,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course,’ says Steadiman, ‘It’s a bunch of lib lib liberals and
  diss diss dissidents putting pressure on the regime. So they’ve given ground on the easiest thing, the lan lan language.’ ‘Hardly the easiest thing,’ says Petworth,
  ‘Change the language and you change everything.’ ‘Oh, they know what they’re doing,’ says Steadiman, ‘They draw the radicals out of the woodwork, then put them
  away and everything goes back to normal. It’ll all be the same again in a couple of months, you’ll see. One ought to sympathize, but one’s quite grateful really. Change plays hell
  with dip dip diplomacy. Anyway, un un understand and be un un un understood, that’s always been my motto.’ ‘So it won’t come to anything,’ says Petworth.
  ‘It’s a hard regime,’ says Steadiman, ‘But they do know how to run a country. Ah, here come our drinks. I told you she’d look after us.’ And the red-checked
  waitress is standing smiling above them, putting their two drinks onto the table, along with a bowl of cocktail delicacies. ‘Slibob, my dear,’ says Steadiman, beaming and putting some
  money in a dish, ‘Por vo.’ ‘Slubob,’ says the waitress, putting the money away, and smiling at Steadiman. ‘Nice people here,’ says Steadiman, watching her leave,
  ‘Healthy and charming. And the chaps here have the most marvellous nuts.’ ‘Do they?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, yes,’ says Steadiman, holding out the bowl of cocktail
  bits, ‘Try some. They’re a local speciality.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth, ‘Thank you.’ ‘And they’ve certainly put you in an ex ex excellent ho ho
  hotel,’ says Steadiman, looking appreciatively round the bar, ‘Couldn’t have done better.’ ‘Yes, it’s quite pleasant,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Well, first-rate, I’d say,’ says Steadiman, looking around again, ‘You can always tell a good ho ho hotel here by the quality of the tarts. You ought to see the old bags
  at the Orbis, where we put our visitors. Tell me, what do they charge here?’ ‘I don’t really know,’ says Petworth, ‘The Mun’stratuu’s paying the
  bill.’ ‘Not the room, the hew hew whores,’ says Steadiman, ‘How much are they?’ ‘I haven’t asked,’ says Petworth, ‘I’m only here two
  weeks.’ ‘No need,’ says Steadiman, looking at the exotic row of girls by the caravan bar, swinging their legs languorously, ‘You can always tell by their feet.’
  ‘Their feet?’ asks Petworth. ‘They always chalk their price on the so so soles of their shoes,’ says Steadiman, ‘Have a look.’ Petworth looks at the swinging
  legs along the bar, and sees that Marx was right; beneath each leathered shining superstructure there is an economic infra-structure, for each decorated boot, each shining fashion shoe, bears a
  waving chalked hieroglyph. ‘I didn’t bring my specs,’ says Steadiman, ‘But take for instance the blonde in the middle, the one with the enormous nip enormous nip enormous
  nip of whisky. How much is she?’ ‘It looks like forty,’ says Petworth, looking. The girl smiles; ‘Forty, really, amazing,’ says Steadiman. ‘Unless it’s her
  shoe size,’ says Petworth. ‘No, that’s her price,’ says Steadiman, ‘Very good for a girl like that, in a place like this. Think what you’d pay in Chelsea.’
  ‘Really, is it?’ asks Petworth, ‘I wouldn’t know. No one’s told me the rate of exchange.’ ‘Ah, the cambio,’ says Steadiman, ‘The wechsel. No
  one’s explained it to you?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, well,’ says Steadiman, ‘You have to understand you have now entered a loo entered a loo entered a
  lunatic economy. For all their socialist rationalization, they’ve ended up with about five different rates of exchange.’ ‘Five?’ asks Petworth.


  ‘It’s utter chaos,’ says Steadiman, sipping his drink, ‘One never knows the value of anything. There’s a dip dip diplomatic rate, the one we get, the worst, of
  course. Then there’s a bis bis business rate, a congress rate, and a tourist rate. Then there’s the unofficial rate, that’s these chaps who stop you on the street and ask to buy
  your trousers. They’ll offer you up to twenty times more than the banks. Strictly illegal, of course, mustn’t touch it with a bar bar barge-pole.’ ‘It sounds very
  confusing,’ says Petworth. ‘It is,’ says Steadiman sourly, staring across at the girls along the bar, ‘What it means is you could be paying anything between the price of a
  round of drinks and the cost of a three-piece suite for exactly the same ba ba bang. You can get anything you like for a few dollars. Of course, these girls, mustn’t touch them with a bar bar
  bargepole. You know they make their money by whip whip whipping.’ ‘Do they?’ says Petworth. ‘Whip whip whipping straight round to the security police with any information
  they can get. Or they arrange for fo fo photographs to be taken, to go into the file until they prove useful. We call it the turn of the screw.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth, looking at
  the teasing, tossing, multivalent girls, who are looking across at them. ‘Fraid so,’ says Steadiman, looking gloomily down into his drink, ‘Actually, the answer, as so often, is
  to turn to private enterprise. Plenty of it about, they’re a prac prac practical people, the Slakans. Or you could try the girls in some of the smaller nightclubs downtown.’
  ‘Well, I’m not anxious,’ says Petworth. ‘But even that’s risky. They tell me some of those strip strip strippers have the rank of colonel in the army.’


  The girls at the bar have all turned round now, and are staring at them with interest; Steadiman, raising his glass, regards them morosely. ‘I’m afraid cha cha chastity’s the
  only sensible answer,’ he says, ‘If you can manage it. Of course, you’re only here two weeks. I’ve been here for three years. You know, it’s funny. Before you’re
  po po posted, the effo the effo give you a brief brief briefing, very detailed and explicit. Microphones and moles, unreliable staff and drugged cigarettes. And they show you these films, all very
  frank, of dips being comped, diplomats being compromised by beautiful women, sitting up there on the bed, naked except for a gold chain round the waist. For the first year here, you’re ter
  ter terribly cautious. You stay out of shady corners, you won’t get into a car without the company of a chap chap chaperone. In the second year you relax a bit, and, by God, nothing happens.
  By the third year, you’re wondering when the devil it’s going to be your turn. You go to the embassy parties, all the French and the Swedes and the Americans and the Ger Ger Germans,
  and wonder which lucky sod is getting it. And why no one’s after you. Is your info info information so worthless? Are you going to the wrong parties? Have you got bad breath? Doesn’t
  Britain count any more?’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth. ‘Well,’ says Steadiman, putting some money in the saucer on the table, ‘I suppose we’d better wend our
  way. We have some people coming in. And my wife has just been die die dying all day to meet you.’ Picking up his umbrella, Steadiman rises, fine in his suit; the whores at the bar watch and
  giggle; Steadiman casts them a sad glance, and leads the way, through the curtain, up the stairs, out of the lobby, into the night-time square outside.


  In the square, blank and empty of most of its people, a sharp fine rain falls over them, blown by an iced wind straight from the Urals. ‘Ah, nice night,’ says Steadiman, erecting his
  umbrella and looking around, ‘Thought it might be nice to take a stroll. I’ve parked my car several streets away. Share my um.’ Steadiman raises his umbrella over them both, and
  seizes Petworth firmly by the arm. The icy wind digs deep into his lungs; Marx and Lenin, Lenin and Marx, creak noisily over them as they turn down the narrow street leading out of the square.
  ‘Yes, I think we just go down here,’ says Steadiman, glancing behind him, and then steering Petworth down a blank-looking alley. ‘It doesn’t seem to go anywhere,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Oh, yes,’ says Steadiman. ‘It looks like a dead end,’ says Petworth, as they reach, indeed, a dead end, blocked by a small, closed shop, with one tin of beets in
  the window, and a small sign over the doorway, which flashes and says PLUC. ‘Now if you’d just mind stepping into this door door doorway,’ says Steadiman, suddenly taking Petworth
  by the arm and pulling him into the shuttered entrance of the shop. ‘Why?’ asks Petworth. ‘We can’t be seen,’ says Steadiman, folding up his umbrella and clutching
  Petworth by the arm, ‘Now, I’d like you to show me your it.’ ‘My it?’ asks Petworth. ‘Your it, your it, you must have an it,’ says Steadiman, ‘The
  Ministraty must have given you one, well, I’d like to see it.’ ‘The it?’ says Petworth, ‘Do you mean my itinerary?’ ‘That’s it,’ says
  Steadiman. ‘Very well,’ says Petworth, proferring the grey sheet of paper; Steadiman unfolds it and, like one trying to read a novel with the aid of the Eddystone lighthouse, he holds
  it out under the flashing neon sign.


  ‘Why are you doing this?’ asks Petworth. ‘Entirely in your own in in interest, old chap,’ says Steadiman, ‘It’s my job to keep an eye on you over the next two
  weeks, and their Ministraty plays its cards very close to its chest. I’ll soon take it in, if this light would just stop flashing, I’m blessed with a fo fo photographic memory.’
  ‘It says I’m going to Glit, Nogod and Provd,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh,’ says Steadiman, ‘Does it? Very interesting. You know western dip dip diplomats aren’t
  allowed in Nogod and Provd?’ ‘Really,’ says Petworth. ‘You are making a report when you get home?’ asks Steadiman. ‘On academic matters, yes,’ says
  Petworth. ‘That would include soldiers in classrooms, tanks in quads, that sort of thing?’ asks Steadiman. ‘If it affected the teaching of linguistics,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Ex ex excellent,’ says Steadiman, ‘Provd especially is a centre of linguistic unrest. So if they should shut the place down . . .’ ‘Of course I’d mention
  it,’ says Petworth, ‘Hardly worth sending visiting lecturers there, is it?’ ‘Splendid,’ says Steadiman, ‘Perhaps we’d better retrace our steps. Could look
  odd if anyone saw us like this. My car’s by the hotel. Excuse the little ruse, but I wanted a chat. And in this country the street’s the only place where you can hold a rat hold a rat
  hold a rational conversation.’ ‘I suppose so,’ says Petworth. ‘Car’s dangerous, of course,’ says Steadiman, ‘At least, it has to go in every two weeks for
  what they call an off off official service, so I assume there’s a bug in it. And of course they have devices in the apartment, and the embassy. We really should be talking in the middle of a
  newly ploughed field, but that can be a bit difficult in the mid mid middle of a city.’


  ‘What about my hotel room?’ asks Petworth, ‘Will that be bugged?’ ‘Oh, I should think so, in a hotel of that standard,’ says Steadiman, ‘Of course one
  just can’t take it too seriously. You know the story about the dip dip diplomat in Moscow who searched his hotel room and found a small metal plate under the carpet?’ ‘No, what
  happened?’ asks Petworth. ‘He took out his penknife and unscrewed it,’ says Steadiman, ‘And the chandelier fell down in the ballroom underneath. One just has to live with
  it. Otherwise in in intelligent conversation would become im im impossible.’ ‘This isn’t the way we came,’ says Petworth. ‘One just tries to live a normal life,’
  says Steadiman, ‘But it’s bound to have some si si psychological effect. I find the worst thing is not being able to quarrel with one’s wife. Sir sir surveillance are always
  looking for signs of marital disharmony. It’s very hard, Budgie and I are very fond of a qua qua quarrel.’ ‘We’re going a different way,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Sometimes we take a weekend in the West, book a hotel room, and just go at it ham ham hammer and tongs. We come back quite refreshed. That’s odd. This isn’t the way we
  came.’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, stopping in front of the high blank wall that stands in front of them, ‘That was my impression.’ ‘Never mind, small city, easy to get
  the hang of,’ says Steadiman, hooking the handle of his umbrella over the top of the wall, and using it to climb up it, ‘If we can just get over here we’re back in the main
  street. Give me a push up, will you?’ ‘There you go,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes,’ says Steadiman, standing up on top of the wall, and looking all round, ‘We’re
  right by the hotel. My car’s just over there, actually. Grab hold of the end of my um and I’ll haul you up. How’s that? All right?’ ‘Fine,’ says Petworth, as he
  heaves himself onto the top of the wall with his elbows. ‘Good, ready to jump?’ says Steadiman, holding his umbrella in the air, ‘One doesn’t want to attract too much
  attention.’


  Several passers-by – a soldier in khaki, three old women in headscarves – inspect them curiously as they pick themselves up off the ground in the street where, high above, Marx and
  Lenin, Lenin and Marx, creak on their wires. ‘This way,’ says Steadiman, erecting his umbrella, and striding out confidently, his fresh face shining, ‘Yes, you know, I quite enjoy
  having some cul cul cultural work to do. After spending most of my time looking after Brits in prison. I don’t get much on the cul cul culture side. We get the odd writer out, poets mostly.
  One hand up skirts and the other on the bott bott bottle. Not always the best of visitors, one usually ends up collecting them quite pissed from dubious apartments all over the city. I much prefer
  your sko sko scholars, definitely a better class of person. Ah, look, here’s my car. You see I fly the flag.’ Like Steadiman himself, standing there in his suit, the car that rests
  under the leaking linden trees in a dog-fouled corner of the square evokes an immediate shock of recognition; Petworth knows that it too has been in his story before. Inspected closely, the dark
  brown Ford Cortina that rests listlessly half on the road and half over the pavement presents a somewhat defeated appearance. Mud covers its body, tree-squit covers its roof; its tyres seem
  unequally inflated, and there is something astigmatically wrong about the gaze of its headlights, while the exhaust hangs loosely down into the road next to the diplomatic plates. ‘Remember,
  bugged,’ says Steadiman, pointing at it, and then approaching it cautiously, as if it were mined, ‘Don’t say anything till I switch on the radio.’ Putting down his umbrella,
  Steadiman unlocks the driver’s door, and gets in; a moment later, a hundred military voices begin to sing an anthem through the speakers, and he beckons Petworth in.


  ‘Yes, drove it all the way out from London,’ says Steadiman, switching on the headlights, one of which illuminates the trees above them, the other the ground beneath, ‘The
  moment we crossed the frun frun frontier the headlights fell out. Plop into the road. And there isn’t a screw screw screwdriver in Slaka to fit them. But sell sell Sellotape’s all
  right, except when it rains.’ The rain lashes the windscreen; Steadiman starts with a jerk, and the car bumps down onto the cobbles of the street. A pink tram clangs at them: ‘Away we
  go,’ says Steadiman, ‘Just a twenty-minute drive. We all have to live out in the dip dip diplomatic quarter, where they can keep their eyes on us.’ ‘There’s someone in
  the road,’ says Petworth, as a dark figure appears briefly in front of them, and then leaps desperately for the curb. ‘Look, would you mind belting up?’ says Steadiman, turning
  toward him, ‘It’s illegal to travel in a car without a belt. I’m not surprised. The pedestrians have no traffic sense, and they have the most ridiculous rules.’ ‘Have
  they?’ asks Petworth. ‘Yes, like having to stop for cars coming in from the right,’ Steadiman says, failing to stop for a car coming in from the right, which honks at him,
  ‘And they’re rude. No wonder so many of our chaps end up in prison. Got the hang of the city yet?’ ‘A little,’ says Petworth. ‘I’ll just point out a few of
  the more obvious landmarks. That,’ says Steadiman, pointing to the Sportsdrome, ‘is Party Headquarters, and that’ he adds, pointing to the Military Academy ‘is the State
  Publishing House. It’s not really a diff diff difficult city to get hold of. I say, that’s funny, isn’t it? They’ve put a bar bar barrier up right across the
  road.’


  And their tentative headlights have indeed managed to illuminate a red and white pole that is set firmly across their path. Beside the pole are set two military boxes; from each comes a khaki
  soldier, bearing a Kalashnikov automatic sub-machine gun. Vast arc-lights suddenly come on, and there is shouting: ‘I don’t think we can go this way,’ says Steadiman. Beyond the
  pole, Petworth can see a vast area of public space, with swinging banners and a white pavé, and many official buildings: ‘It’s Plazscu P’rtyuu,’ Petworth says,
  ‘I believe it’s closed to traffic.’ ‘Is it?’ says Steadiman, ‘That means we’re a bit off course.’ The two soldiers stand on either side of the car,
  pointing their guns in the windows: ‘Pardonnez moi,’ shouts Steadiman through the window, putting the vehicle into reverse. It goes backward at high speed, hitting a bollard and,
  apparently, a pedestrian who has been walking behind them, for a high-ranking officer carrying a portfolio begins to hammer violently with his fists on the roof. ‘Sorry,’ says
  Steadiman, out of the window, ‘These people simply have no idea how to cross a road.’ The soldiers are shouting; Steadiman drives off, burning tyre; ‘If you go left here,
  you’ll come out onto the main boulevard,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, yes, I was explaining the city to you. That’s the Sportsdrome over there,’ says Steadiman, pointing to
  the Party Headquarters, and, pointing to the Palace of Culture ‘that’s the pal pal Palace of cul cul Culture. Is this a red light or a green one?’ ‘A red one,’ says
  Petworth, holding onto his seat. ‘Ah, is it?’ says Steadiman, ‘Aaarrgghhh. Well, this is the right road, we’ll soon be home. Actually my wife’s absolutely dying to
  meet you.’ ‘It’s nice of you to have me,’ says Petworth.


  In the car, the military music booms; in front of the shops on the main boulevard, the glistening umbrellas go; a bleak line waits outside a cinema, to see a film called Yips. Pink trams
  clatter past, carrying home the workers from the factories, and the tired HOGPo men, finished with their day’s work with the nation’s biggest employers. ‘Nice to have a cul cul
  cultural visitor again,’ says Steadiman, driving down the middle of the street, his wheels apparently caught in the tramtracks, ‘Actually you probably don’t realize this, but
  I’m responsible for all the traffic accidents here.’ ‘So I believe,’ says Petworth. ‘Tell me,’ says Steadiman, ‘Tell me, you should know, what’s a
  good book to take to an Englishman in prison? I thought pru pru Proust. Long, isn’t it?’ ‘It rather depends on the man’s tastes,’ says Petworth, ‘Does he like
  experimental modernism?’ ‘I’m not sure,’ says Steadiman, ‘He’s a lo lo lorry driver.’ ‘Probably not Proust,’ says Petworth, ‘Perhaps
  The Forsyte Saga.’ The urban centre has fallen behind them, the trams have gone; they are ascending a hill between residential houses. ‘Nice quiet part of town this,’ says
  Steadiman, gesturing vaguely beyond the dirty windscreen, ‘How about a game of Scrabble?’ ‘What, now?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of course not now,’ says Steadiman,
  ‘I’m driving now. No, I meant for the chap in jail.’ ‘It takes two to play Scrabble,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes,’ says Steadiman, after a moment’s thought,
  ‘I suppose that does rather rue rue rule it out. Ran over a peasant, you know.’ ‘You did?’ asks Petworth. ‘No, of course not,’ says Steadiman, ‘He did.
  That’s why they put him in jail. Funny lot, these peasants here. If they see a large mechanical object coming fast toward them, their nat nat natural instinct is to walk straight in front of
  it. Actually the nat nat natural instinct of all the drivers here is to speed up and get them. But fo fo foreigners aren’t allowed to play. Well, here we are, old chap. Home. That’s our
  apartment block, over there.’


  They have stopped; to one side is a dark park, spreading off into grotesque shadows; across the street is a row of solid grey apartments, with ornate torsos supporting the balconies. Bullet
  holes have added new navels to old; a small white box with a soldier sitting in it stands outside every entrance. ‘Dip dip diplomatic protection,’ says Steadiman, ‘Now just hang
  on one minute.’ Steadiman gets out of the car and goes in front of it; his face peers in at Petworth as he reaches out over the windows and detaches the windscreen wipers. When he comes back
  to open the passenger door, the two wiper arms are sticking from the top pocket of his suit, and waving in front of his face. ‘We always remove them here,’ he says, raising his umbrella
  and ushering Petworth across the street, ‘Of course off off officially there’s no crime, under so so socialism. On the other hand, people do frequently appropriate the goods of others
  for their own use. Quite why they go for why why wipers I can’t imagine, since most of them can’t afford cars. Wave to the soldier.’ The soldier in the white box peers out at them
  as Steadiman pushes open the glass and iron entrance to the building; inside it is quite dark. ‘One moment while I find the light,’ Steadiman says, still holding his umbrella aloft, and
  pressing a switch that illuminates a cavernous hallway with raw old walls and, in the centre, an ancient caged elevator, ‘Now, quick, rush for the lift. I’m afraid this is one of those
  timed lights that only lasts for a moment and then—’ Utter darkness falls: ‘Feel your way in,’ says Steadiman in the blackness, ‘Another light comes on when we shut
  the door.’ The light in the cage comes on, illuminating a dirty floor, and walls covered with graffiti; slowly, the lift begins to ascend the windy shaft.


  ‘Oh,’ says Steadiman, as, midway between floors, the lift halts suddenly, and the light goes out, ‘This sometimes happens. All we have to do is reel reel relax until someone
  comes and lets us out. Usually it’s not long.’ In the shaft, a gale howls, blowing the stale smell of past meals at them; a child screams somewhere behind unseen closed doors. In the
  darkness, picquant with aftershave, Steadiman begins to discuss the earlier novels of Margaret Drabble. A long time passes, and then footsteps sound somewhere in the unlit, hollow stairwell.
  ‘Slibob, cam’radakii,’ Steadiman calls out, ‘Pongi! Pongi!’ This has effect, for two eyes may just be seen, peering down at them from an invisible landing; there is
  the sound of a button being pressed and pressed again. The light begins to flicker, the lift to strain and jerk; unsteadily it rises, to halt just below the level of a landing. ‘There we are.
  Now then, we can either stay here and see if it makes it to the top,’ says Steadman, ‘Or walk up in the dark.’ ‘I’d rather walk,’ says Petworth. ‘Why
  not?’ says Steadiman, opening the gates of the cage, ‘Can you see in the dark?’ ‘Few people can,’ says Petworth. ‘Just follow the sound of my foot foot
  footsteps, then,’ says Steadiman, ‘I’m used to all this.’


  So, in total darkness, stumbling, tripping, going endlessly round and round, Petworth begins to climb, in ascending gyres, the spiral of the great stairwell, as it twists and turns, onward and
  upward, much like life itself. The smell of foreign foods, the quack of incomprehensible radios, comes from unseen doors; the walls are rough and damp; the footsteps of his guide patter somewhere
  ahead, until, suddenly, they stop, and Petworth walks into a mass, big, black, hard-soft. It is Steadiman’s back. ‘Almost there,’ says the back, ‘I just stopped to war war
  warn you of one thing before we go into the apartment. It’s bugged, you know.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘There’s also Magda, the maid,’ says Steadiman,
  ‘We have to hire her from the dip dip diplomatic servants’ office. She says she doesn’t speak English, but that’s bound to mean she does. And of course she whips whips . .
  .’ A door in front of them opens suddenly, casting bright light over their huddled figures; in the doorway a great dour maid, in black dress, white apron, white gloves, stares chastisingly
  down on them. Her hair is tugged back in a bun from her great face; one arm is bent, as if already awaiting the receipt of coats. ‘Ah,’ says Steadiman, handing her his umbrella and the
  windscreen wipers, ‘Slibob, Magda.’ ‘Slubob,’ says Petworth, handing her his coat; Magda grunts and stares at him suspiciously. Beyond Magda is light and a high flutter of
  sound, the light laughter of amused people, the sound of a party; blinking in the light, Petworth calls up his small talk, his working chatter of Derrida and Saussure, of Hobson’s Choice and
  Sod’s Law.


  There, beyond, is a spacious diplomatic apartment, decorated, as diplomatic apartments so often are, with the relics of many previous postings. Iranian saddlebags, Mexican dance-masks, African
  rugs hang on the walls; the room is filled with chairs from Sweden, or Denmark, or Habitat, Indian coffee tables, Kurdish camel-drivers’ trunks. Table-lamps are lit; there is a great window
  opening up, as diplomatic apartments so often do, onto a fine view of the dark park, and, beyond it, the city with its flashing spurts of neon. But in the room the professors do not come and go,
  talking of T. S. Eliot; indeed it is almost empty. It is from a small black box on an Indian coffee-table that the party chatter comes: ‘Cass cass cassette,’ says Steadiman. But there
  is a fine-looking hostess standing there, in something ethnic; indeed she too, as diplomatic wives so often are, is decorated with the relics of many previous postings. Arab filigree earrings hang
  from her ears, Navajo pawn bracelets from her wrists; she wears a wrap-around Hawaiian muu-mau. She steps forward, tall, stately, dark, fragrant with Ma Griffe; she seizes Petworth by his
  hand, and holds it. ‘You must be Mr Petworth,’ she cries, ‘Do come in. I can’t tell you how nice it is to have a new face. Yours, of course, not mine. I’ve had this
  one for years.’ ‘Good evening,’ says Petworth. ‘Hello, hello,’ says the lady, ‘Oh, my dear, I can’t tell you how one yearns for a visitor, the sight of
  someone even remotely interesting. And you are remotely interesting, aren’t you? You look like a nice, healthy, vigorous sort of person to me. ‘This is my wife Budge Budge
  Budgie,’ says Steadiman, giving the lady a small peck, ‘I think I told you she’s been dying all day to meet you.’


  II


  ‘Yes, I have, I have, my dear Mr Petworth,’ says Budgie Steadiman, putting her arm through Petworth’s and leading him toward a settee, ‘And now come and
  tell me what you think of Slaka.’ ‘What time are we expecting the other guests, darling?’ asks Steadiman, standing in the corner. ‘Eight-thirty,’ says Budgie,
  ‘You know I wanted a little time to myself with Mr Petworth. You see, Mr Petworth, I wanted to find out if you were as charming as I’d hoped.’ ‘I’m afraid it’s
  not very likely,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, are you modest?’ asks Budgie Steadiman, ‘Please, first impressions are quite in your favour. Now, come and sit down here with me on the
  sofa, and we’ll go on to second ones. Felix will get you a drink.’ ‘Perhaps you’d care for a pee,’ says Steadiman, ‘Care for a pee a peach brandy?’
  ‘It’s not to be missed,’ says Budgie. ‘I seem to have had rather a lot of that today,’ says Petworth, ‘They entertained me to an official lunch.’
  ‘Oh, those things,’ says Budgie, ‘Sudden death.’ ‘Well, how about a sort of piss a sort of Piesporter?’ asks Steadiman, who has opened the Kurdish
  camel-driver’s trunks, to display an exotic quantity of diplomatic liquor. ‘It’s a nice dry white wine they make here,’ says Budgie, ‘I do recommend it for loosening
  the inhibitions.’ ‘Very well, I’ll try that,’ says Petworth. ‘Excuse me a moment,’ says Steadiman, holding up a bottle, ‘I’ll just have to go to the
  kitchen and ask Magda for a screw.’ ‘Of course, you do that, darling,’ says Budgie Steadiman, throwing out her hand in a careless gesture, so that it lands by some chance on
  Petworth’s knee, ‘And meanwhile dear Mr Petworth can tell me everything there is to know about his fascinating day.’ ‘It wasn’t enormously fascinating,’ says
  Petworth, ‘I had a very large lunch and I saw Grigoric’s tomb.’ ‘Well, of course,’ says Budgie, ‘They always do. I’m afraid I never did understand the
  pleasure it’s supposed to give. But then I never liked Madame Tussaud’s either.’


  Budgie Steadiman’s loose muu-muu dress seems to be growing progressively looser; she smiles at Petworth warmly. ‘Well, tell me what you think of Slaka,’ she says, ‘Tell
  me what you have made of it.’ ‘It seems very pleasant,’ says Petworth. ‘Slaka, city of art and music, bugs and spies,’ says Budgie, ‘I suppose discretion has
  been urged on you? You’ve been warned that walls have ears, windows have eyes, that the maid flashes signals to the security police with her stockings?’ ‘So I gather,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Yes, the golden rule of Slaka is, whatever you do, do it out of sight. And what do you like to do, Mr Petworth, what are your sports?’ ‘No sports, really,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Oh, do be frank,’ says Budgie, putting her hand on his, ‘I am. You may have noticed I lack what’s called a discreet temperament. I am one of those in whom the
  heart leads the head. Really I’m not a Slaka sort of person at all.’ ‘It must be difficult,’ says Petworth. ‘Felix, dear, Magda can do drinks,’ calls Budgie
  Steadiman over her shoulder, ‘Why don’t you have a quick shower and wash off the beastly grime of the day? I can entertain Mr Petworth. Yes, Mr Petworth, yes, a difficult life. How
  shrewd you are, I can see you’re simpatico. I am, as I say, a feckless, wild, windswept spirit. Imagine, then, someone like me, shut up in Slaka, watched and inspected, photographed and
  recorded, like a Julie Christie with political significance. The voyeur in me responds, the hungry, struggling soul resists.’ ‘It must be very trying,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Trying is hardly the word,’ says Budgie, ‘I lead a tragically confined existence, Mr Petworth. I am in effect a prisoner here.’ ‘Oh, surely not,’ says
  Petworth.


  ‘Indeed, Mr Petworth,’ says Budgie, seizing him firmly by the femur, ‘Police cars follow me to the tennis club. Agents pursue me to the butcher-shop. Microphones are trained on
  me now. When we make love, we have to play Wagner, and I doubt if he is enough. Tell me, are you fond of Wagner at all, Mr Petworth?’ ‘Yes, very fond,’ says Petworth. ‘I
  knew it,’ says Budgie, ‘You like a little Wagner, do you? Well, perhaps if our evening goes well, I shall play you some. Opera, opera, Mr Petworth, that is very much to my taste. People
  travelling round masked in coaches, singing away, I’ve always felt I belonged in that world. That is how I see myself. Dancing in gauzy veils with men of destiny. You see how I aspire. And
  what about you, Mr Petworth? Are you a man of destiny?’ ‘I hardly think so,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, I think so,’ says Budgie, ‘Governments have chosen you,
  you’re a man of affairs, of secrets. Perhaps there is a power in you you do not even know you possess. I believe there is a power in most of us we never fully tap, don’t you?’
  ‘I suppose so,’ says Petworth, as a hand gently feels the hair on the back of his neck. ‘Please, don’t think so humbly of yourself,’ says Budgie, ‘I never have.
  You have a very nice neck. A dull thought, I’m afraid, but sexual attraction is always expressed as cliché.’ ‘Yes, indeed,’ says Petworth, looking round, ‘Felix
  is having his shower,’ says Budgie, ‘We are quite alone, except for the policemen. And think how dull life would be for them if one didn’t light the occasional flame. One feels
  almost a duty to be a little interesting.’ ‘I’m sure you are,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Indeed, I am,’ says Budgie Steadiman, staring at him, ‘Do you know how long I have been here? Three years, three imprisoned years. As you might gather, this is not a posting I
  desired, not at all. I’ve always seen myself in one of the world’s great cities. Dancing, laughing, wearing a diamond in my navel. Do you know what they say? That if Felix hadn’t
  stammered, we’d have had Tokyo?’ ‘I’m sure there are worse postings than Slaka,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, yes,’ says Budgie, ‘Perhaps an oil rig in the
  North Sea? Assistant Language Officer, Accounts, Bangladesh? Yes, they always say there’s someone worse off than you are, but I’ve never found it a great consolation.’ ‘But
  Slaka must have its compensations,’ says Petworth. ‘What do they call you?’ asks Budgie, ‘What is your first name?’ ‘Angus,’ says Petworth. ‘Really,
  like the steak?’ says Budgie, ‘Well, Angus, I don’t think you quite understand what I’m telling you, as one kindred soul to another. I’m telling you, Angus, I am a
  lonely woman, a very lonely woman.’ ‘Yes, I understand,’ says Petworth. ‘And I think I understand you,’ says Budgie, putting her hand into Petworth’s trouser
  pocket, ‘Do you know how I see you? As a man disappointed in love. You have that gloomy, self-engrossed look, am I right? Have I struck the truth?’ Petworth recalls his day, sees the
  image of Katya Princip: ‘well,’ he says, ‘More or less.’ ‘How much we share in common,’ says Budgie, ‘Loneliness, and the need for reassurance. I have a
  migraine, Angus, would you mind stroking the back of my neck? No, not there, a little lower; don’t worry about the dress. Oh, Felix, I thought you’d gone to have a shower.’
  ‘They’ve cut off the wart cut off the water again,’ says Steadiman, standing there in his fine suit, looking down on them. ‘I was just explaining to Angus what a confined
  life we lead,’says Budgie Steadiman.


  Steadiman sits down in a Danish armchair opposite and looks at them: ‘It’s not so bad,’ he says, ‘One can hardly expect it to be as lively as Washington or Moscow.’
  ‘Or Belgrade or Chittagong or Wagga Wagga,’ says Budgie. ‘I enjoy it,’ says Steadiman, ‘One doesn’t have to mind the earthquakes, and there are only certain days
  when you can get food, but there’s an excellent pee peach brandy, yes, I like it very much.’ ‘Beneath that boyish charm, Felix is dullingly sober,’ says Budgie,
  ‘Little wonder my mother, an intelligent woman, warned me not to marry. She said it could well inhibit the taste for wandering into other people’s bedrooms, and it has.’
  ‘Yes, Budgie,’ says Steadiman, ‘Can you just try now? Magda’s coming in with the drinks.’ A moment later a large tray stands before Petworth’s face, on it two
  large fizzing gins and tonic, and a glass of white wine, equally large and equally fizzing. ‘Plis, comrade,’ says Magda, standing staring down at him, as if his face might be worth
  remembering. ‘Slubob,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, indeed,’ says Steadiman with great warmth, taking his drink, ‘We love it here. There are some nice resorts and some
  excellent . . .’ ‘Countryside,’ says Budgie. ‘I was going to say that,’ says Steadiman. ‘Marvellous lakes and beaches,’ says Budgie. ‘Splendid
  horseback riding,’ says Steadiman, ‘Large woods for sportsmen.’ ‘Magda’s supposed not to understand a thing,’ says Budgie, after her big black back has
  disappeared round a corner, ‘But she always starts dropping drinks when we complain about anything here. I suppose you’re awfully busy, Angus, I do wish we could take you to the lake.
  You can take all your clothes off there.’ ‘Budgie, you are really not supposed to take your clothes off at the lake,’ says Steadiman, ‘This is a very puritanical country.
  I’m sure it’s reported.’ ‘I don’t find them so puritanical,’ says Budgie, ‘Look at my tan, Angus. And just think, I’m like that all over
  underneath.’ ‘Very nice,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Budgie,’ says Steadiman, standing up, ‘You did actually invite some other guests, didn’t you?’ ‘Oh, yes,’ says Budgie, ‘But we did have quite a
  lot of refusals. There’s a party for the Sheikh and it’s the first night of the opera.’ ‘However, some people did consent to visit us?’ says Steadiman. ‘The
  Ambassador sent his apologies,’ says Budgie, ‘He very much wanted to meet you, but he doesn’t like to go out at night now. He says he’s being followed everywhere by a man
  with a raincoat and a cigar.’ ‘Very probably he is,’ says Steadiman. ‘Yes, but he thought that when he was still in the Ministry of Education in London,’ says Budgie.
  ‘What about the Wynn-Joneses?’ asks Steadiman, ‘He’s our first sec.’ ‘They’re awfully sorry, but they’re asked to the Sheikh’s
  reception,’ says Budgie. ‘And the Couttses?’ asks Steadiman, ‘He’s the thir thir third sec.’ ‘You know how they love music,’ says Budgie,
  ‘They’ve gone to this strange new opera.’ ‘So did anyone say yes?’ asks Steadiman, ‘I did send out the car all over the town with invitations.’ ‘Miss
  Peel and Mr Blenheim,’ says Budgie. ‘The confidential sec and the information officer,’ says Steadiman. ‘And then of course we invited a number of the locals.’
  ‘The trouble is,’ says Steadiman, ‘one never knows whether any of them would take the risk of coming. They’re really supposed to report it. Or whether if they did the g g
  guard would let them in. It could be a small g g gathering.’ ‘But that’s awfully good for getting to know each other,’ says Budgie, ‘And then, of course, there’s
  the surprise.’ ‘Oh, yes,’ says Steadiman, ‘Yes.’ Even now, the doorbell rings, and Magda, who has evidently been hovering in an alcove just behind them, emerges in her
  white gloves and walks across the room to open it. ‘You see?’ says Budgie, squeezing Petworth’s hand quite tightly, ‘They’re all coming.’


  There are murmurs at the door; someone hands in a coat and a pair of windscreen-wipers. Then the visitor stands in the doorway, in a dark suit, and under it a neat white roll-necked sweater,
  holding in one hand a male handbag, in the other a few red carnations. ‘Good evening,’ he says, his bird-like eyes gleaming, ‘Plitplov.’ ‘Flowers, how gallant, I love
  them,’ says Budgie Steadiman. ‘Oh, please, my dear Mrs Steadiman,’ says Plitplov, bending neatly and giving Budgie’s ringed fingers a fine kiss, ‘You are most charming
  to invite me. We have met a time or two before, I think. Here is the sad thing, I bring you an apology. Professor Marcovic likes to come, but he does not like to be photographed at the door. Of
  course you know I have taken a certain not small risk to come here.’ ‘Well done, old chap,’ says Steadiman, ‘Now come over and meet our guess guess guest of honour, Dr
  Petworth.’ ‘Oh, yes, your English visitor, Dr Petworth, I believe I have read some books of him,’ says Plitplov, standing at the doorway and looking around the room in all
  directions, as if any one of the people not standing there might be the distinguished visitor, ‘So despite the strikes in London he still manages to arrive?’ With some effort, Steadiman
  steers him face to face with Petworth; the dark eyes gleam. ‘Ah, then you are the well-known Dr Petworth,’ says Plitplov, ‘You see we have heard of you. My name is Plitplov.
  Please allow me to welcome you to Slaka.’ ‘Delighted to meet you,’ says Petworth. ‘You’ve not met before?’ asks Steadiman. ‘You have been in Slaka before,
  Dr Petworth?’ asks Plitplov, inspecting him up and down, ‘I don’t think so. No, then it cannot be possible. Tell me, please, is it true you make some lectures now in my
  country?’


  ‘I thought you already knew,’ says Steadiman, ‘He’s speaking to the universe speaking to the university tomorrow morning,’ says Steadiman. ‘Really, at what
  time?’ asks Plitplov, ‘How very interesting.’ ‘Eleven,’ says Petworth. ‘At eleven, what a pity,’ says Plitplov, taking out a small diary and opening it at
  what seems to be an entirely blank page, ‘There are many meetings and it will not be easy to be there. But you will accept me if I can change things? And understood also if I do not manage
  it? I expect you teach in a university, you know how busy is the life, I think.’ In her white gloves, Madga now appears before them all, offering a silver tray filled now with many drinks,
  enough for some much vaster scale of party. ‘I think I try something just a little Western,’ says Plitplov, bending over to inspect them very carefully, ‘Vusku, da?’
  ‘Da, cam’radaki,’ says Magda. ‘I am told whisky is the drink of all Western intellectuals,’ says Plitplov, taking one, ‘Perhaps there is something in it that is
  very good for the brains. Therefore I need it very much. A toast to your tour here, please, Dr Petworth. I hope you go to many places.’ ‘A few,’ says Petworth, ‘Glit, Nogod,
  Provd.’ ‘All are good,’ says Plitplov. ‘I thought you might have had an organ organ organizing role in all this,’ says Steadiman. ‘Oh, I?’ cries Plitplov,
  with an air of great surprise, ‘No, of course it was Marcovic.’ ‘I’ve never actually met him,’ says Steadiman. ‘Perhaps you know him, Dr Petworth?’ asks
  Plitplov, ‘Perhaps you met him at a conference? Perhaps he is a dear old friend of yours? Perhaps he knows your wife, if you have one?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth,
  ‘I’ve never met him.’ ‘Well, he tells me he looks forward very much to meeting you and having good critical talks,’ says Plitplov, ‘I expect you know the fine
  book he makes on Defoe.’


  ‘You are actually at the universe university, aren’t you, Dr Plitplov?’ asks Steadiman. ‘The answer is a bit yes and a bit no,’ says Plitplov, ‘I have certain
  important connections there, but also I do other things. Of course our system is different from yours, and very boring to explain. In any case we now make certain reforms that make it not useful.
  What is your field, Dr Petworth? Some people say it is language. That must be a very interesting matter.’ ‘It is,’ says Petworth, ‘Particularly in Slaka at the
  moment.’ ‘Oh, you hear about our changes,’ says Plitplov, ‘Some of them are very good and some of them are very bad. My opinions are in the middle.’ Out in the hall,
  the doorbell rings. ‘Ah,’ says Budgie, squeezing Petworth’s hand again, ‘Someone else!’ Magda has appeared with great rapidity, and gone to the door; the Steadimen, a
  handsome couple, rise and follow. ‘Always with the pretty ladies,’ says Plitplov, turning his sharp dark eyes on Petworth, ‘I remember that. And this one likes you. But we must
  all be cautious. Everywhere are some ears.’ Meanwhile in the doorway two new guests are handing their coats to Magda. One of them is a lady peasant in a mittel-European dirndl, with a sharp
  face, bunned hair and a very English accent; the other is a greyheaded man with a silver moustache, a foulard neckerchief tucked into his shirt, white jacket and dark trousers. Some misfortune has
  evidently attended their arrival; tears course down the nose of the lady peasant. ‘Sorry we’re late,’ says the man, giving Budgie a small peck on the cheek, ‘A slight
  contretemps.’ ‘I’ve been stuck in your lift for half an hour,’ says the lady, ‘People kept passing but no one would answer. Luckily Mr Blenheim came by and, gallant
  man that he is, managed to get me out.’


  ‘Well, come on in and meet everyone,’ says Budgie. ‘Perhaps you were shouting,’ says Plitplov, graciously stepping forward. ‘Yes, I was bawling my head off,
  actually,’ says the lady. ‘I heard some shoutings when I came upstairs,’ says Plitplov, ‘But I thought to myself, perhaps this is a marriage, I do not interfere. In my
  country one always takes a care not to interfere.’ ‘So I’ve noticed,’ says the lady peasant. ‘But accept please my apologies,’ says Plitplov, taking the
  lady’s fingers and kissing them, ‘I am Plitplov.’ ‘This is Miss Peel and Mr Blenheim, both from the em em Embassy,’ says Steadiman.‘Wasn’t there a guest of
  honour or something?’ asks Miss Peel.‘Here he is, our darling Dr Petworth,’ says Budgie, plucking Petworth forward by the hand. ‘Ah, got here, good,’ says Miss Peel,
  ‘Enjoying it, hope so.’ ‘Hullo, old chap,’ says Mr Blenheim, ‘Welcome to the madhouse.’ ‘Now, how about the big event?’ asks Miss Peel, ‘Have
  they come? Did they arrive?’ ‘Yes,’ says Budgie, ‘But let’s keep it a secret.’ ‘Oh, marvellous,’ says Blenheim. ‘Oh, is there secret
  tonight?’ asks Plitplov, ‘Everywhere secrets.’ ‘An extremely nice secret,’ says Miss Peel.‘And do we perhaps find it out?’ asks Plitplov. ‘You do,
  later on,’ says Budgie, ‘Which is why I must just disappear for a minute. Please amuse yourselves. And keep yourself pure for me, Angus.’ ‘Another of Budgie’s
  marvellous evenings,’ says Miss Peel, ‘That’s how she lures us here.’ ‘And with Mr Petworth, of course,’ says Mr Blenheim. ‘Cam’radaket,’ says
  Magda, appearing with her tray. ‘Orange juice, please,’ says Miss Peel. ‘Da,’ says Magda, handing it to her. ‘Doesn’t she do marvellously, considering she
  can’t speak any English?’ says Miss Peel, turning to Petworth, ‘Well, isn’t it lucky you came tonight? You wouldn’t have wanted to miss one of Budgie’s
  secrets.’


  III


  And so there, in foreign parts, in distant Slaka, under another ideology, where the big maid is omnipresent and the walls undoubtedly have ears, the far-flung British exiles
  start their party. Wind and rain blow outside, and a big, almost green moon has been pasted, by whomever is responsible for providing such detail, over the dark roofs of Slaka; a dome and a tower
  or two stick up into its green orb. Below is the city, revealing itself in an occasional flash of COMFLUG and MUG, a place of watchers and listeners, threats and fears. The party, it is true, is
  sadly depleted, by the conflicting claims of the sheikh and the opera, and the silver tray the big maid holds out to them displays far more good things to drink than the small gathering they make
  can ever possibly consume. A certain civil caution hovers in the air, as you might expect when the nations meet across complicated political and social barriers; in any case conversation is never
  easy for the British, who are never keen to express themselves to strangers or, for that matter, anyone, even themselves. But a certain mood of relaxation now begins to emerge, as Steadiman, in his
  suit, goes over to the record player and puts something on, a nostalgic number called ‘Try a Little Tenderness,’ and people turn and talk to people. The tray of drinks comes back and
  forth, back and forth, and a small sociability begins to grow, a set of glimpses of a world somewhere that links them somehow all together. ‘See the test matches?’ asks Blenheim affably
  of Petworth, lighting up his pipe. ‘Oh, do you smoke one of these?’ cries Plitplov, taking out his vast carved smoking bowl, and waving it, ‘I also.’ ‘I’m afraid
  I don’t follow it,’ says Petworth. ‘Cricket? You talk perhaps of cricket, your national game? The men in the white clothes like doctors?’ asks Plitplov. ‘They say a
  man who is tired of cricket is tired of life,’ says Blenheim. ‘I don’t think Mr Petworth is tired of life,’ says Miss Peel. ‘Tired of, tired by,’ murmurs
  Plitplov. ‘No, I can take it and I can leave it alone,’ says Petworth. ‘I expect you know my friend Sir Laurence Olivier,’ says Miss Peel. ‘Not personally,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Then you don’t know him at all,’ cries Miss Peel. Made doubly ignorant, Petworth also knows, with a true British instinct, that he has also now been made welcome; in
  their own way, the British have begun to enjoy themselves.


  Outside the treacherous dark city turns on itself; inside a certain version of the good life begins to flower. Now Miss Peel begins to talk about someone or other’s Papageno, and Steadiman
  chatters about Princess Margaret’s visit to some island somewhere or other to which he was at some time posted; Mr Blenheim talks of the All Blacks, and even Plitplov, refusing exclusion,
  becomes entertaining, magically producing nuts from his ears. ‘I hear all the plays in London now are about sex and have naked people in them,’ says Miss Peel, ‘It sounds
  dreadfully dull. I’ve never been fond of realism.’ ‘The work of your Edward Bond is very famous,’ says Plitplov.‘Who?’ asks Blenheim. ‘He writes
  Saved, also a Lear,’ says Plitplov. ‘Never heard of him,’ says Blenheim. ‘He’s rather of the left,’ says Miss Peel, ‘They rather fancy him
  here.’ ‘I think nobody in Britain wants to work now any more,’ says Plitplov, ‘They tell it is too boring for them. Here our people like very much to work. Often our workers
  ask the managers to do more work for no money because they are liking it so much.’ ‘Really?’ says Miss Peel, ‘Amazing.’ ‘You’ll gather our indus industrial
  reputation isn’t too high here just now,’ says Steadiman. ‘We’re not an easy race to explain to the world,’ says Blenheim, puffing comfortably on his pipe. ‘But
  perhaps this is your job?’ asks Plitplov, ‘Perhaps this is why your government is sending you here to Slaka?’ ‘Ah,’ says Blenheim, chuckling, ‘You’re
  asking me what I do. What’s my bag? It’s the diplomatic one, actually.’ ‘I think you like to be cautious,’ says Plitplov, ‘But doesn’t your economy
  collapse? Won’t you one day be socialist economy, like us?’ ‘I don’t think so,’ says Blenheim, ‘Not our cup of tea, really.’


  ‘Ah, here you are, all enjoying yourselves hugely,’ cries Budgie Steadiman, emerging in a small apron from the inner intestines of the apartment, ‘Our little sensation is going
  very well. Angus, give me a wee sip of your drinkie. I hope they’re all entertaining you. Has anyone bothered to show you our quite outstanding view?’ The outstanding view to which
  Budgie leads him is mostly of darkness, for Slaka at night is not as brightly lit as most Western cities. But the big moon glows, with a dome and a tower or two sticking up into its great orb;
  lights twinkle somewhere down below, and the red star flashes on the top of Party Headquarters. Down below in the street, under faint trees, a few, a very few, cars and a few muffled human figures
  move. ‘I never cooked terribly well,’ says Budgie, interlacing her fingers with Petworth’s, ‘We always used to advise our guests to eat first before they came to our dinner
  parties. But I’m quite a vigorous hostess. Of course I had an excellent upbringing. You don’t think I’m too grande dame for one of my tender years?’ ‘Not at
  all,’ says Petworth. ‘Bless you, Angus,’ says Budgie, ‘You know, I think we’re two of a kind. Two lonely, tense, star-crossed people. In this world, like knows like. I
  feel a curious deep intimacy growing up between us.’ ‘Cam’radaku,’ says a voice; the big bulk of Magda is somehow squeezing itself in between them. ‘Angus, excuse
  me,’ says Budgie, ‘I’m afraid I must try my pidgin. Da, Magda?’ ‘Squassu, squassu,’ says Magda. ‘I’m afraid that means our tête-à
  -tête must be deferred a little, not, I hope, for long,’ says Budgie, ‘Magda tells me the soup is ready. Attention, please, everybody. Magda bids us to the table!’


  And so the small party moves, across from the Mexican masks and the Iranian donkey bags to the dining table just round the corner, set with silver from Paris and place mats from Korea. Before
  the settings stand little folded place cards, written in a foreign hand; to the right of the hostess is one that says ‘Doktor Pumwum.’ ‘Yes, come beside me,’ says Budgie,
  squeezing Petworth’s leg under the table, ‘And you’re on my other side, Dr Plitplov.’ ‘Do we get nearer now to the secret?’ asks Plitplov, sitting down and
  shaking out his napkin, ‘Is it perhaps a something to eat?’ ‘Cunning man,’ says Budgie, slapping his wrist, ‘Remember, pleasure deferred is pleasure increased. That
  has always been my motto, so long as I haven’t had to wait too long. As the great Mae West once said, I like a man who takes his time.’ ‘This is a philosopher?’ asks
  Plitplov. ‘No, she’s a film star, in our part of the world,’ says Budgie, ‘Have you been to our part of the world, Dr Plitplov? Have they let you out to take a look?’
  ‘I have been several times,’ says Plitplov, ‘In London and some other cities. I have good recollections of Tottenham Court Road.’ ‘I’m not surprised,’ says
  Budgie, ‘How that imprints itself on the memory. They must think well of you here, if they let you out.’ ‘I have not committed bad offences,’ says Plitplov, ‘But of
  course we are quite liberal now, in many ways. You see how we invite here your fine speakers, like Dr Petworth.’ ‘A quite outstanding choice,’ says Budgie. ‘Of course, I
  think so,’ says Plitplov, ‘We expect to learn many fine things from him and improve our self-criticisms, Do you read perhaps his good books?’ ‘Well, no,’ says Budgie,
  ‘I think I’ll wait for the film.’


  Magda appears, with a soup tureen and a ladle; Steadiman tours the table with a bottle of white wine. ‘And do you perhaps have some children?’ asks Plitplov. ‘We did have some
  somewhere, two or three,’ says Budgie, ‘Where are our children now, Felix?’ ‘Ow ow Oundle,’ says Steadiman, pouring wine. ‘Please?’ says Plitplov.
  ‘At an English public school,’ says Budgie, ‘Which of course means a private school. You probably know, the better class of Briton likes to send his children away to school until
  they’re old and intelligent enough to come home again. Then they’re too old and intelligent to want to. Angus, do you have children? Little Petworths crying in their cots?’
  ‘No, I don’t,’ says Petworth. ‘But there is a Mrs Petworth, is there?’ asks Budgie, ‘Matrimony has not passed you by?’ ‘Yes, there is,’ says
  Petworth. ‘I hope she is very charming,’ says Plitplov. ‘Indeed,’ says Petworth. ‘Yet you didn’t bring her with you to Slaka,’ says Budgie, ‘Was that
  thoughtfulness or neglect?’ ‘She’s not entirely well,’ says Petworth. Plitplov looks across the table at him: ‘I hope you have telephoned her,’ he says.
  ‘Mr Plitplov, I seem to remember we sent you to the Cambridge summer school once,’ says Miss Peel, leaning along the table. ‘Who, I?’ cries Plitplov. ‘Do you know it
  at all, Mr Petworth?’ asks Miss Peel. ‘Yes, I do, actually,’ says Petworth, ‘I’ve given the odd lecture there.’ ‘We’ve managed to send a few people
  over on scholarships,’ says Miss Peel, ‘Rather difficult, the authorities always want to substitute others. It must have been three years ago when we sent you, Mr Plitplov.’
  ‘To Cambridge?’ asks Plitplov. ‘Yes, to Cambridge,’ says Miss Peel.


  Magda has come again, to collect up the soup plates; Steadiman has risen, to fill their glasses again. ‘It won’t be long now for the secret,’ cries Budgie, ‘Oxford was my
  university, I read history with A. J. P. Taylor. I was very famous there, for my breasts.’ ‘Of course,’ says Plitplov, gallantly, ‘This is to be expected.’
  ‘Alas, they’re not what they were,’ says Budgie, ‘Time and tide, wear and tear, take their toll even of the most perfect monuments.’ ‘Of course not, they are
  quite outstanding, one immediately remarks it,’ says Plitplov, ‘Don’t you say so, Dr Petworth?’ ‘You’re very kind,’ says Budgie, ‘Notable, perhaps,
  but not outstanding. Good but not excellent. Not of the first rank, but worthy of a visit.’ ‘So did you go to Cambridge?’ asks Miss Peel. ‘To beautiful Cambridge?’
  says Plitplov, ‘perhaps I was there. But you understand my confusions. In my country, if you study English, you must study also the Russian. This is how we keep a balance. So now I am in
  Moscow, now perhaps in Cambridge. Here I read Gorky, there I read Trollope. Here I see Bolshoi, there I see Covent Garden. In Moscow I study the Marxist aesthetics, and in Cambridge, if it was
  Cambridge . . .’ ‘You study Marxist aesthetics also,’ says Budgie Steadiman. ‘And for the travelling scholar it is hard to keep such things apart, don’t you say so, Dr
  Petworth?’ says Plitplov. ‘It can all become a blur,’ says Petworth. ‘Cambridge and Moscow? Really?’ says Miss Peel, ‘I wouldn’t have thought they were
  terribly easy to confuse.’ ‘Of course one remembers certain differences,’ says Plitplov. ‘Like what?’ asks Mr Blenheim. ‘In Russia the smell is of food and
  cats,’ says Plitplov, ‘In England of drink and dogs.’ ‘I see you’re a man of subtle cultural discriminations,’ says Budgie. ‘Can I just be clear?’
  says Miss Peel, ‘Did you or did you not go to Cambridge? I’m sure we sponsored you.’ ‘Then I am very grateful,’ says Plitplov. ‘Good,’ says Miss Peel,
  ‘Now then, Dr Petworth, when did you lecture there? Where you there three years ago?’


  ‘Just a moment, just a moment!’ cries Budgie, ‘Here comes the secret! The sensation of the evening!’ In her big black dress, Magda is now advancing on them from the
  kitchen; high in her hands she holds a large silver covered dish. ‘It is here, in here, your secret?’ asks Plitplov, staring at it curiously. ‘Put it down on the table,
  Magda,’ says Budgie, ‘Thank you very much. Well, shall we ask our honoured guest if he’d unveil it? I’m a great believer in putting our visitors to good use. If you please,
  Angus.’ As the faces round the table watch, Petworth reaches and lifts the cover of the dish: to disclose, beneath it, a quantity of meaty, brown, skin-covered objects, not unlike cooked
  turds, assembled in neat rows. ‘Oh, don’t they look marvellous,’ cries Miss Peel. ‘Bella, multa bella,’ cries Mr Blenheim. Only Plitplov looks sceptical; he leans
  forward a little, to inspect. ‘Do you know them?’ asks Budgie. ‘Of course,’ says Plitplov, unbelieving, ‘This is a sausage.’ ‘Yes, but a British
  sausage,’ says Budgie. ‘A Marks and Spencer sausage,’ says Miss Peel. ‘The secret is a sausage?’ says Plitplov. ‘You must have gone to an enormous amount of
  trouble,’ says Miss Peel. ‘Actually,’ says Budgie, ‘they came over yesterday in the diplomatic bag. They must have been on the same plane as you, Angus.’
  ‘Let’s empty our glug glug glasses,’ says Felix Steadiman, ‘I think we really ought to switch to the red.’ ‘This party is all for a sausage?’ asks
  Plitplov. ‘The party is to celebrate Angus’s arrival,’ says Budgie, squeezing Petworth’s leg under the table, ‘But we wanted to give everyone a treat.’ ‘I
  will tell you a secret myself,’ says Plitplov, ‘Even in Slaka, where we are so backward, we have invented the sausage.’ ‘Ah, but not like these sausages,’ says Miss
  Peel.


  So, as the big orb of the moon shines curiously in through the window, and in the Slakan night the signs saying MUG and COMFLUG flash furiously on
  and off, the British exiles raise their knives and forks and devote themselves to the delicacy. The sausages are served, as well they might be, with an attempt at mashed potatoes, a bottle of red
  tomato sauce, and a red wine that Steadiman takes round the table, saying: ‘They have some quite out outstanding wines here you can’t get at home. Unfortunately this isn’t one of
  them.’ The candlelight flickers; only Plitplov appears bemused. ‘How do I explain such a people to my students?’ he says, ‘In the middle of history, in these strange times,
  when everywhere there are diplomatical dangers, you come all here to celebrate the sausage. Is this what is called phlegm?’ ‘Just tell them the British know how to make a good
  sausage,’ says Blenheim. ‘I’m afraid it’s not such a treat for you, Angus,’ says Budgie, ‘You probably have them all the time,’ ‘Yes,’ says
  Petworth, ‘But they are quite delicious.’ ‘Always he is diplomatic,’ says Plitplov, ‘This was noticed, even in . . .’ ‘In Cambridge?’ asks Miss Peel,
  ‘You did meet there?’ ‘These things are very hard to know,’ says Plitplov, ‘So many lectures, so many faces. How do you recall?’ ‘What about you, Dr
  Petworth?’ asks Miss Peel, ‘Do you recall Dr Plitplov?’ ‘We may have talked once, in a public house,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, I don’t think it,’ says
  Plitplov, ‘I do not like to go into those places.’ ‘What did you lecture on, Dr Petworth?’ asks Miss Peel. ‘I believe it was on Chomskyan linguistics,’ says
  Petworth, ‘A rather specialist affair.’ ‘It doesn’t ring any bells, Dr Plitplov?’ asks Miss Peel, ‘The lecture made no imprint on you at all?’


  ‘I think I do now recall it,’ says Plitplov, ‘An excellent piece, now I remember. Such a strange coincidence, that our paths cross again.’ ‘Yes, isn’t
  it,’ says Miss Peel. ‘Of course you will not at all remember me,’ says Plitplov, ‘I was just one of so many listening to your words with admiration.’ ‘I believe
  I do, actually,’ says Petworth, ‘Weren’t you working on Trollope?’ ‘Oh, my small chef d’oeuvre,’ says Plitplov, ‘Do you recollect it?’
  ‘Trollope,’ says Budgie, ‘Wasn’t he some kind of postman?’ ‘Your great novelist,’ says Plitplov, ‘More famous than a sausage.’ ‘I think
  you know each other perfectly well,’ says Miss Peel, ‘I don’t see any need for concealment.’ ‘Well,’ says Plitplov, as if stirred to act, suddenly looking at
  Petworth with his bird-like eyes, ‘Perhaps I do not wish to embarrass your guest.’ ‘How could you possibly embarrass him?’ asks Budgie, ‘He doesn’t look at all
  embarrassed.’ ‘Oh, I think we don’t discuss such a thing,’ says Plitplov, ‘In front of the nice people enjoying their sausages. I think you make a saying in your
  country: let the sleeping dogs lie?’ ‘I can’t imagine what you’re talking about,’ says Petworth. ‘It is just I recall a little problem between us that has made
  me very discreet.’ ‘How utterly fascinating,’ says Budgie, ‘What little problem?’ ‘No, I go too far,’ says Plitplov, ‘Really I should not mention it.
  Your wife would not please with me.’ ‘My wife?’ says Petworth.‘Her name is Lottie,’ says Plitplov. ‘I know her name is Lottie,’ says Petworth. ‘A
  very amusing lady,’ says Plitplov, ‘She smokes the little cigars. She came to Cambridge and we made some very good walks together, also sometimes the shoppings. Well, on these occasions
  sometimes certain confidences are made that should not be repeated. Now you see why I make a little concealment.’


  ‘You went for walks with my wife?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, you do not know this?’ asks Plitplov, ‘I am wrong to mention it, then. Really I do not mean it. But so many
  glasses of whisky, and now this nice sausage, I am not so cautious as I should be.’ ‘This is fascinating,’ says Budgie. ‘What kind of confidences?’ asks Petworth.
  ‘I think I displayed her just a friendship that was necessary,’ says Plitplov, ‘Often the ladies need a person to talk to about their troubles.’ ‘This is true,’
  says Budgie. ‘What troubles?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, you are angry, please do not blame me,’ says Plitplov, ‘You see how hard I try to conceal what has happened there
  from these people. You know I am your good friend. Only if your wife is still with you, and you are happy again, please to remember I had just a little finger in that pie.’ ‘She wanted
  to leave him?’ asks Budgie, ‘Oh, Angus, now we begin to see the secret of your gloom.’ ‘This is nonsense,’ says Petworth. ‘She did not ever explain you?’
  asks Plitplov, ‘Well, it is natural. We cannot always tell our distresses to those who come closest to them. That is why a stranger is sometimes a good friend. Such a person may see what the
  involved ones do not: that a person is sad, feels a neglect, has a distress.’ ‘And you performed this generous service for my wife?’ asks Petworth. ‘I was there when a
  certain help was needed,’ says Plitplov, ‘You must remember, you are a famous scholar, everyone is admiring you. You are giving notable lectures on the Chomskyan linguistics and all are
  spellbound. But for her life is not the same. She comes, but no one regards her. She walks alone in the streets. There are fulfilments she does not enjoy. It is natural she talks to someone who can
  listen, even if that is a stranger from a faraway country where you cannot get even an English sausage.’


  ‘I recognize all those feelings,’ says Budgie Steadiman.‘What exactly did you do with my wife?’ asks Petworth.‘Please, it was just a little friendship,’ says
  Plitplov, ‘All the time I am speaking very well of you. I tell her a fine scholar is a very valuable man, who needs very special understandings. I point out to her the high spots of your
  work. Not every woman appreciates these achievements. I explain of course you are attractive to other women, of course your students fall a little sometimes in love with you, and you are flattered.
  But this does not mean always that love is ended. Now you understand perhaps why I am curious about her condition. When one has been of such an assistance, one feels a devotion. Of course my
  respect is for both of you. You know you helped me very well with my book. I have made due acknowledgement in the preface, which I will like to show you. But now you see why I do not like to
  mention such acquaintances. It is better if such things are just a little secret. Like a sausage.’ ‘I think in matters of sex discretion is sometimes advisable,’ says Budgie
  Steadiman, ‘I’m afraid we live in an age of excessive sexual confession. There are people nowadays who only go to bed with you to tell you long stories about all the other people
  they’ve had, who, and when, and how often, where and why and which way up. Personally I find it quite distasteful. One gets quite enough of that sort of thing at the hairdresser.’
  ‘Please, Dr Petworth, remember,’ says Plitplov, his eyes glinting sharply across the table, ‘I am always your good friend. I like to make a nice toast to you for your tour, and
  hope it will be always a success. Also I try to get to your lecture, because I hope our paths cross somewhere again.’ ‘How very nice,’ says Budgie.


  But now Magda is with them again, putting on the table a cakey, flakey dessert. ‘Perhaps you could tell Dr Petworth a bit about these places he will visit,’ says Felix Steadiman from
  the other end of the table. ‘I will make some advices if I can,’ says Plitplov, ‘But of course I do not know the places you visit.’ ‘Glit, Nogod and Provd,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Oh, really?’ says Plitplov, ‘Well, these are cities out in the country. You will have nice times there, I know.’ ‘But what are they like?’ asks
  Steadiman. ‘They are towns, like all towns,’ says Plitplov, ‘I do not know them so well. But I think you have a guideinterpreter. She of course will tell you where you are. You
  know: in my country we have a saying.’ ‘I bet you do,’ says Mr Blenheim. ‘You cannot build a city with words only,’ says Plitplov, ‘Also: the future will come,
  whether we speak of it or not. I am afraid my poor words would spoil these places for you.’ ‘But who will he meet?’ asks Budgie. ‘In Glit is Professor Vlic,’ says
  Plitplov, ‘He has good assistants who will ask advanced Marxist questions. In Nogod, not so good perhaps, the professor is a lady, Personip. In Provd is not university, so I think you attend
  congress, perhaps in a place that was once hunting lodge for the emperors. But I think you can explain all this, Mr Steadiman.’ ‘Well, no,’ says Steadiman, ‘These places are
  in the yellow areas.’ ‘What is yellow areas?’ asks Plitplov ‘The areas marked yellow on the diplomatic map,’ says Steadiman, ‘Where we’re not allowed to
  go.’ Plitplov’s face whitens:‘Then you should not ask me,’ he says, ‘Now I am indiscreet again. Tonight I say too many things.’


  And Madga stands over them, taking away the last plates; under the table, Petworth feels Budgie Steadiman’s hands playing rhythmically across his knees. Across the table is the sharp,
  glinting face of Plitplov, half malicious, half worried. The troubling conversation runs through his mind, fuddled and gloomy with the day’s drink. Down vague, complicated passages, he tries
  to think back to his wife, that dark anima; sitting at a table with candles in Slaka, he tries to recover Cambridge, the brown river, the punts, the greenfly, but it seems very far away. The
  glinting face opposite him looks across, in an expression that could be apologetic, or victorious; he has a moment’s glimpse of that face as it comes, late one night, to the room he and his
  wife have shared somewhere high in the Cambridge college, bearing, civilly, some carved wooden object, which may have been an egg-holder or a pipestand, doubtless carved by some peasant in these
  Slakan woods, and talking on into the night long after Petworth has retired exhausted to sleep. But is there more? He remembers the long hours in which his wife wandered, tries to recall whether
  Plitplov was present or absent at those same times; it is too far away. He looks around at the table of exiles, and wonders why he is here; he recalls a domestic conversation: ‘He asked me if
  you had great sexual energy; I told him so so.’ A sense of being implicated, complicated, in someone else’s plots comes over him, but he is too tired to understand them, too will-less,
  too lonely, too personless, not enough the noun, too much the object. ‘Some brandy,’ says Steadiman, coming up with a bottle. ‘No, thank you,’ says Petworth, putting a
  debilitated hand over his glass. ‘I see you make an excellent choice among our spiritous liquors,’ says Plitplov, smiling, ‘Just a small. But you enjoy it, I think, your
  diplomatic life here?’


  ‘Talking of secrets,’ says Budgie Steadiman, putting her hand back on Petworth’s knee, ‘A story that illustrates the odd difficulties of the way we live here. About those
  yellow areas. You know whenever we leave Slaka, we’re checked to find out where we’re going. We have to report at the control points on every route out of the city. One Friday night we
  left in the car to go skiing for the weekend. The roads were dark, we had to go through the thick forest, and we must have missed our turn. We came to a small town and checked on the map, and it
  was in one of the yellow areas. Felix tried get the car turned round, but there was a dance going on in the street, and the dancers came all round us, gipsies playing their violins through the
  window, you know. We couldn’t move, so I made Felix get out and we joined in the dance.’ ‘I wanted to go, you remember,’ says Felix. ‘But I like dances,’ says
  Budgie, ‘You know I have a wild and foreign nature. Well, we danced, then we were taken to a house to get warm, and these peasants all started pouring brandy down us, and I sang some songs.
  Well, we went back to the car, and a huge tent had been built on top of it.’ ‘Who did it?’ asks Miss Peel. ‘The militia,’ says Budgie, ‘They weren’t
  allowed to move it, you see, because we had diplomatic plates, but they weren’t going to let us move it either.’ ‘So what did you do?’ asks Miss Peel. ‘Oh, we slept in
  it all night,’ says Budgie, ‘Then in the morning Felix said the only way to get out was to go to the militia and explain. Well, they held us there for two days. We asked them why; they
  said we had seen things we were not allowed to see. But, I said to the colonel at the barracks, all we saw was a dance. Yes, said the colonel, but to see it is not permitted. So I told him not to
  be silly and they put us in the car and we drove between two army trucks all the way back to Slaka. Then the Ambassador put on his raincoat and went and apologized and the incident was
  closed.’


  ‘But you should not go there,’ says Plitplov, ‘You should not know that place.’ ‘You mean it’s a secret dance?’ asks Budgie. ‘Your secret is a
  sausage,’ says Plitplov, ‘Why not ours a dance?’ ‘You know these things ex ex excite you, Budgie,’ says Steadiman at the other end of the table. ‘Excite
  me?’ cries Budgie, ‘Who knows what excites me? Who in thirty-five years has ever succeeded in unlocking that particular door?’ ‘I think it’s getting late,’ says
  Miss Peel. In a big black coat, carrying a plastic bag, Magda appears gloomily beside the table. ‘Yes, time to take Magda home,’ says Steadiman, rising, and going to look for his
  windscreen wipers. ‘Dr Plitplov,’ says Budgie, seizing her visitor by the arm, ‘Do you perhaps understand, just a little, why in this country, in this world, I feel a confined
  soul?’ ‘Of course,’ says Plitplov, ‘But really you must not depress.’ ‘Depress?’ cries Budgie, ‘I think I’m awfully gay.’ ‘Time for
  bye-byes, I think,’ says Mr Blenheim, stretching his arms, ‘Look, I’ll see Miss Peel safely down the stairs and take her back to her apartment.’ ‘I think I make also a
  quiet excuse me,’ says Plitplov, ‘My wife probably has a headache. Also I have said perhaps some things I do not mean.’ ‘Not at all,’ says Budgie, ‘I thought you
  remarkably good value.’ ‘Yes, well, my friend,’ says Plitplov, rising and shaking hands with Petworth, ‘I hope so much we stay good colleagues. You know I do not like to
  distress you. But, as you say, a man has to keep his end up. I hope please one day you come for a dinner to me. Of course I cannot promise you such a sausage. And remember always, when you call
  your wife, to give her the love of Plitplov.’ ‘Going?’ asks Budgie, ‘Everyone going?’ ‘Mrs Steadiman,’ says Plitplov, kissing her hand, ‘A most
  interesting evening, and my compliments to your menu. You know I have taken many risks to come, and perhaps it was worth it.’ ‘I must get back too,’ says Petworth, ‘Can I
  call a taxi?’ ‘Of course I would take you,’ says Plitplov, ‘But I do not like to go in your direction.’


  ‘No, Angus, you stay here and help me with the washing up,’ says Budgie. ‘Oh, really, you should not do it,’ says Plitplov, putting on his coat, ‘You are the wife
  of a diplomat.’ ‘How nice of you to offer,’ says Budgie. ‘Oh, I do not offer, I am guest,’ says Plitplov, ‘But you have a maid to do it.’ ‘I like a
  maid to leave early,’ says Budgie, ‘A hostess needs a little privacy for her indiscretions. Angus, you’re not too proud to help me? And Felix will take you back when he returns
  from dropping Magda.’ ‘Bye, Mr Petworth,’ cries Miss Peel from the door, ‘Told you it would be a stunning evening.’ ‘Take care, old chap,’ cries Blenheim.
  Then Petworth looks round at a diplomatic room suddenly empty; drained glasses shine on the table, the Mexican dance-masks stare blankly off the wall. ‘Could you just take a few of those
  things into the kitchen?’ says Budgie, ‘I must just discard a few jewels and make myself more comfortable.’ In the kitchen, it seems churlish not to put on rubber gloves and wash
  a dish or two in the sink; it is in this domesticated condition that Budgie finds him when she comes in a few moments later, clad in a very diaphanous nightdress. ‘A sorry tale that funny
  little man tells,’ she says, ‘I hope it hasn’t distressed you.’ ‘I don’t understand what he’s up to,’ says Petworth, scouring a saucepan. ‘When
  two people are together in agony, Angus,’ says Budgie, drawing him away from the sink, ‘There is only one solution. You are not a young man, Angus. You have a certain sophistication and
  expertise. This is the centre of the house. I always think it’s harder for telescopic sights to see in here. Do you prefer the kitchen table or the floor?’


  ‘It doesn’t seem a terribly good idea,’ says Petworth.


  ‘You’re worried about Felix?’ asks Budgie, ‘Felix and I have an arrangement. He lets me get away with murder.’ ‘It’s not really that,’ says
  Petworth. ‘You’re worried I don’t have protection,’ says Budgie, ‘Believe me, I don’t just have protection, I have diplomatic immunity.’ ‘No,
  it’s not that,’ says Petworth. ‘You have other interests,’ says Budgie, ‘That does not concern me in the slightest.’ ‘It seems rather dangerous,’
  says Petworth.‘Of course, it’s dangerous,’ says Budgie, ‘But England expects, my dear. One is not a guest of honour for nothing.’ ‘I’ll call for a
  taxi,’ says Petworth. ‘You will not call for a taxi,’ says Budgie, ‘You’ll stay here and fly the flag. I’m just going out to put on a little music, you did say
  you liked Wagner, didn’t you? You look like a man of taste. I imagine you have quite an eye for specialist lingerie. Let me show you some.’ Petworth stands in the kitchen: a booming
  noise begins in the back of the apartment as the noises of Wagner, that metaphysical romper, sounds on the record player, and on, doubtless, the tapes and the film, the screens and the consoles,
  that whirl and flicker in some technologized office nearby, where the HOGPo men sit, reducing Petworth, that virtuous subject, into sign or object, transient image. Luckily there is just time to
  finish the saucepan before, along the corridor, he hears the bedroom door open.


  IV


  ‘Actually,’ says Steadiman, as he drives the brown Ford Cortina back through the urban darkness toward the centre and the Hotel Slaka, ‘I’m afraid
  it’s terribly easy to get the wrong impression of Budgie. She finds life here rather diff diff difficult, and she reacts to it. Also, you know, she has an aristocratic background, her father
  was a duke, actually, and she expects service from everyone. I think she rather expected it from you.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, through his split lip, ‘I see what you
  mean.’ ‘People often get a wrong impression of dip dip diplomatic life,’ Steadiman explains in the dark, ‘It can be awe awe awfully confining. That’s what she revolts
  against. Besides, she’s always liked to extra-mural a bit, I understand that. And if we were in Paris, or Athens, or Washington, I can’t say I’d terribly mind. That’s the
  trouble with Slaka, it’s rather diff diff different. I do hope that wrist isn’t sprained.’ ‘Oh, no,’ says Petworth, ‘I don’t think so, just bruised.’
  ‘Yes, well, terr terr terribly sorry,’ says Steadiman, ‘One hardly wants to wound one’s most distinguished visitors. I must be a bit bit fit fit fitter than I thaw thaw
  thought. Yes, Budgie’s really a sort of tease, you know. I think what she enjoys best is just tan tan tantalizing all these little secret police squits who spend all their working hours
  listening in on us, beastly, isn’t it? I suppose she just doesn’t like to think how unutterably boring their nasty little lives must be, so she tries to brighten them up a bit. At
  least, that’s how I explain her conduct. So there’s nothing sort of personal about you.’ ‘Oh, isn’t there?’ says Petworth, holding his wrist, ‘Well, yes, I
  see.’ ‘I’m awe awe awfully sorry about the suit,’ says Steadiman, driving into the rain, ‘I hope you’ve brought another one. Never mind, there should be a sort
  of tailor person somewhere in the hotel.’ ‘I expect so,’ says Petworth, ‘It’s just a little hard to explain.’ ‘Tell them it was a football match,’
  says Steadiman, ‘Nowadays I find that more or less explains everything.’


  The rain pours down in front of them; it is not, as it turns out, a good night in Slaka. ‘I really didn’t mean . . .’ murmurs Petworth. ‘No, no, of course you
  didn’t,’ says Steadiman, ‘I do understand. You know the trouble with Budgie? She just doesn’t recognize the realities of the game she’s playing. And with half of
  myself I don’t blame her. The only trouble is, that stuff is terr terr terribly terr terr terribly dangerous.’ ‘Is it?’ asks Petworth, nursing his wounded arm. ‘You
  know dip dip diplomacy,’ says Steadiman, ‘Well, it’s like life, isn’t it? Everybody trading this for that. The trouble with these chaps here is they play some very nasty
  games indeed. A dip dip diplomat is just a chap on the football field, trying to protect his own goal and hoping to score once in a while. But of course there are some corrupt types who try to get
  at the players.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth. ‘And this is what Budgie doesn’t understand,’ says Steadiman, ‘This stuff could be the end of my dip dip
  diplomatic career.’ ‘Surely not,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, yes,’ says Steadiman, ‘You see, it’s not what you do that’s important. It’s the way it
  looks. When they write it down, or record it, or photograph it, or put it into the Smolensk com com computer, or wherever all this stuff is put together. Of course that’s how life is played
  now, in front of the screens. Collate, file, store, re-arrange, produce at the opportune moment.’ ‘And with me too?’ asks Petworth. ‘Well, of course,’ says Steadiman,
  ‘You’ve travelled a lot, you have a position, you don’t seem very discreet, I should think they’ve got a hell of a lot on you by now, all there in the computer. Lip still
  bleeding?’ ‘No, I think it’s all right now,’ says Petworth. ‘Please don’t think it was per per personal,’ says Steadiman.


  Yes, it has been a difficult departure, from the diplomatic apartment, with its Danish chairs, its Kurdish trunks, its Afghan wall-rugs, somewhere five floors up over Slaka. Indeed the details,
  still, are not quite clear in Petworth’s admittedly not quite clear head. ‘Don’t you love red lingerie?’ Budgie Steadiman, he recalls, has said, standing there in the
  kitchen in some, of admirable quality, while the coffee maker bubbles and Tannhäuser rages somewhere nearby, ‘Actually I bought it in the Reeperbahn in Hamburg. Look what it does.’
  ‘Budgie, I really think it’s time Mr Petworth was returning to his ho ho hotel,’ Steadiman has then said, coming into the kitchen in his coat, dropping windscreen wipers on the
  floor to grip Petworth rather firmly by one wrist, ‘He looks pretty tired and ready for bed.’ ‘Oh, he doesn’t want to go, Felix,’ Budgie has said, ‘Can’t
  you see he’s sad and lonely? And I too am sad and lonely. I want him to try on uniforms. I want him to stay here with me.’ ‘Come on, Budgie, let go of him, there’s a go go
  good girl,’ Steadiman has said, taking Petworth round the head in an expert arm-lock, ‘The ho ho hotel will probably alert the po po police if he’s not in his room tonight. We
  don’t want him in trouble.’ ‘Loneliness and the need for reassurance,’ Budgie has said, holding fast to the waistband of Petworth’s trousers, ‘Don’t you
  understand, Felix, that is the meaning of life.’ ‘Budgie does not understand the meaning of life,’ Steadiman has said, wrenching Petworth free with a ripping of material,
  and dragging him into the living room, ‘She only thinks she does. Mr Petworth would like to go home.’ ‘He wants to spend the night with me,’ Budgie has said, falling sobbing
  into a chair. ‘Don’t you, Angus?’ ‘Well, I do,’ Petworth has said, diplomatic in the diplomatic living room, ‘But I’d better go.’ ‘He’s a
  very polite man and he doesn’t want to hurt your feelings,’ Steadiman has said, ‘But he’s go go going.’


  And so it is that Petworth now sits, with throbbing arm, hurt lip and torn trousers, the zip quite gone, in the brown Cortina as it drives speedily and erratically toward Slaka. Driving rain and
  road mud smear over the windscreen, eliminating all visibility – for, in the rush of his departure, out of the flat, down, down, down the long staircase, into the car, Steadiman has failed to
  bring the wipers with him. ‘Well, look, I do apologize,’ says Petworth. ‘Not at all, old chap,’ says Steadiman, ‘You gave her a good evening, che che cheered her up no
  end. I should have warned you, really, she does that. I should apologize to you. I don’t usually use violence on my guests of honour.’ ‘It could be serious for you?’ asks
  Petworth. ‘Oh, God, for heaven’s sake,’ says Steadiman, looking into the mirror, ‘There’s a tail on us.’ ‘Why?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, they follow
  us everywhere,’ says Steadiman, ‘HOGPo is the biggest employer in the country. That’s how they manage to have no unemployment. Everyone’s followed by somebody else. I just
  hope I don’t hit anyone. See anything ahead?’ ‘There’s someone now,’ cries Petworth, as a khaki figure leaps for the curb. ‘I hate to think what the sentence
  would be, after all the stuff we’ve put away tonight,’ says Steadiman, ‘Pru pru Proust wouldn’t be half long enough.’ ‘I really shouldn’t have had so much
  myself,’ says Petworth, ‘Two parties in one day.’ ‘Never mind, good fun, enjoyed it,’ says Steadiman, ‘Thank God, they’ve turned off.’ A sign on a
  building in front of them flashes through the mud, saying SCH’VEPPUU. ‘This is your square, isn’t it?’ asks Steadiman, ‘Wang’likii? I’ll just park and make
  sure you get in all right.’ It is lucky that Petworth has his topcoat to cover his one best suit, split now right down to the crotch; they walk together toward the entrance of the Hotel
  Slaka. ‘Marvellous evening,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes,’ says Steadiman, ‘Let’s do it again. Call me when you get back to Slaka next week. I’d like to hear your
  news. Oh, damn, look, the hotel’s all locked up.’


  Peering through the glass doors of the hotel, they see it is dark, dark, dark in the lobby; but then it is late, late, perhaps three in the morning. One faint light shines over the registration
  desk, but nobody in blue uniform sits at this hour beneath Marx and Wanko. ‘They seem to have lock lock locked you out,’ says Steadiman, ‘Can you see a bell?’
  ‘No,’ says Petworth, tapping on the glass door. No one walks, no trams grind, in the great square; the rain beats on the gravel. After a long wait, and much tapping, a door inside does
  open, casting a beam of light; a limping figure comes toward the doors, looks out at them, and then turns away in a gesture of dismissal. ‘Don’t you have an ident’ayii?’
  asks Steadiman. Petworth takes out his hotel passport, spreads it against the glass, and taps again. The doorman turns, puts on spectacles, stares; then, slowly and grudgingly, he takes out a key
  and unlocks the door. ‘Give him a tip,’ says Steadiman, ‘And don’t forget. If you feel in need of a bit of ass, a bit of assistance call me, any time.’ ‘I will,
  thank you very much,’ says Petworth, ‘It’s reassuring to have someone to turn to. Many thanks.’ He watches a moment through the glass as Steadiman walks off, in quite the
  wrong direction from his car, while the aggrieved doorman inspects the ident’ayii. Petworth takes out a handful of vloskan; the doorman nods, stares, and then limps away to the desk, to come
  back with Petworth’s key, and disappear inside his door.


  The lobby is dark, but somewhere in the darkness there is a faint murmur: ‘Change money?’ says a voice. ‘Na,’ says Petworth, groping toward the elevator, to find it
  switched off. Groping, he finds a back staircase, long and dark, like the staircase at Steadiman’s apartment, like life itself, in a sense; he ascends, up and round, round and up. In his
  corridor, at her desk, under a little light, the floormaid sleeps, to wake in surprise as Petworth unlocks his door. Inside the great room the lamps are lit, the cracks in the ceiling wide, the
  pyjamas spread. Loneliness and fear, guilt and betrayal, spread from the room into Petworth, from Petworth to the little house in Bradford, his old domestic space. In the great mirrored bathroom
  Petworth takes off his torn and ruined trousers; under the duvet he tries to sleep. The voices begin to sound again: she is a very tough lady, chosen special for you; this is a forbidden area, you
  do not go there; the witch was not a good witch; this is not the posting I would have desired. In the night there are dark and winding staircases, going up and down, round and up; a wind blows; a
  car follows; a maid in gloves waits by a dead man’s tomb. Two men talk under a sign that flashes and says PLUC. A soldier with a gun appears and holds it toward a car. There is a glimpse of
  Katya Princip, falling falling down a hole, to the middle of a forest, where people dance and gipsies play violins. There is a pain in the wrist, a taste of blood in the mouth, and around the wall
  secrets hanging, like sausages, in strings.


  



  6 – LECT.


  I


  Petworth wakes in the morning, under the great duvet, in the great room, to find himself in a world that has changed its weather. A bright sun glints through the cracks in the
  dusty curtains; a warm wind dries off the gravel under the people and the trams in the Plazscu Wang’luku, down below his window; flashes of sunny light twist and turn the knobs and domes of
  the great government buildings. No one is taking down the sign saying SCH’VEPPUU, and in the breakfast room the menu is the same as
  yesterday’s, and so, despite the fact that he makes a quite different order, is the breakfast. In the lobby, at the appointed time, it is a more summery Marisja Lubijova who stands there; she
  wears a flowered dress and a tam o’shanter hat that falls to one side over her dark hair and tense white face. Only her manner does not fit the illuminated brightness; it contains –
  Petworth has every reason to expect it – a note of saddened rebuke. A man, he knows, in a difficult world, a place of false leads and harmful traps, doors that will not open and toilets that
  will not flush, needs a guide, severe yet competent, warning yet enlarging, to bring shape to the shapeless, names to the unnamed, definition to the undefined. Yes, a bruised man, he is pleased to
  see her, neat in the lobby; but evidently she is less pleased to see him. ‘Oh, today you are on time,’ she says abruptly, ‘You amaze, Comrade Petwurt. Your breakfast, did you eat
  it?’ ‘I did,’ says Petworth. ‘And your evening, you enjoy it?’ ‘It was very quiet,’ says Petworth, ‘I just ate and went to bed.’ ‘All by
  yourself?’ asks Lubijova, ‘You didn’t do it with a lady writer?’ ‘Oh, no,’ says Petworth, ‘She just left me here and went home. I don’t suppose I
  shall see her again.’ ‘Of course,’ says Lubijova, ‘She comes today to your lecture,’ ‘Well, no,’ says Petworth, ‘She changed her mind.’


  ‘Oh, poor Comrade Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, looking brighter, ‘What a shame for you. I have good intuitions, I am a little bit psychic, I think yesterday you were very pleased
  with Comrade Princip. Oh, Petwurt, look at you, you spent a quiet evening, I don’t think so. You have bruised all your face, at the mouth.’ ‘Ah,’ says Petworth, ‘Ah.
  Yes, I walked into a door I didn’t see.’ ‘At the hotel?’ cries Lubijova, ‘You should complain to them. It hurts? A doctor comes here, I think we go to the desk and ask
  he looks at you.’ ‘Oh, no,’ says Petworth, ‘It’s just a small bruise.’ ‘A door in your room?’ asks Lubijova, ‘You don’t go out and make
  some fights?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, Petwurt, I don’t know if I believe you,’ says Lubijova, ‘You have met a lady writer and now you tell me some
  stories. Do you think you can lecture very well, your mouth is important.’ ‘Oh, yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And your telephone to your wife, did you lose it?’ asks Lubijova.
  ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘You see, you drink so much, and you must go somewhere with a lady writer,’ says Lubijova, ‘Then you cannot do the things you must do. Always you
  are a trouble, hah? Well, I go to the desk and arrange again. When do we fix it? In the morning you make lecture, you have free afternoon, and then tonight we go, do you remember it, to the oper,
  that will be very nice. Do we say before the oper?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, ‘That’s fine.’ ‘Sit down please and I fix,’ says Lubijova, ‘Then it
  is time to go to the university.’ Petworth sits down in one of the red plasticated armchairs; along the row, the big-hatted man who sat here two days ago, still wearing his raincoat despite
  the shining sun, looks up. Petworth glances rapidly through the text of his lecture, on ‘The English Language as a Medium of International Communication,’ to ensure that all the pages
  survive; they do, in all the novel neatness imposed on them by the lady in DONAY’II, so long, it seems, ago.


  ‘So, Comrade Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, coming back, ‘You ate and then you went to bed last night, did you? I don’t think so.’ ‘Pardon?’ says Petworth,
  getting up. ‘They tell at the desk you came in at three in the morning,’ says Lubijova, ‘Your clothes are torn and you do not walk straight.’ ‘Oh, yes,’ says
  Petworth, ‘I did go for a walk.’ ‘Where do you walk, at this time?’ asks Lubijova, ‘Well, no matter, it is not my business. Your telephone is arranged: six
  o’clock. They do not please that you do not come last night. Also the porters like to take a little sleep and not have to wait for the official guests who are here for a purpose. Now I think
  we take the tram to the university. It is not far but perhaps too far to walk, especially if you do not have so much sleep. Your lecture, do you have it? I must check on everything. I try to be
  good guide but you must help me. You were well when I find you at the airport. I hope when you turn back home to England and you are tired and your clothes are torn and your face is hurted and
  there are perhaps other troubles as well they do not blame me because I do not watch after you. I try, Petwurt, I try.’ ‘You do,’ says Petworth, as they walk out of the door of
  the hotel, ‘You’re a fine guide, really.’ ‘And I don’t like it you do not tell me the truth,’ says Lubijova, ‘I don’t know what to believe of you,
  Petwurt, I don’t really. You understand I do not want you to have some troubles here. But I think you don’t know life here and its difficulties. I believe you don’t mean harm,
  Comrade Petwurt, but you will find some. Petwurt, not on that tram, please, this one goes the wrong direction. Wait here with me and be good.’


  They stand in the square, in the sunlight; the people move, and the newspaper man sells newspapers, the balloon man balloons. A tram comes with a sign on the front saying krep’atatok:
  ‘Now we go on,’ says Lubijova. They bounce, standing, as the tram rattles them through the city, along the fine wide boulevard, past the statue of Lip Hrovdat, who shines on his horse
  in the brightening sun. ‘Here we get off for the university,’ says Lubijova, ‘Watch always for Hrovdat, then you tell you arrive.’ Young people with briefcases stream across
  the crossing with them, toward a large classical facade of stained stone, where pigeons strut back and forth over the portico; more sober-looking young people sit taking the sun on the steps.
  Caryatids support the roof of the entrance, statues of the muses; ‘They say they move when a virgin passes in,’ says Lubijova, ‘But you see they are quite still. Now we go along
  many corridors here. You are lucky I know the way. That is because I made my studies in filologie here.’ ‘Is it a good department?’ asks Petworth, following Lubijova past a
  porter’s box filled with many faces and up a wide dark staircase. ‘Of course,’ cries Lubijova, ‘You see what a good student they produce. The professor is Marcovic, very
  old, very famous. Perhaps you will not meet him. Often he does not come because so many of the faculty work against him. Of course he himself worked against the professor before.’ They turn
  into a long dark corridor where faint figures scurry past; posters flap on noticeboards on the wall. ‘Oh, look what these students do now,’ says Lubijova, ‘When I came, the
  authorities would not permit.’ ‘What do they do?’ asks Petworth. ‘Here are posters to ask for more language reform,’ says Lubijova, ‘As if the party has not been
  kind enough. They will not get a reform, they will get the police and some prison.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth.


  The corridor is dirty and has bare board floors; offices with glass doors stand open along it. ‘Now here Germanic languages and filologies,’ says Lubijova, ‘Of course it is
  always hard to find somebody. They are all so busy working somewhere. Look, I try here.’ She knocks on a door and opens it; Petworth waits in the corridor, where a few students pass, looking
  at him with suspicion. ‘Oh, is here, Prifessori Petworthi?’ cries a voice, and a sturdy short middle-aged lady emerges into the corridor, wearing heavy spectacles suspended around her
  neck on a chain, as if otherwise someone might steal them, ‘Prifessori Petworthi, welcomi. I have been reading your booki, what an interesting thingi. Of course it is not my sorti of
  worki.’ ‘No?’ says Petworth, ‘What’s your field?’ ‘Goldi and silveri imagery of the Faerie Queeni,’ says the lady, ‘I am afraidi
  Professori Marcovic sends apologies, very sorry. He is not so well, is his stomachi. I step instead into the breachi, my name is Mrs Goko.’ ‘Delighted,’ says Petworth. ‘Come
  pleasi into my office,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Here some coffee, and also some of my assistanti, waiting to meet you. All are doing most interesting scientific enterprisi, and they welcome
  your criticisms and suggestions.’ Petworth steps out of the dark corridor into a dark room, shelved with old wooden shelves holding books, some in the Cyrillic alphabet, some in the Latin,
  some even British paperbacks. In the middle is a desk, in the corner a coffee table, with a coffee machine on it, and some cups, and around it a worn settee and some easy, all too easy, chairs. On
  the chairs sit three young ladies and one young man, who wears Tonton Macoute sunglasses, and a camera round his neck. The three young ladies rise civilly and look at Petworth with sceptical
  curiosity; the young man takes the lens hood off the camera and takes a photograph. ‘Here has come Professori Petworthi,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Please sit down and take some coffee. We
  have much timi and these ladies have many questions.’ Petworth sits down. The ladies look at him and ask no questions. The young man takes another photograph.


  ‘First the coffee, you do not mind it strongi?’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Also a little rot’vuttu, to make it go downi?’ ‘Well, just a little,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Of coursi,’ says the lady, ‘Is that just nicei?’ ‘Fine,’ says Petworth. ‘These are my brightest assistants,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘As you see, three
  of them are ladies, and that one is a mani. In my country, no discrimination for sexi, yet still the ladies study the languages and filologies and the menis the heavy thingis, like to build
  bridges, although a lady can plan a bridgi just like a mani. Of course you interest in such sociological thingis. Please say now your namies to Professori Petworthi, so he knows you all.’
  ‘Miss Bancic,’ says one. ‘Miss Chervovna,’ says the next. ‘Miss Mamorian,’ says the next. ‘Picnic,’ says the man, looking at him through his dark
  sunglasses. ‘Now tell Professori Petworthi what you make your theses on and explain your enterprises. Please be as critical as you wanti, here we are always critical of our praxis and try to
  make our thinking always correcti.’ ‘I work on anarchistic nihilism of the proletarian novel of A. Sillitoe,’ says Miss Bancic, ‘I investigate his quasi-radical critique and
  his modus of realismus.’ ‘This should be interesting to Professori Petworthi,’ says Mrs Goko. ‘It is,’ says Petworth, ‘Tell me . . .’ ‘I work on the
  anarchistic nihilism of the drames of J. Orton,’ says Miss Chemovna, ‘I use a new concept of tragi-comedy and investigate his corruption-image.’ ‘That should interesti you
  very much, Professori Petworthi,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘It does,’ says Petworth, ‘Fascinating.’ ‘I compare the political poem of William Woolworth and Hrovdat,’
  says Miss Mamorian.


  ‘Of whom?’ asks Petworth. ‘Yes,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Please be as critical as you liki.’ ‘Hrovdat,’ says Miss Mamorian. ‘Our national
  poeti,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Has translated Byroni and Shakespeari, was friend of Kossuthi.’ ‘You saw his statue when you came,’ says Lubijova. ‘Yes,’ says
  Petworth, ‘But who was the English poet?’ ‘Woolworth, author of Prelude,’ says Miss Mamorian. ‘I think you mean William Wordsworth,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Our visitor’s criticism is correcti,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Woolworthi is name of department storyi.’ ‘This is correct?’ asks Miss Mamorian. ‘Our
  visitor’s criticism is righti,’ says Mrs Goko firmly, ‘And we must learn to put it into practicei.’ ‘And Mr Picnic, what are you working on?’ asks Petworth, as
  Miss Mamorian gulps and begins, very quietly, to cry. ‘I think you are bourgeois ideologue,’ says Mr Picnic, ‘Why do you come here to our country? How are you sent?’
  ‘Professor Petworthi is guesti of the Ministrat’uu Kulturu Komutetuu,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘His visiti is approved by the Minister.’ ‘Who asks you?’ says
  Picnic, ‘Someone here on this fakultetuu?’ ‘I think it is time for your lectori,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Because of Professor Marcovic’s little sickness, I am agreed to
  introducei you.’ ‘I like answer please,’ says Picnic, ‘Is this invitation arranged by a person of this fakultetuu?’ ‘I don’t think so, Mr Picnic,’
  says Petworth, ‘Why do you ask?’ ‘Marcovic?’ asks Picnic, ‘You know Marcovic?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘You don’t know who supports your
  visit?’ asks Picnic, ‘Varada? Plitplov?’ ‘I thinki we go now, to the lectori, where our studenti are waiting,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘The session is of two houri, you
  know the continental fashioni, with perhaps a fifteen minuti breaki for the lavatory or for smokings in the middle. You accept to take questions?’ ‘Oh, yes,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Then we hear your lectori and see if we want it,’ says Mrs Goko, as Mr Picnic takes another photograph.


  They walk in a crowd along the dark corridor, which has statues in gloomy niches, and many cigarette ends on the floor. ‘The Presidenti of the University hoped formally to greeti
  you,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Unfortunately he is not so welli also, in his chesti. He asked me to sendi to you his welcomes and his sentiments of scholarly amity and concordi.’
  ‘Thank you,’ says Petworth, ‘I should like to send him mine.’ ‘Our studenti are of excellenti standard but perhaps you should speak just a little slowly,’ says
  Mrs Goko, ‘Also you do not mind if we maki tape-recording, only for educational purposes?’ ‘Not at all,’ says Petworth. ‘And do you have some special needi?’
  asks Mrs Goko, ‘For a screeni or a big sticki?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. A few students stand huddled round an open doorway out of which comes a buzz of noise.
  ‘Pleasi,’ says Mrs Goko, ushering him in through the door. He is in a large raked auditorium in which, in stacks, students in considerable numbers sit. They rise to their feet as the
  party comes in; ‘Thank you, sitti,’ says Mrs Goko. The students resume their seats and a familiar form of coma, leaning hands on elbows or whispering to each other from behind
  notebooks. There is a podium with a very high desk on it, and behind the desk chairs for two. ‘Now, pleasi, I introduce you, but one question. I note you were borni in the twentieth century
  but what is the datei?’ ‘1941,’ says Petworth. ‘A year of destiny, I thinki,’ says Mrs Goko. ‘I’ve always thought so,’ says Petworth. ‘On the
  deski a glass of water,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘All is welli?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. Mrs Goko then rises and goes to the high podium, cranes over the top of it so that her
  head is just visible, and begins to speak, while Mr Picnic, in the doorway, takes a photograph of the audience.


  ‘Cam’radakuu,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘It is a greati pleasurum to introduct our guesti Professori Petworthi. Doctora Petworthi is lecturi of sociologyii at the Universitet of
  Watermuthi.’ ‘No, no,’ says Petworth, leaning forward in his chair. ‘He is authori of monographic achievementis to the number of seven, inclusive of An Introducti to
  Sociologyii, Problumi in Sociologyii, Sociological Methodi, and so forthi.’ ‘I’m sorry for interrupting,’ says Petworth, ‘But a confusion has occurred. I’m not
  that Doctor Petworth.’ ‘You are not Prifessori Petworthi?’ cries Mrs Goko, fuming at the podium. ‘I am,’ says Petworth, ‘But I’m a different Professor
  Petworth.’ ‘You are looked up in Whosi Whosi,’ says Mrs Goko. ‘I’m not in Who’s Who,’ says Petworth, ‘That’s another Professor
  Petworth in another university. He’s a sociologist. I’m a linguist.’ ‘Don’t you give lectori on prublumi of English sociologyii?’ asks Mrs Goko.
  ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘On the English Language as a Medium of International Communication.’ ‘But that was the approved lectori, approved by the rectori,’ says Mrs
  Goko, ‘It is not permitted to give it on something else. I must cancel, tell them all to go away.’ ‘Mrs Goko, in the approved programme he is giving lecture on the English
  language,’ says Marisja Lubijova from the front row, ‘That is on the programme of the Mun’stratuu.’ ‘But he must give the lectori approved by the rectori,’ says
  Mrs Goko, ‘I think he should give the lecture approved by the Mun’stratuu,’ says Marisja Lubijova. The two hundred or so students sitting in the room stare, delighted, like all
  students everywhere, by confusion; Petworth stares back at them, red in the face, like all lecturers everywhere, when, as is so frequent, lectures do not go as they are meant to. ‘I think we
  take a break for fifteen minuti,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Please to come back here and don’t go awayii.’


  ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ says Petworth when they all huddle, a moment later, in the corridor, ‘It is easy to confuse the two of us. I sometimes get his letters by mistake. I
  bet he never gets mine.’ ‘It is not your fault,’ says Marisja Lubijova, reaching in her shoulderbag and producing a file, ‘See here, please, here is written the programme of
  Petwurt, all quite clear.’ ‘The Mun’stratuu has changed the programme approved by the rectori,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘We have applicated for this subjecti. Is this man a
  qualified scholari?’ ‘Isn’t Mr Plitplov here?’ asks Petworth, ‘He’s met me before.’ Picnic, who has been taking photographs, comes nearer. ‘Dr
  Plitplov is not so welli also, in the head,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Well, I think I must telephone now the Mun’stratuu for confirmation and also the rectori so I am not to blami.’
  Mrs Goko bustles off, to her office. ‘Petwurt, you don’t embarrass,’ says Lubijova, ‘These people have made their own mistake and must take a responsibility.’
  ‘How is this mistake occurring?’ asks Picnic, approaching, from behind his sunglasses. ‘Obviously this man is an agent,’ murmurs Lubijova to Petworth, ‘They are in all
  universities. Do not tell him so much.’ ‘Do you have ident’ayuu?’ asks Picnic, ‘And Plitplov, you are friend of Plitplov?’ ‘The Mun’stratuu of course
  has checked all ident’ayuu,’ says Lubijova, ‘You must look somewhere else for the cause of this error.’ ‘So, very welli,’ says Mrs Goko, coming back, her face
  looking white, ‘You are righti, there is an error. But now I do not know how to introduct him. Also some of these studentis are studentis of sociologyii. Their English is not so goodi. You
  must tell one sentence at a timi, and I do translati. Now we go back.’


  ‘Cam’radakuu,’ says Mrs Goko, when the audience has settled itself again, ‘Here is another Professori Petworthi. He is very famous scholari who has authoried many famous
  books on topicis, and he speakis now on “The Englishi Languagi as Mediumi of Internationali Communicationi.” Welcome him please.’ A strange noise follows, as Petworth rises and
  steps up to the podium; it is, as he sees when he peers out over the high top of it, the sound of the students, rapping with their knuckles on their desks, though whether in appreciation of the
  brevity of Mrs Goko’s introduction or in polite appreciation of his own presence he does not know. He puts the well-used lecture in front of him, and takes off the paperclip; he stares out.
  The stack of faces, looking at his poor haircut and his small head peering at them over the podium, reaches ever backward: big faces and small ones, male ones and female ones, light ones and dark
  ones, civilian ones and military ones. It is a familiar ecology, a world to which he is well used. In the front row sits a recognizable selection of likely lecture-goers: a white, tenselooking
  Lubijova, a black spectacled Picnic, looking more at the audience than the speaker, the three girl assistants, with Miss Mamorian still visibly watering at the eyes, a professorial looking person,
  with an ironic manner and a V-shaped grey beard, a stout middle-aged Indian lady in a sari, a few more female assistants in cardigans, then a male one, wrapped in wiring and holding a tape
  recorder. Yes, it is known ground, a usual party almost complete, save, he thinks, for two possible guests who have sent their apologies: Mr Plitplov, and, alas, brilliant, batik-clad Katya
  Princip.


  Petworth looks down to his ill-written text, his web of old words; he starts the lecture that has caused so much stir at Slaka airport, and is now causing so little here. The students stare
  blankly as he begins his explanation, arguing that in the modern world the English language has quite changed its function, become a new lingua franca, so that the most common speech acts in which
  it is now used no longer involve native speakers at all, but those who use it as a second language: a Japanese talking to a Norwegian, an Indian to a (insert, says the text, local example) Slakan.
  ‘Pleasi, I translati,’ says Mrs Goko, tapping his elbow, and stepping forward to speak. They mumble a little to each other as he explains that a new form of language is emerging in the
  world, divorced from its original cultural associations, dislocated and displaced, a Spranglais of potent proportions, manifest everywhere. Signs and advertisements everywhere employed it;
  newspapers and novels were constructed in its terms, from African polyglot fictions to Finnegans Wake. Politics and love affairs were made out of it; planes went up and down, and generally
  managed to avoid hitting each other, through its use. Behind the language was a world culture, itself divesting itself of its traditional rooted signs; a new world of the plurilingual and the
  distorted, of the sign floating free of the signified, was upon us. Petworth is talking, says Petworth, about language in a new state of volatility, the world after Babel. The students murmur
  amongst themselves, or grow tired and stare into the air; Mrs Goko takes his own words and makes them something else; the faces in front of him grow blank to his eyes. But then they grow real
  again, for at the back of the room a small door opens, and two late arrivals come quietly in, slipping into back row seats. The other people are strangers, but these are not; for one, besuited and
  crisp as a lettuce, is Mr Steadiman, and the other, wearing a white scarf neatly tied round her neck, and the batik dress, is Katya Princip.


  II


  The business of a lecturer is, of course, to lecture; this is why lecturers exist. Petworth has not come this far, crossed two time-zones, found other skies and other birds,
  simply in order to answer toasts, to visit tombs, to worry about domestic disorders, to catch himself in the thorny thickets of sexual confusion, split loyalties, divided attachments, to know
  desire or despair, to fall in love with lady writers; he has come to perform utterance. This is why planes have flown to bring him here, hotel rooms been booked, food set before him on plates; this
  is why he has left his house, home and country, brought his briefcase, made his way to this point. His head may ache with peach brandy, his wrist may hurt, his split lip blur his talk a little; his
  heart may be troubled, his spirit be energyless, poor, lacking the will to be, let alone the will to become. He may be a speech without a subject, a verb without a noun, certainly not a character
  in the world historical sense; but he has a story to tell, and now he is telling it. And telling it, he becomes himself an order, a sentence that grows into a paragraph and then a page, a page and
  then a plot, a direction incorporating due beginning, middle, and end. His text before him, he becomes that text; and, though he may be before an audience that has come to hear another lecture,
  from another lecturer, it does not matter. Petworth, for this moment, exists, in his hour of words. A bell rings in the corridor, and he knows his words and his existence are up. But, sitting down,
  in the great auditorium, while Mrs Goko utters a few last sentences of translation, Petworth knows that he has been.


  The knuckles rap on the desks; the audience stands politely as Mrs Goko leads the way out of the room. In the corridor, reaching for a cigarette, Petworth feels his old empty self come back.
  ‘Really I think this goes quite welli,’ says Mrs Goko, her spectacles hanging round her neck, ‘It is not whati we expected, but it is interesting lectori. The speedi is finei, and
  you may telli by regarding their faces how well they graspi what you speaki.’ ‘Comrade Petwurt, I tell you we expect some remarkable talks,’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, I think
  you give us quite a remarkable one.’ ‘Perhaps now you wishi to go to the mani’s room for a little relief,’ says Mrs Goko, pointing to a door with F on it, ‘Do go
  there, and then comei back pleasi to my roomi, do you remember? We have fifteen minutis, and is just a little brandi more in the bottlei.’ ‘Aarrghh,’ says a voice, ‘Good
  stuff, old chap. The last fellow was pretty boring, actually. Sent the audience off to sleep.’ ‘English for Soporific Purposes,’ says Petworth, ‘Do you know Mrs Goko?’
  ‘I’m Ster Ster Steadiman,’ says Steadiman, ‘Cult cult cultural man at the British Embassy. Professor Marcovic was kind enough to invite me.’ ‘Marcovic?’
  says Mr Picnic, taking a photograph. ‘I am sorry,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Professor Marcovic has a little sicknessi today.’ ‘I’ve never man man managed to meet
  him,’ says Steadiman, ‘I hope one day.’ ‘There are many political complicaties,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘But if he survives these I expect he will be welli again.’
  ‘It is really Wordworth?’ asks Miss Mamorian, catching Petworth just as he enters the door marked F, ‘Not Woolworth? I am only a little way into my project, and I don’t read
  yet any books.’ ‘Yes, Wordsworth,’ says Petworth, pushing open the door, entering a place of cold tiles and hissing pipes.


  When he comes out again, the crowds that have just filled the corridor have gone; only one figure stands there, back to him, looking at a poster. ‘Oh, you are funny behind this so high
  desk,’ says a lady writer, turning, ‘Do you know Fonzy Bear, of Muppets? You are like this. Mr Petwit, walk with me a minute on the stair.’ Round the corner, on the stone
  staircase, where cold statues stand in niches, Katya Princip says: ‘I came, you see. Of course this is foolish. But I think about you last night, and I know I like to see you again. Do you
  mind it?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘I wish we talk again,’ says Princip, ‘But I think is not possible. Soon you leave Slaka.’ ‘Yes, tomorrow,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Do you have lunch with all these people?’ asks Princip, leaning against the wall and looking at him. ‘That’s what often happens,’ says Petworth. ‘I
  like you to come with me,’ says Princip, ‘I like to take you somewhere. Do you want it?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘You know it is foolish,’ says Princip.
  ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Then we let fate decide it, like in a good story,’ says Princip, ‘Of course if we know how we should give it some help. Let us just say, we try.
  If we are lucky, we know we are lucky couple.’ ‘Good,’ says Petworth. ‘Watch for me when your lecture stops,’ says Princip, ‘They do not know me but perhaps I
  come to you. Do what I tell you, I am good witch. Now, go to them, they wonder where you went. And wish, wish, wish we are lucky. In my books wishes often work.’ In the long corridor to Mrs
  Goko’s room Mr Picnic stands in his dark sunglasses; ‘You take a long time,’ he says, ‘We wait you.’ ‘Brandy, drinki it quickly,’ says Mrs Goko, giving him
  a glass, ‘Already it is time to go backi and meeti once more the studentis.’


  But back on the podium, as Petworth talks again, his spirit rising, about the things he knows so well, about EFL and ESL and ESP, of EAP and EOP and EST, he sees that the audience has strangely changed. The numbers are much the same, but
  new faces have been traded for old ones, fair for dark, women for men, military for civilian. Only the front row remains as familiar as ever, save for one new figure, a man who sits on the end of
  the row, holding up a copy of P’rtyuu Populatuuu to cover his face, though the sharp striped trousers that show below it suggest a possible identity; on the back row, still, sit
  Steadiman and, looking at him warmly, Katya Princip. ‘I think we permiti some questions,’ says Mrs Goko, after Petworth has sat down, and the knuckles have rapped, ‘Also any
  criticisms. As you know, Professori Petworthi, always we are criticali, according to revolutionary principles.’ There is the statutory long pause, and then a few questions, a few criticisms:
  the man with the V-shaped beard rises, to denounce, in English, English as the language of capitalist oppression; Miss Mamorian also rises, to suggest the thinking is not correct; Mr Picnic
  observes that the lecture fails to unravel the hegemony of forces underlying the process to which it refers. ‘Professori Petworthi,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘You have given us a
  fascinating lectori of importance to all who study Englishi. Also we are pleased you speaki it very welli. You have heard some very good criticisms, and we thinki your visit will not be wasted. We
  thinki it may make your changi your theories, and so all have profited.’ ‘Theories exist to be changed,’ says Petworth. ‘So thank you, pleasi, for your good lectori, and may
  we acquaint you that here in our country we make a languagi revolution with the aimi of devising a true popular language consistent with history. We hope you study.’ ‘I shall,’
  says Petworth.


  It seems to Petworth, as he leaves the hall, that a dispute is now breaking out among the audience; indeed Picnic now stands at the podium he has just left, addressing the students in the
  language Petworth does not know. But there are other matters to attend to. ‘Perhaps I make mistaki to refer here to the language revolution,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘But you are
  linguisti, I think you interest.’ ‘Yes, very,’ says Petworth. ‘I like to tell you more at the lunch with our faculty arranged to followi.’ ‘Ah, I see,’
  says Petworth. ‘So, my friend,’ says the man from behind P’rtyuu Populatuuu, who is no other than Plitplov, ‘This was quite a good lecture of bourgeois linguistics.
  Of course the criticisms of Madame Goko and others are most potent.’ ‘Very good,’ says Miss Mamorian. ‘I hope you excuse I miss some of your wise words,’ says
  Plitplov, ‘As I tell you last night at a certain party, I have many obligations.’ ‘Oh, yes, a party?’ says Lubijova, ‘You ate and then you went to bed, all by
  yourself? I don’t think it any more, Comrade Petwurt.’ ‘Oh, here is Miss Lubijova,’ says Plitplov, ‘It is nice to see you in our university.’ ‘You have
  seen me in it before, I think,’ says Lubijova, ‘Perhaps you forget because you have a headache. I do not think a party will help it. It does not help Comrade Petwurt’s
  face.’ ‘I’m Ster Ster Steadiman,’ says Steadiman, coming up to Lubijova, ‘I gather you’re Dr Petworth’s guide interpreter.’ ‘I am not to blame
  for Dr Petwurt at all,’ says Lubijova, ‘I try to make him good but he is naughty. How do you know him?’ ‘Dip dip dip,’ says Steadiman. ‘Oh, Mr Petwit, so good a
  lecture,’ says a certain lady novelist, coming up, ‘Do you know I understand nearly all of it?’


  ‘You are all friends?’ asks Picnic, coming up beside Petworth, ‘How do you meet? Who knows who?’ In the dark corridor stands much of the gallery of his Slakan
  acquaintances. Petworth stares at them, this one talking to that one, compounding his emotional confusions, unravelling or complicating his lies; he no longer knows the answer. ‘Oh, you are
  Mr Plitplov?’ cries Katya Princip, ‘I have read your articles in the newspaper with an interest.’ ‘You are good to notice,’ says Plitplov. ‘You are Katya
  Princip?’ cries Mrs Goko, ‘Welku, welku.’ ‘Oh, look, here is Miss Lubijova,’ says Katya Princip, ‘You see I took good care of Mr Petwit and left him very nicely
  at his hotel.’ ‘Oh, yes?’ says Lubijova, ‘I think it is good thing he leaves Slaka tomorrow.’ ‘I hope you arrange a nice lunch for him, he does very well,’
  says Princip. ‘Mrs Goko has arranged a lunch,’ says Petworth. ‘No,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘I telli I like to arrange a lunchi, but is not possibli. Marcovic is not welli, and
  he alone can spend the departmenti fundis.’ ‘Oh, cancelled?’ says Katya Princip. ‘Well, let’s all find a rest rest restaurant,’ says Steadiman. ‘I cannot
  comi,’ says Mrs Goko, ‘Many duties in university.’ ‘I know a nice place,’ says Plitplov. ‘Which one?’ asks Picnic. ‘Come, we will follow Dr
  Plitplov,’ says Lubijova, ‘We must hope his head is all better.’ ‘We have learnied very much of you,’ says Mrs Goko, shaking hands, ‘Now I like to say
  thanki.’ ‘Is really Wordworth?’ asks Miss Mamorian, as the assistants, in their cardigans, line up to shake hands, and Picnic takes one last photograph for what must now be quite
  an extensive collection.


  But then the occasion is suddenly over, as these formal occasions so suddenly are. The remaining party descends the great stone staircase into the great gaunt front hall of the university:
  Steadiman and Lubijova going ahead, talking together, perhaps about his clandestine last night, Petworth following behind, flanked by Katya Princip and a panting Plitplov. ‘So, your lecture
  has gone very well,’ says Plitplov, ‘Perhaps at lunch I can make a few suggestions for your improvement. You will see our academical standards are very rigorous, and we expect a special
  clarity of analysis.’ Porters peer at them out of glass booths as they go out of the building; a few students with briefcases stand on the steps. ‘I also found it interesting,’
  says Katya Princip, ‘And I think you spoke a little slowly for me.’ ‘Always you are of fine quality,’ says Plitplov, ‘But of course in our context a few dialectical
  errors will become apparent. We are not so much pragmatist as the British. But definitely I did not make a mistake to come there. You know well you did not really disgrace yourself.’ They
  step out through the colonnade onto the street, which looks out onto a square where the sun shines brightly. Across the square stands the statue of Hrovdat, that Wordworth of Slaka: the national
  poet who has been, like all such national poets, in all such countries, a romantic revolutionary, who has translated Byron and Shakespeare, written plays, fought the nation’s oppressors from
  the east and the west, the Turks or the Germans, the Macedonians or the Swedes, known Kossuth, fought and declaimed on the barricades of 1848, fled away into exile, discovered conspiratorial
  friends, returned in disguise, gathered new forces, gone back into battle and in it fallen, his last and bravest poem loud on his lips; the pigeons strut on his head now, and the party, with many
  explanations, stares across the street at him.


  ‘And now do we all eat together?’ says Plitplov, ‘I think you all follow me.’ ‘But I think there is a nice restaurant just this way,’ says Lubijova, leaving
  the side of the umbrella-ed Mr Steadiman. ‘Oh, but please, this is my university,’ says Plitplov, ‘I know there is better a Balkan one this way. I go to it often.’
  ‘Oh, that one,’ says Lubijova, ‘But it is spicy, and often there is no food.’ ‘I know a nice one in the town,’ says Steadiman, ‘I believe they take
  American Express.’ ‘Well, all depends on what people like to eat,’ says Lubijova, ‘Comrade Petwurt, what do you like? The spicy or the plain?’ ‘The fishes or the
  meats?’ asks Plitplov. ‘The typisch or the modern?’ asks Lubijova. ‘All of them have no food,’ murmurs Princip, ‘Well, it is always so. In Slaka people will talk
  so long about where to have food they never eat any.’ ‘The place in town is awe awe awfully good,’ says Steadiman, ‘Not sure how to get there from here, though.’
  ‘The one that way is better,’ says Plitplov. ‘The other that way is cheaper,’ says Lubijova. And so, in front of the colonnade of the university, the group falls into one of
  those huddles of indecisiveness that such groups are prone to, when no one quite wants to defer to, but neither to offend, anyone else, and no one can quite go anywhere. Petworth stands, and a hand
  slips through his arm: ‘While they talk, I just take you to see the statue of Hrovdat,’ says Katya Princip, ‘Don’t you think you must see it?’ ‘He has seen it
  from the tram,’ says Lubijova, turning. ‘Then I think he sees it properly,’ says Katya Princip, ‘You will take ten minutes to make your mind. I like to explain to him our
  national tradition of poetry. Don’t you think you must know more about our writers?’


  ‘Well, yes, I do,’ says Petworth. ‘So we are back in a minute,’ says Princip, leading Petworth across the busy road. The statue stands up, a man in metal on horseback,
  romantically falling while his flag still stays aloft. ‘So, you see him, Hrovdat,’ says Princip, ‘This was a very good man and he did brave things and believed very much in
  liberty. And so we still like him and his poems are remembered, and we can speak them from our hearts. It is nice to be a writer like that, to have a little courage. Now, do you have a little
  courage, Petwit? Do you jump with me on this tram?’ ‘On the tram?’ asks Petworth. ‘I think fate smiles on us,’ says Princip, ‘Quick now, while they don’t
  look this way.’ ‘I don’t think it’s a very good idea,’ says Petworth, ‘They’re all waiting for us, they’ll all . . .’ But his considerate
  thoughts are evidently too late; Princip has him by the hand, is tugging him along, is standing on the steps of the old metal tram and drawing him up after her. Across the street he sees Lubijova
  staring as he is dragged up into the huddle of passengers; a metal shutter closes behind him, and the tram begins to rattle off. He is in a press of bodies, but through the rough glass of the
  window he can see, across the street, the uncertain huddle of prospective diners break open, line the roadside, stare after the rattling vehicle. Plitplov and Lubijova stand still; Steadiman, with
  characteristic courage, lifts his umbrella and, waving it, begins to run down the middle of the street, after the tram. ‘They saw,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, yes,’ says Princip,
  laughing in front of him. ‘We can’t just disappear like this,’ he says. ‘Of course, my dear,’ says Princip, putting her arm through his, ‘I am your witch. I make
  you disappear just when I like it, into the air, down a hole. Just like Stupid in my story.’


  III


  ‘And here the place I want you to see,’ says Katya Princip, in her batik dress and white scarf, as they sit, a little later, in the quiet corner of a restaurant that
  lies somewhere just beyond the end of the tram-route, with fields outside the windows, ‘It is very special to me, do you see why I like it? Once it was hunting lodge, for some imperial
  princes. From here they took out their guns and went into that forest. Now still are cooked the wild things. Isn’t it better?’ Petworth looks round at the room they have much to
  themselves. Only two other couples are here; they sit at a white-clothed table, near to a log fire, in a room of dark wood, with ornate carved beams and painted walls, where the horned fragmentary
  skulls of many creatures, the sad severed heads of deer, the brute rooting faces of wild boar, stare down on them. ‘It’s delightful,’ says Petworth, ‘I just hope it
  wasn’t a bad idea.’ ‘Oh, Petwit, please don’t worry,’ says Katya Princip, putting her hand on his, and looking at him with clear grey eyes, ‘Of course it was not
  a sensible thing. But don’t you think we all need sometimes to do a foolishness? Tomorrow you go away, perhaps I don’t see you again, and I like to see you. That dinner is cancelled, I
  think fate likes us to meet. And we are here together, we can be happy if we like. Now, my dear, look around you, please. Look through the window. The sun shines there, the rain has gone, it is
  warm day, the fields and trees are very beautiful, don’t you say so? And now look please at me. We sit here, there is nice fire, we drink, our knees touch underneath, we look into the face of
  one another, and perhaps I am a bit beautiful like those fields. Don’t you think we could be happy? Most of the time is sadness, happiness is only a little time. But don’t you think it
  is good to take it?’ ‘Yes, I do,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, you do,’ says Princip, squeezing his hand, ‘Now I think we eat something.’


  Princip waves to a waiter in a long white apron, who comes to the side of their table, holding his pad. ‘Now what do you like?’ asks Princip, holding the menu out to Petworth and
  smiling at him, ‘Look, I explain you. Here is massalu, this is a fish just like a dentex. Here is valpuru, made of the brain of a little cow, very nice to eat. Natupashu, this is what a bull
  has, and you too, I hope. What do you call, is it testicle?’ ‘Ah, yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Do you eat it?’ asks Princip, ‘It makes you love better, that is what we
  say here. But perhaps you don’t need it, you look strong to me. I tell you what is best to eat here, the wilde, what do you say, the wild things. Here is lad’slatu, that is the
  boar, they live in the forest not far away. This is what I have, do you eat it too?’ ‘Marvellous,’ says Petworth. ‘Not a testicle?’ asks Princip. ‘No,’
  says Petworth. ‘This is right,’ says Princip, ‘Something wild, because we are a little wild. And some wine, don’t you say so. So we can drink to our foolishness?’
  ‘Please,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, that is good,’ says Princip, when the waiter has gone, ‘And now, Petwit, tell me something. When, please, do you make your next
  appointment?’ ‘Tonight at seven,’ says Petworth, looking at his programme. ‘And this girl who looks to you, she comes then to your hotel?’ ‘Yes,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Well, I will make some plans for you,’ says Princip, ‘Tell her you have been to see the city, to look at the castle. She will be suspicious, but you are a free man, I
  think. And what you must do, you must take her a flower. Then she will think you are not so bad, everyone likes a flower.’ ‘I will,’ says Petworth. ‘And so you have all the
  afternoon,’ says Princip, ‘It is the same with me. Well, we will enjoy it.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Oh, look,’ says Princip, laughing, and taking his face in her hands, ‘Still a long face, down to here. My dear, I will explain you something. In my country, people do not like
  to do a thing that is noticed. They like it to stay quiet, and they like quiet in others. Don’t surprise, don’t be excellent, it makes troubles. Well, your friend here is not like that.
  I am just a little bit excellent, do you notice?’ ‘I do,’ says Petworth. ‘I have a good mind I like, and a good body I like, and I like to use them, to make display of them.
  I do many things people tell are foolish, because, you see, my dear Petwit, if you do not do them, you are nothing, and you make everything else nothing. Of course I can be sensible, you saw it
  yesterday, but sensible is nothing. Do you see why I came to your lecture?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘No, you do not see,’ says Princip, ‘Because I do not explain
  it so well. I come there because I like you, do you see it, and if you like somebody it is nice to do something about it. I think you are looking at my charms.’ ‘I am, indeed,’
  says Petworth. ‘Do you like them?’ asks Princip. ‘Very much indeed,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, do you, very much indeed,’ says Princip, laughing, ‘I do not mean
  those charms, the charms here on my wrist. Do you see them? Always I wear them. They are magic, you know. This hanging here is a fish, well, a man can ride on the back of a fish, and go to another
  world. Here a key, with a key all you must do is find the right door. A stone, well, give a stone and you get a story. And here is a heart, you know what you do with a heart. You think they are
  nice?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, fingering the bracelet round Princip’s white wrist. ‘Well, my dear, I give you one,’ says Princip, ‘Let me think which one.
  Not the heart, you have one already. Not a key, I need it. I think the stone, because I like you to have a story. Find a string, wait, I have one in my bag, and put it please round your neck. I
  want to find it there when I meet you again. Oh, look, here is our drink. Now we can drink to foolishness.’


  ‘Foolishness,’ says Petworth, after the waiter has served them, raising his glass. ‘You see, the stone works already,’ says Princip, ‘Now do you have a story to
  tell me?’ ‘I don’t think so,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, you are dull,’ says Princip, ‘Well, I am the story-teller, I tell you one. What do I pick? Oh, I know, an
  old one, the man who goes to Glit.’ ‘Very appropriate,’ says Petworth. ‘Do you go there?’ asks Princip, ‘Well, this is a story from old times, about a traveller
  from afar who made a journey in our country. He wanted to make his journey somewhere interesting, and on his way he met a man who told him that Glit was a place of good streets and beautiful women
  and the finest things to buy. He went to Glit, but just as he could see the city, he met on the road with a marvellous thing. A young woman with fine eyes stood under a tree looking at him, and he
  knew he was in love. The woman smiled and things happened, you know how it is, my dear. He spent some days with her in her little house, but after some days, well, the eyes did not seem quite so
  beautiful and he did not think so much about love. He had waited too long in this place, passed all these nights, and it was time to make his journey again. So one morning when she goes off to the
  market to buy food, he packs up his baggages and goes on to Glit. But as he travelled he thought all the time of the young woman, and he knew she had bewitched him and was trying to find a way to
  see him again. But he must make the purpose of his journey, and he is a man, so it is not love. He entered the gate of Glit, it is still there, and saw a woman walking down the street toward him,
  an old peasant carrying some sticks under her arm; her body is bent but her face is the face of the girl. He walks on through the streets, and all the women walking there, clean or dirty ones, old
  or youngs, just the same. He looks through the windows; there are women sewing, women cooking, women in bathtubs, all the same face. Oh, see, he brings our food, wasn’t that quick?
  Doesn’t it look nice?’


  In a metal dish between them, a meal of meat and vegetables bubbles and seethes aromatically; the waiter fills their glasses with wine. ‘It looks very good,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Put your plate here,’ says Princip, ‘I serve you.’ ‘You will finish the story?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, my dear,’ says Princip, ‘If you like it.
  In my country the women are quite feminist but with a nice man we still like to please. Well, my dear Mr Petwit, the man has business on his mind; he likes to buy a ring. He goes to the house of a
  fine merchant of Glit and makes some good trade; for not so much money he gets a beautiful ring. The merchant is kind, and asks him to stay there the night. He calls his wife and asks her to take
  the man to a beautiful room with bed. In the room the wife looks at him. It is the same face, the same body, surely the same person as the young woman by the road. The traveller tells that they
  have met before. “No, we don’t meet,” says the wife, “But you must leave at once. I like you, and I know my husband means to kill you in this bed tonight, and take back his
  ring.” The traveller looks round. The doors have no handles, the windows don’t open. “There is only one way to leave,” says the woman, “I am a witch. If you give me
  one kiss, the doors will all spring open and you will be free.”The traveller makes the kiss, mmmmnn, the doors open, he takes his luggages and runs from Glit. He looks on the road for the
  house he has been, but all he sees there is bundle of rags. After long travellings, he comes to his home and his wife. He gives her the ring, makes her the kiss, mmmmnn; and then he sees she has
  the face of the lady of Glit. This is the story, do you like it?’ ‘Did you make it up?’ asks Petworth. ‘It is a very very old story,’ says Princip, ‘How could I
  make it up? Of course it is very fantastical, not real at all, but you see I do not believe in reality.’


  ‘You don’t believe in it,’ says Petworth. ‘No, I have tried it and I do not believe it,’ says Princip, ‘Reality is what happens if you listen to other
  people’s stories and not to your own. The stories become a country, the country becomes a prison, and the prison comes in your mind. And everywhere more of the same story: the people do not
  steal, they make miracles of production, they all love Karl Marx. Soon it is the only story, and that is how comes reality. Well, I will tell you something, my dear, if you give me one kiss, even
  if you don’t. I have only one I with a me in it, you the same. The world is in your own head, and they put it there, with a me and a you in it, so we can make our own stories. And this is how
  I like to use my own head, which you see right in front of you, a nice one, I hope. Not to make some more reality for other people to live inside, but some space for my mind to grow. And now you
  tell me, Comrade Petwit, that my position is not correct, it does not advance history and truth. And I tell you, my nice friend, that history and truth are your stories and not mine. And then you
  tell me, well, you had better drive a tram. I can do it, too. Do you think I am a witch?’ ‘Perhaps,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course it is possible,’ says Princip, ‘In
  my country we talk of rational projects and economic plannings, but really we are still peasants and magicians. Do I witch you a little bit?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, I
  try,’ says Princip, ‘Now, do you like some coffee?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Then we ask for a taxi and we go and find some,’ says Princip, ‘I know a
  place where it is better.’


  ‘Wasn’t it nice?’ asks big, blonde Katya Princip, sitting beside him in the small orange taxi, her arm through his, ‘You see now why I like so much that place. I hope you
  like the next one.’ ‘I’m sure I shall,’ says Petworth. The taxi is driving toward the city, at some speed; loud honkings from the other traffic surround them. ‘Here
  our drivers do not look behind,’ says Katya Princip, ‘They look always forward, into the socialist future. Look, here on the hill, the castle. This is where you are going this
  afternoon, so please remember just what it is like. Inside is big and dark, and there are many small rooms of stone. You have been in castles before, I think. In the rooms, the nice metal suitings
  for the very little soldiers, with plumes in the helms, and on the wall some pictures of all the old battles. Then you see some old guns and a wine press. Then downstairs some cold prisons with no
  windows, for the tourists, not for them to live in, just to look at. We do not treat our tourists so badly. There is fine exhibition of our Slakan past, with many maps and drawings of the old
  invasions. Upstairs the bedroom of Bishop Vlam. You know he was, what do you call him, a man who likes too much the ladies.’ ‘A rake?’ asks Petworth. ‘That is a rake?’
  asks Princip, ‘Then what do you clean the leaves with?’ ‘Another rake,’ says Petworth. ‘So, two rakes,’ says Princip, ‘This one has a fine bedroom with a
  bed of four posts. Or perhaps now three posts, he was very rough with his ladies. He put them down a hole also, remember the hole. So, do you see it all?’ ‘I think so,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Good,’ says Princip, ‘Well, now you have been there, so we go somewhere quite different. I think I tell this driver to slower, don’t you? He is running over much
  too many people.’ Princip leans forward to talk to the driver; Petworth stares out at the cityscape of urban Slaka, where in grey and khaki the people walk, in the day’s sun, and the
  streets flicker past. He stares, feeling separate, pleasurably hijacked; as he does so, a certain small thought occurs to him.


  It is the curious thought that he is happy. He is, for a brief spell, in the company of a woman, blonde, batik-clad Katya Princip, whom he finds gay, and amusing, and beautiful, and whose gaiety
  makes him feel gay too. But there is more to it than that; for Dr Petworth, sitting there in the foreign taxi in the foreign city, clutching his lecture, is not a man much used to feeling that he
  exists. Over the years he has grown older, seen some greying of the hair, watched his teeth deteriorate and be on occasion extracted, lost his youthful humour, grown more anxious and solitary, felt
  some centre in him, some ground of being where value ought to be, grow fragile and dissipate. The world about him, as he has come to know more of it, has grown not more real, but less, and life not
  more living but a parody of itself. People have become repetitions of people already known, desires become an absurd biological urgency, vague therapeutic hungers for variation and complication.
  The wife who was once everything seems slight now, a drifting mysterious presence and absence; women who appear in his days and dreams as possible lovers have not tugged him with the necessary
  intensity of emotion. The objects of will have deteriorated, like his teeth; he has trouble in summoning up enough substance to be, to stir, to feel, to say. He has come to feel contentless,
  wordless, not there, grown more used to inner absence than to presence. But now, though he knows he should not be here, though he thinks with anxiety and guilt of the three lost diners, talking
  about him somewhere in any one of a dozen possible restaurants, though he can think of no adequate explanation for himself when explanation is needed, he feels a curious small sense that exist is
  what he does.


  ‘This taxi driver is very interesting,’ says Katya Princip, the presumed source of these emotions, turning towards him, ‘He tells me he is no more in love with his wife.’
  The taxi driver, a big hairy man, turns and nods. ‘He has seen me and now he loves me, and he wants me to go and take some drinks with him. I explain no, I am busy with my lover, you do not
  mind I say that?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘But now he wants to kill himself,’ says Princip, ‘Sometimes people are like that here.’ The taxi stops, in the
  middle of a quiet urban street with linden trees along it, and behind the trees rows of old high balconied apartment buildings; the driver turns and speaks volubly to Princip. ‘Do you please
  get out, my dear,’ says Princip, ‘I come to you in a minute. I just have some more words with him.’ Petworth gets out and stares up and down the street: no one walks in it, and
  the doors are all shut. ‘So,’ says Katya Princip, climbing out of the taxi, ‘I think I persuade him not to do it. I take a drink with him tomorrow. Often such things happen to me,
  I don’t know why, of course. Well, we just walk a little, and we are there.’ ‘Where?’ asks Petworth. ‘Where we are going,’ says Princip, ‘I think you are
  liking some coffee. We go to a place we can get some. It is called my apartment.’ ‘Ah,’ says Petworth. ‘I look at you and I think you are very tired,’ says Princip,
  ‘Perhaps you need a rest and a shower, before you do your next thing. I will make you some terrible coffee and give you an awful cake. It is just here, we go in this door. Press the button
  and the machine opens it. Now we go in quickly, I do not want everyone to see you. I am smuggling you, Petwit.’


  They enter a dark lobby, with a lift in a cage at the end of it. ‘Come inside it, quickly,’ says Princip, ‘Look, I show you how it works, in case you come here again to see me.
  I hope another time you will want to, do you think so? Look, in this box on the wall you must put in a small coin, ten butt’uun. If you do not do it, the machine does not march. If you do,
  well, pouff, there it goes.’ In the clanking cage, they rise up together through the building. Princip is close against him; stone landings float past, lined with closed wooden doors.
  ‘Now here is my floor, the top,’ says Princip, ‘Aren’t we lucky, there is no one to see us. Now, where is my key, and then I make you disappear again.’ They step out
  onto the stone landing, and Princip puts her key to a blank wooden door. ‘When it is open, go quickly inside,’ she says, ‘We do not like the world to know all the things we
  do.’ The door opens; inside is a small narrow hall, a hall so narrow and small it is hard to know whether it has been designed to increase human intimacy, or entirely prevent it. The walls
  press them together: ‘You see, you are come,’ cries Princip, laughing, her face just below his, ‘I hope you don’t think this is all I have. There is some more apartment
  inside.’ In the tight space, it is difficult not to find one’s arms around the person with whom one is pressed; Petworth’s, certainly, are now round Princip’s waist.
  ‘Oh, Petwit,’ says Princip, gently removing his hands, ‘Don’t you know I brought you here for a rest? Of course; you must be tired after such a lecture. Do you like also to
  be a rake? You are such a thin one, perhaps really a rake of the other kind.’ ‘I like you,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, yes, I understand it,’ says Princip, ‘I also to
  you. But I am a little bit elusive, my dear. I like to talk a bit with you. And we have so much time, isn’t it nice? All the afternoon, and for us to stay together. Unless you like better to
  go to the castle? Do you prefer it better?’ ‘No, I like to be here with you,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, you have good sense,’ says Princip, ‘Now come inside and I
  show you my flat.’


  



  7 – OPER.


  I


  It is, this room that Petworth now steps into, a small, tight room, short of space for human endeavour. But human endeavour has been here, and humanized it: two antique chairs
  stand to either side of a fine wide modern sofa, which elegantly fits into the bookshelves on the wall, a wall on which hang three modern paintings of violent and erotic concept, and two small
  ikons. The rest of the wallspace is taken up with bookshelves, from which many hundreds of volumes tumble; and books, too, lie scattered on the tables and on the large wide desk standing by the
  window, on which sits also a telephone, a typewriter, a jumble of loose papers which flutter in the small draught that comes through the curtains above. ‘Well, my dear, I hope you don’t
  expect a special place,’ says Princip, taking off her white scarf, ‘Here in my country, the apartments are small, the heat is bad, the telephone usually does not march, the men do not
  mend a thing when it makes wrong. Of course, you do not have such problems in your country.’ ‘I suppose not,’ says Petworth. ‘Really, do you say so?’ asks Princip,
  laughing, ‘You think I have not been there? Don’t you know I was in London once?’ ‘You were?’ asks Petworth. ‘My dear, of course. Perhaps I saw you even in the
  street, and did not know it. If it was so, would it not be sad? But I think you have those problems too. Especially at my hotel. Some things grow the same all over the world, I think. It is a time
  when life is not so easy. Well, it is not so good, but I hope you like. Do you like these paintings of my friends? And my nice antiquated chairs? Do you know they are from before the revolution?
  Some of those things still exist. And my desk where I work, do you like it? Here is the private place where I make all those books. Oh, they are made here in my nice place, but then of course I
  must go to the world and put them to the market. That is the hard thing, to go to the market. To please those people at the Union. To value their wise criticisms. Well, you don’t come here to
  criticize me, I hope.’


  ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘I like your room.’ ‘Well, it has a good taste,’ says Princip, ‘Or so I try. And, for a time, it is ours all. No one else comes. We
  have it for today. So please sit down, my dear, take a nice chair, make some music with the player, take off your shoes. And do you know what I do now? I go to the kitchen just to make you some
  coffee and bring you some cake. That is what you came for, I think, well, you must be served.’ Princip goes into the kitchen; Petworth walks about the small, cramped room, evidently living
  room, study, and bedroom, for a nightgown lies under the sofa pillow. ‘What do you look at?’ calls Princip from the kitchen, ‘I hope you don’t read what I write. It is very
  private, until it is finished. But of course, you do not know my language. In a minute maybe I will teach you some.’ ‘So many books,’ says Petworth, looking in the bookshelves,
  where the unbound volumes with their Cyrillic titles lie. ‘Yes, every day I read them and I become some more a person,’ says Princip, ‘Look please in the street. Does anyone
  watch?’ ‘Watch the flat?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of course,’ says Princip, ‘Don’t you know this is a main work for many people? To sit there in cars and watch the
  others? And I am a writer, not reliable, often they like to watch me for a while. Also to photograph me now and again, and make list of who my friends are. Of course perhaps it does not mean
  anything. It comes in useful perhaps for some later day, when I am not any more a person to invite to an official lunch and meet a nice foreign visitor.’ Petworth goes to the window and leans
  over the typewriter, where a page of unknown words spirals out; beyond the net curtains the street is quiet and empty, except for one parked car.


  ‘There’s just one car,’ he says. ‘Is it a black one?’ asks Princip. ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And do you see someone in it?’ asks Princip.
  ‘I can’t tell,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, of course,’ says Princip, ‘It is a state of mind, you know, to be watched. We like, don’t we, to see our lives from
  the inside. But if you are watched you see them from the eyes of those others. You can’t remember any more if you have really an inside, or if the inside is already the outside. You become
  like an actor, or those girls in a dress photograph, what do you call?’ ‘A model,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, perhaps now we are all so,’ says Princip, ‘Perhaps the
  inside was always just a little illusion, a false secret. But we like that secret, don’t we? And then, one day, they stop you perhaps, and take you to a place. They do not arrest you, it is
  just for a day and night, to ask you some little questions. So you can help a little the state. They are often nice, with cigarettes and drink. But they open your file and it is fat and everything
  is there, the notes and the pictures. And they tell you what you are and what you do. They know more than you, they remember everything, the things you don’t ever remember that you did, but
  you did them. They tell it, you say, “It is not me, I am not like that, I was never there.” And they tell: “Yes, it is you, really you, the other is your illusion.” They
  have made your story, a bad novel, and you are in it for ever. And here is what is strange. You begin to agree it, because it fits, because it has your images, your voice in a tape. You begin to
  confess it, yes, I am like that, how well you know me. And they are right, because in all of us is a doubt, that we do not know ourselves at all. We all feel a bit guilty to exist. And this they
  know very well. To be is the crime we commit, and anyone will confess it. Don’t you think you would do the same?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Well, I am nearly ready,’ says Princip, ‘Put on please some music, my dear. Do you see my records player? Do you know how to make work that thing? I expect you are a little
  bit a mechanical person.’ ‘Yes, I can do it,’ says Petworth, finding the machine and switching it on. ‘You cannot read my books, but of course you can hear my music, that is
  a language we can all know,’ says Princip, ‘Do you find my records? What do you pick?’ Petworth sifts through the shelf of records in the bookcase; most of the covers are in the
  language he does not know. ‘Do you like the classical or the modernismus?’ asks Princip, ‘There are both.’ ‘Classical,’ says Petworth, ‘Here’s some
  Mozart.’ ‘Oh, do you like?’ asks Princip, ‘Well, he is civilized. Now do you sit down and take off your shoes.’ The courtly music comes through the speakers; a civil
  guest, Petworth sits on the sofa-bed, and removes the shoes from his feet. ‘And now here is your awful coffee, your terrible cake,’ says Princip, coming in in her batik dress, carrying
  a silver tray, ‘Also a little peach brandy that will make you better. I hope you do not mind to fatten a bit. I think it is good, really you are too thin. But I think in the West the thin is
  very popular.’ Princip sits down with him on the sofa, and hands him a plate: ‘I am sorry I am so long,’ she says, ‘But I do not make many foods. I like to eat in a
  restaurant, with my friends. But it is nice to have a friend who is here with me. I think you are one now. We make a little risk, but I think it is worth it. It is only what civilized people do, to
  make the frontiers go a little bit away. I think you would give me tea if I meet you in London.’


  ‘So you went there?’ asks Petworth. ‘Yes, I have been, I know where you come from,’ says Princip, ‘It is not easy to get travels, you know that. But I am a writer,
  that gives sometimes certain privileges. Also there were other reasons.’ ‘What were they?’ asks Petworth. ‘Well, you see,’ says Princip, smiling at him, ‘One of
  my husbands was high once in the Party. He was even for a little while minister. Of course then it was very easy to get travels. You see, here in Slaka, always there must be someone who can help. A
  person with a power who can pull for you some strings. We learn to live in this way. And if you have a nice body also, this is help. You make some love the way you join the Party. If you do it the
  right way, you get a nice reward for it. A very good meal at a restaurant, a place at the opera, a ticket to make travels. An apartment with a nice viewing, a place on a list. You become clever to
  do all these things very carefully. That is the way you get somewhere. Perhaps you think it is bad. Perhaps you think your life is not like that.’ ‘I suppose I do,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Oh, do you?’ says Princip, ‘Well, perhaps you are simple. Don’t you think that is your nice illusion? Don’t you think everywhere all life is an exchange? What makes
  your people marry? What makes them choose their friends? Why do they say what they say, think what they think? And their desire, how do they make their desire? We have nice words, love, and
  friendship, and faith. But don’t you think there is, what do you say, a calculus? Perhaps what we do in Slaka is not so strange. Your coffee, you don’t like?’ ‘Yes,
  it’s very good,’ says Petworth, ‘So that was one of your husbands. Have you had many?’


  ‘Oh, not so many,’ says Princip, laughing, ‘I just had four. Some people like to collect the stamps or some china. Now you get idea what I have liked to collect.’
  ‘And now?’ asks Petworth. ‘A husband, now?’ asks Princip, ‘Oh, no, I don’t, now. Now I am lonely in quite a different way. And what about you, Petwit. How many
  wives do you have had?’ ‘Me?’ asks Petworth, ‘Oh, just one, actually.’ ‘Only a one?’ cries Princip, ‘Really that is not very much at all, almost
  none. I think perhaps you are not very ambitious. And this one, you had her a long time?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And she likes you?’ asks Princip. ‘Well,’
  says Petworth, ‘A little.’ ‘Oh, not enough!’ cries Princip, ‘Do you tell me she does not care for you so much?’ ‘That’s my impression,’ says
  Petworth. ‘She likes some other?’ asks Princip. ‘I don’t know,’ says Petworth, ‘She seems quite fond of her dentist.’ ‘And you think he fills some
  more cavities too?’ asks Princip, ‘Well, perhaps you are not so nice to her. If you are lonely, perhaps she is lonely too. Don’t you think it?’ ‘I think probably she
  is,’ says Petworth, seeing the view down the garden. ‘And she is warm, she is good at the bed?’ asks Princip. ‘Not very,’ says Petworth. ‘Really, my dear,’
  says Princip, ‘This does not sound at all right. My husbands are always very good in that. Very bad in other things, but in that always very good. And what do you do? Do you take many
  lovers?’ ‘Not really,’ says Petworth. ‘I do not understand you,’ says Princip, ‘Perhaps you mean you like to, but do not have the courage. Well, if you do not,
  that confirms me. You are not a character in the world historical sense.’


  ‘You think I should?’ asks Petworth. ‘It is not for me to advise you,’ says Princip, ‘But I think you must have a will and a desire. Otherwise you are empty.’
  ‘Well, in my country there is a saying,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course,’ says Princip, ‘If a country, always a saying. What is yours?’ ‘A man needs a good
  woman,’ says Petworth, ‘And when he’s found her he needs a bad one too.’ ‘My dear, I do not know if I like this,’ says Princip, ‘Do you like to tell me I
  am a bad woman?’ ‘No, I didn’t mean that at all,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, continue, please,’ says Princip, ‘You tell me you hope I will be your bad woman. You
  like to make me a little insult. Perhaps in your country you make a compliment, but it is not, here.’ ‘You’ve misunderstood,’ says Petworth. ‘I don’t think
  so,’ says Princip, ‘My English is not so good, but I am not foolish. You see, here in my country we like to be a little bit admired. Even though feminist attitudes are very important,
  we like to think we make a little respect.’ ‘I admire you greatly,’ says Petworth. ‘That is different,’ says Princip, ‘Now you have convinced me. Remember, I am
  not your bad witch, I am your good one.’ ‘I know,’ says Petworth. ‘You see what I have done,’ says Princip, ‘I have changed for you the weather. I have made you
  disappear. I have brought you to my room. And now you do not know what I will do with you. Do you like that cake? Perhaps it makes you feel sleepy.’ ‘Not really,’ says Petworth.
  ‘I think so,’ says Princip, ‘Don’t you know you are careless? In a fairy story, you do not eat a cake. Or talk at all to the people with the red hairs. Or open a locked
  door, or go inside a room that is forbidden. If you do, things will change for you, and perhaps it will not always be nice.’ ‘Well, I know,’ says Petworth, ‘But that’s
  in a fairy story.’ ‘And you are not in one,’ says Princip, ‘No, you are not. And the cake is just a terrible cake and I do not even make it, just a shop. But I think you are
  tired, because you have been busy. Do you like to take now a shower?’ ‘I’d rather talk,’ says Petworth. ‘No, I think you must relax,’ says Princip,
  ‘Beside, I arrange it for you, while I make the coffee. There is a nice bathplace just behind the kitchen. You find there towel, hanging at the door. The soap is scented and very nice. It is
  all ready, please go now.’


  ‘Well, very well,’ says Petworth, getting up from the sofa. ‘And take please your time, my dear,’ says Princip, smiling at him, ‘We are lucky, this is our
  afternoon, you do not need to hurry. I can put away these plates and tidy for you my room, I did not expect such a visitor. Do you find it? You go through the kitchen and there is a little white
  door.’ Petworth goes, through the kitchen, through the white door, into a small, tiled bathroom with bare pipes and a great green mirror. In the mirror his body glints as he undresses,
  hanging his safari suit behind the door. A dull gloom goes with him, as he thinks of his confession, the admission of his wanting sexuality. He stands in the tub, turns the taps, feels the surge of
  water come over him, cold first, and then turning to hot; he thinks of his dark wife, who dyes her hair, and paints dark paintings in the lumber room, and stays silent, a dull dark anima at the end
  of a long tunnel. Like wasted words the water splashes over him; the heat grows, the mirror where his body shone fades and blurs. There is no shower curtain; the thick pipes roar; the flood washes
  over his face. He turns his head away, to realize that, in the steamed room, a person is standing there. ‘Who is it?’ he asks. ‘You don’t mind I come in?’ says Katya
  Princip, ‘You see after a cake, I like always to weigh, and my machine is here.’ ‘Please,’ says Petworth. ‘I hope the shower makes you fresh after your lecture?’
  says Princip, a vague shape in the steam. ‘Yes, it does,’ says Petworth, naked and white. ‘Here is my machine,’ says Princip, ‘Now, do I get fatter? My weigh, fifty
  five kilos, that is not so bad. My high, one meter sixty five, that does not change. Other traits, grey eyes, blonde hair, all as usual. Special marks, not any. Rate of pulsation, normal, except
  when I look at you. You do not mind I look at you?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘The soap, do you like it?’ asks Princip, close to his side in the steam, ‘It is
  special, a present from France.’ ‘It’s very nice,’ says Petworth. ‘And this water, it makes itself hot enough for you?’ ‘Yes, just right,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Often it does not work so well,’ says Princip, ‘I just try it with my hand. You are my guest here, it is not right that you burn your shoulders. Oh, it is good today,
  perhaps a little hot, you are sure it is not too much?’ ‘No, it’s just right,’ says Petworth, politely, standing there bedraggled in the steaming shower. ‘Oh, look at
  you, my dear,’ says Princip, ‘Such a thin man, doesn’t it hurt to be so thin?’ ‘Not at all,’ says Petworth, ‘I’ve always been like this.’


  ‘Oh, you think I criticize the way you look, please, I do not,’ says Princip, ‘Really you look so nice there in the water, your wet body, very nice. But I hope you admit your
  lecture was open to an ideological criticism?’ ‘Too pragmatic?’ asks Petworth. ‘Exactly,’ says Princip, ‘Do you like me to soap you, and we can talk also about
  your deviations?’ ‘Well, yes,’ says Petworth, ‘It seems a good idea.’ ‘Perhaps it is easy if I come there in the tub with you,’ says Princip, ‘I do
  not want to get wet with this dress, do you like it, I paid for it much money?’ ‘I love it,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, I am nice in it,’ says Princip, fading into the
  steam, ‘But I am nice without it too. We must not be bound by fetishism of the commodities. I hang it up and come back to you.’ Without it, Princip emerges again from the steam, her
  naked back a blur in the mirror. ‘Make please a room for me,’ says Princip, ‘It is not such a big tub. Yes, you are easily disproved. Stand still, please, I put this soap on you,
  oh, what a soft skin. Yes, you see, my dear, in our histories, we both have an old grey man.’ ‘Do we?’ asks Petworth. ‘Is good? You like?’ asks Princip, ‘Oh,
  yes, one is Marx, and the other Freud. Naturally my thinking has much of Marx. My husband the apparatchik, he talked to me much of Marx.’ ‘Does he have to be here?’ asks Petworth.
  ‘My husband is nowhere, Marx everywhere,’ says Princip, ‘Of course he is here. My dear, it is you should not be here. You know if I make you a guest in my apartment, if I give you
  some terrible coffee and a nice shower, I should report this contact to the authorities? That is our law, of course I do not do it. Don’t you wash me now, I think you are very clean.’
  ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, ‘Certainly.’ ‘You do not know Marx, but I think you know Freud,’ says Princip, ‘Isn’t this water very nice?’


  ‘Yes, I do,’ says Petworth, his hands moving over the soft contours of no-longer batik-clad magical realist novelist Katya Princip. ‘Marx explains the historical origins of
  consciousness,’ she says, ‘Freud quite ignores this, neglecting the ideological foundations of the mind. Yet it must be admitted he made some essential discoveries. He knew that it is
  nice to put a certain thing you have into a certain thing that is mine. For this he made a contribution to the progress of thought, don’t you say?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth.
  ‘So you are deviationist, but not entirely to be condemned,’ says Princip, ‘Both thoughtsystems have their deficiencies. Do you think it is possible to make a dialectical
  synthesis? If we do it well, it might not produce a false consciousness. Do you like to try it? Oh, Petwit, look at you there, already I think you do. No, no, wait, my dear, my dear, I do not think
  we succeed like this, do you? For some problems in philosophy, Plato shows it is best to think lying down. Don’t we go back there to my bed, isn’t it better, oh, what do you do to me
  now, my dear, oh do you, oh do you really, oh isn’t it nice, perhaps I am wrong, perhaps we stay, isn’t it too wet, don’t we fall down, no, we don’t, I think we stay, yes,
  we stay, yes, yes.’ ‘Yes, yes,’ says Petworth, an unattached signifier amid steam. ‘Da, da,’ says Princip, ‘Da, da, da, da.’ The water showers over them;
  for a moment there are no words. ‘Oh, yes,’ says Princip, a little later, ‘This was a real contribution to thought. But now I bring you your nice towel and we dry. I think we go
  back to my little room and consider again our positions. Oh, Petwit, you are lovely.’


  ‘I am sorry I do not have a nice little bedroom for you to lie in,’ says Princip, back in the sitting room, ‘Here for everyone only so many metres of space. I am lucky, I am
  approved writer, I have certain privileges. But only so much space, others are not so lucky even. My sofa is my bed, I make magic and it changes. Look, I just press here and now you have a bed to
  lie on. Lie, please, it is very comfortable. You must make strong again. Remember, you are only just started here. There are many more things for you to do in my country. Oh, our music has stopped.
  Were we so long at the shower? Well, I put some more on before I come to you, what do you like better, the woods or the strings? Here is some army songs, I don’t think you like to hear that.
  Here is Vivaldi, here Jana[image: ]ek? Do you like charming or sad? Of course, you told me your taste, it is Vivaldi for you. Now I come to you, my
  dear. Are you warm? No, don’t move, I just like to kneel here and look down at you. So thin, really there is not much of you. Your nice wet hairs, a thin white chest, so neat the thigh, is
  that what you call it, and what a good present for me in the middle. You know, you are just a little bit beautiful, Petwit. And me, do you like me? I am very good at the top, I think, but perhaps
  too fat for you at the stomach. Here we think a fatness there is just a little erotic. That is our cultural characteristic, but not so much in the West. All the ladies flat like a table,
  don’t forget I have been there. Well, in any case, my dear, my weigh goes down. So perhaps I please you more when we meet again, do you think? Do you believe it, we meet again? Or do you go
  home away soon to your country and forget all about me? Yes, I think you do, it is natural.’


  ‘No,’ says Petworth, lying there on the sofa which has so magically become a bed, his head against books, looking up at Princip, big over him as she leans on one elbow to stare down
  into his face. ‘Oh, listen, you are so sure,’ says Princip, ‘Well, I am not. There is a world out there, my dear Petwit, do you forget it? Of course we have made a very nice
  exchange, each one gives the other something, all so simple. Oh, such nice touchings and chattings, but they do not last long, not like history. Sex is good, but is not information. Here, you see
  me, I look at you, and what do I know? I know you have a sad wife, I think you are sad too, perhaps you have many problems. I know you are not character in the world historical sense, I try to make
  you better, but I don’t think I do. You are confused, you are good person, you have a desire, or you would not come with me, you are a little bit in my heart. And you look at me, and what do
  you know, I could be anyone, your good witch or your bad. You know I have had four husbands, and I have written a book you could not read. Now you know I have a body that you can read, it has been
  your book and you have read it in a certain way, for the pleasure. Well, I hope it was a good pleasure, but did you learn much, do you think you will pass the examination? Well, perhaps it does not
  matter. Often the best relations are between the peoples who do not know each other so well. Perhaps it is silly that people get to know each other very well, often it is nothing but
  disappointment. Who is ever as interesting as ourselves? Who can love us enough to drive away all the lonely and the terror? And to be known, that is often dangerous, especially in my country. No,
  I think I am a thing that happens to you once, in a foreign place, not a part of time, not a part of your true life.’


  ‘I don’t think so,’ says Petworth, ‘You’re more than that.’ ‘Well, of course, it is possible to reach in a sudden into a soul, and find a friend,’
  says Princip, ‘This is what I felt when I saw you at the awful lunch of Tankic. Such an apparatchik, I know that kind. Did you know at once I wanted you then, I felt an ache? Perhaps you made
  me a little foolish, you know I did not behave well. But something happened, I wanted you in my life, I wanted to give you a story, make you a character. And I think you wanted that too, you are
  not a character, not yet, but there is something in your eyes, always looking. Yes, we liked each other, I believe that. Of course we did, or we would not do these things. But what is liking when
  it is so easy? Oh, we made the bad world go away for a minute, that really is what love is for, but when it comes back, we have of course to live in it. Make all the loves you like and you still do
  not escape. Most lives are a prison, here in my country of course, you know, but I know also in yours. Do not forget, I have been there. If yours is not, you are very lucky. And all the lovings in
  the world, they do not make these things go away. The sad wife in your bed at home. The black cat that waits outside, did you see it? The water that dries here on your skin that is like me going
  away. Oh, yes, my dear, we have made our nice secret, all so natural. But of course it is not so natural. As my grey father Marx tells, it is also cultural and ideological, economical and sexual.
  It is part of all the systems, and each time you choose or you do, you enter one of them. I make you a certain kind of man, you make me a certain kind of woman. What a nice bed this would be if it
  was not in the world, but it is. Petwit, do you listen, do you go to sleep?’


  ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘I listen very carefully.’ ‘But you don’t like what I say,’ says Princip, ‘No, this is why love is sad, this is why people
  after love lie on beds like we do, and do not feel happy. My dear, excuse me, please. In my country, after an event, we make always an analysis. That is our cultural characteristic. But you see, my
  dear, I want to give you a better sense of existence. Petwit, you know, to exist, that is not so very fantastic. Any fool can do this. All that is needed is for two people to make the nice little
  secret, just like you and me, and pouf, another in the world. I don’t think this happens this time, Petwit, don’t look so bad, of course I make a certain protection. But so we come into
  existence. And the problem is not to exist at all, it is to make importance of it. We are not just stones that sit in a field. I don’t think so. Are you a stone, Petwit? I am not. Don’t
  we have to find a desire, make a will? Don’t we go always somewhere toward something? Of course to do it is hard as well as nice, it is even dangerous. No teacher is pure. No witch is safe.
  Oh, Petwit, my dear, I upset you. Now, I see it, you are the one who is sad. Well, perhaps I meaned it. Not to hurt you but to learn you. Stay quite still, please, one minute, I just do something
  to you. Do you like it? I kiss your feet. It is something we do here. Perhaps not in your country? Well, it was worth your travels. Oh, Petwit, you go soon, I don’t like it. I wish I could
  keep you here for always. Perhaps you do not wish it also. Well, remember, a witch is not so easy to lose. I will not be far away when you go into the forest. And even if you do not come back, you
  will not really forget me.’


  ‘I won’t,’ says Petworth, ‘I really won’t.’ ‘Listen, I think I tell you just one more story,’ says Princip, ‘Not a very interesting story,
  it is just about me, a true story, how I became writer. I was married then, with one of my husbands, not the best one. It was the one I told you, the minister, the apparatchik. He sat all the day
  in an office, with fat secretary, he drove inside the official cars with the curtains, he was high in the party, at all the meetings, he came home each night nice in a dark suit. I was student
  then, I read many books, I was clever. I studied with him his work, I advised his awful decisions, all those corrupt things. But always he told, please, be a good wife, an apparatchik must have a
  good wife. Well, he was not such good man, but I was pretty good wife. I made the dinner parties, I sat at the table, not this one here, of course then there was an apartment, very good, I said
  amusing things, I spoke in Russian and English, I talked the music and the art. Not the politics of course, oh no, not permitted. Well, on a certain night, he brought round our table some very
  important men, to talk about a national affair. I knew all about these things then, I listened, I understood, I wanted to say something. Well, I made mistake, I began to talk. These men, they were
  not so bad, they listened quite politely. But they turned round and round their glasses, they looked at each other in a certain way, I knew of course they want me to stop. Well, at first the things
  I said were sensible, but then they became foolish, because, you see, they were not wanted. But I knew if I stopped they would all turn right away, and I did not want it, so I could not stop. My
  face was red, but I talked and talked, and then I got up from there and ran to the door and outside, and always still talking. I went out into the park, and I waited till the cars came for those
  men. Then I turned back to my husband, he stood in the room in his nice suit, and so angry. Do you know what he told me?’


  ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘He told, when you give a party again, you say nothing, never again do you speak in this way,’ says Princip, ‘Well, he came home the next day
  in his nice suit, and I expect he called for me, but I was not there. I was somewhere else, with someone else, and already I was writer. I could not live in a world where you think words you cannot
  speak. Of course, if people make of reality a prison, then others will wish to escape from it. I wrote down my words, the nonsense and the not nonsense, the words I could speak and the words I was
  trying to learn to speak, the words that were not yet words. I learned then a certain sense of existence. This is what I thought. But in case you think it is easy, no, it is not, because those
  words are like love, they do not go out of history. I feel toward the free, but I am not free. And no one is free, which is why the words are as sad as the love. My life is not better, but it is
  mine. I am sorry, my dear, really it is a very dull story. The others were much better. It is boring to be true.’ ‘What happened to your husband?’ asks Petworth. ‘This one,
  the apparatchik?’ asks Princip, ‘Oh, there was a political change in my country. What was right was now wrong. Who was in now was out. Well, we had been given some nice privileges. We
  builded a nice dacha, a little house, out in the forest, not so far from here. One day he went there in his nice suit, and he shot himself. He was allowed to be a hunter and to keep a gun. It was
  better for him than a trial and a prison. This also is remembered about me, by those who do not like me. For him, I am afraid I was not such good witch. For you, I hope I am much better. Now you
  see why I can tell so much about history. I have learned in the best places.’


  ‘Should we have done this?’ asks Petworth, looking at her, as they lie there in the small room, where a faint wind blows the net curtains, and rustles the papers on the desk, and the
  light begins to fade down in the sky beyond. ‘Now you think you commit a crime against the state,’ says Princip, ‘Now you wish it had not happened. Well, it is not a real offence,
  even under Marx. Not if you do it with a good ideological attitude. Of course, if you find your position is not correct . . .’ ‘Well,’ says Petworth, looking at their bodies
  infolded into each other, ‘It looks quite good to me.’ ‘I think so,’ says Princip, laughing, ‘Perhaps you like to improve it some more? You see now I know how to teach
  you.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Then I will help you,’ says Princip, ‘I told you you had many things still to do in my country. Hold me so, see me please as a
  comrade-ofarms of the struggle. Think with your mind you build a great and startling project. Feel with your heart you reach the great laws of human universality. Know with your strong you
  contribute to the historic advance of the proletariat.’ Live grey eyes are staring into his face; a body beside him is a fundamental mass with a living motion; there are hands on his own
  body, drawing its shape and design, drawing it out of shape and design. ‘Yes, something is happening to you, do you feel it,’ says Katya, eyes, hair, flesh leaning over him. ‘Oh,
  Katya,’ says Petworth, looking at the face, alert, moving, the eyes open, reaching out to touch the mass and feel its architecture, the bone order beneath the fleshly pads,
  ‘Katya.’ ‘Oh, Petwit, do you remember my name?’ says Princip, ‘You have not said it before. Do you call me a person? Well, perhaps I am Katya, someone like that, but
  please, it is not the person, it is cause that matters. Take me into yourself, do you do it better if I come on top of you, don’t you say?’


  There is a body elevated above him, shaped against the light. ‘Petwit, now I am magicking you,’ says Princip, ‘I will take you somewhere, on a nice journey, I am your
  guide.’ ‘Oh,’ says Petworth, ‘Oh my god.’ ‘Petwit, please, no god,’ says Princip, swinging the top of her body across his face, ‘Don’t you know
  our task is secular? Try please to relate your subjective to your objective, your spirit to history. In this way you will grow free of errors. Yes, I am your guide, we make it together, our special
  journey. Do you remember Stupid, do you think you know now how he climbed the tower, perhaps he did what you do, perhaps he found the witch was the princess also. Well, I am your sex princess, I am
  witching you, I am taking you where you cannot go, think of a word you do not know, I am that word, try to understand it, do you come nearer?’ Above him is skin in its long planes, hollowed
  here, puffed there, the outward thrust of breasts, the inward tuck of the navel, the feel of an intricate yielding crease. ‘Yes, you come nearer,’ says Princip, ‘is there a
  meaning, is there a place, you go into that place, I put you in that place, you come there and I come there with you, and we are together. You don’t have a sad wife, you have me only, no
  other, all the bodies are my body, do you feel it happen, I do, you do, I know you do, yes, yes.’ There is light and dark, inside and outside, arrest, explosion, light following dark, a room
  of books where curtains blow. ‘Wasn’t it my best story?’ says Princip, ‘Didn’t I magic you nicely?’ ‘It was better,’ says Petworth. ‘Of
  course,’ says Princip, ‘Only one thing wrong.’ ‘What’s that?’ asks Petworth. ‘Look at you,’ says Princip, ‘Nowhere to pin on you your medal.
  Petwit, do you think we found a place that is ours?’ Petworth leans up; with a dull, dragging, mechanical note, the telephone on the desk under the blowing curtains begins to ring.


  ‘Oh, no,’ says Princip, looking at him, ‘Who is this? Quick, go please and put on clothes. Wait, what is time?’ ‘Time?’ asks Petworth. ‘On your
  watch,’ says Princip. ‘It’s a quarter to six,’ says Petworth, hurrying, heart beating, into the bathroom. The steam is fading slowly off the green mirror, a naked Petworth
  refracts emptily at him, the pipes in the tub rattle and groan, Katya Princip’s batik dress swings loose on the hook behind the door. Dressing quickly, tugging up clothes, he can hear, beyond
  the thin wall, the stop and start of a voice, in rapid irregular conversation in the language he still does not know. Telephones and time are of this world; something in the world, half-remembered,
  presses on him, a worry. In the other room, the telephone clicks down; then Princip, big, naked, her face sad, stands in the door. ‘Oh, Petwit, be quick, you must go now,’ she says,
  ‘Someone comes here soon, I cannot stop it. Find please my dress.’ ‘Here,’ says Petworth, handing it to her, watching her body scurry, become disorderly, as she pulls it
  onto her. ‘Oh, why don’t we have time?’ she says, ‘And now you will go away, and perhaps I will not see you again.’ ‘We have to,’ says Petworth,
  ‘I’m back in Slaka in ten days.’ ‘Ten days, it is long,’ says Princip, ‘And things will happen on your journey, perhaps you will not want then to see me. And you
  have not been good visitor today, they will watch you, it will not be easy. Oh, I know how it is done, they will make you suddenly busy, they will change your programme. Or they will perhaps invite
  me to make a little journey from the town. All of a sudden they need my new book, go, please, to the dacha for writers in the country, it is all arranged. For people not to meet, that is easy to
  fix, we are experts. Wait, your hair, borrow please this comb, you must not look like that when you go. Oh, look, you are in my mirror, I wish I keep you in there. I have a love for you, Petwit, I
  don’t know why, and no time to say it.’ ‘I have it too,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Come quickly, help me, we must turn back the bed,’ says Princip, drawing him back into the small room, ‘Oh, Petwit, do you truly want to see me again? Even if it is so hard
  and so foolish?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, as the bed becomes a sofa again. ‘Well, you make good decision,’ says Princip, ‘It is foolish and it is right. So how do
  we arrange, how? Well, look, I write down a telephone for you to ring. It is not this one here, another. When you ring there, do not speak, wait till I answer. If another one answers, still do not
  speak, put it back, wait a time and then try again. If I answer, talk like we make a small business. Do not try the number more than two times, always people listen, they might interest in you. Do
  you understand all this? It is very important.’ ‘Yes, I understand,’ says Petworth, ‘But if I don’t reach you, is there another way? Can I come here?’ ‘No,
  never come here, you understand that?’ says Princip, ‘There is the coffee house, you remember it, you know I go there. Oh, I hope you come back, I hope you find me, but now I know you
  will. You see, I did not finish the story of Stupid. Oh, look at you, Petwit, so intense and sad. Are you always so?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Only in your spare time,’
  says Princip, ‘It will be all right.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, Petwit,’ says Princip, holding him, ‘Well, I have put you in my story, you know. And I
  give you the stone, do you wear it? And here, from my pot, one flower, not for you, for your guide. And a coin to pay the lift, you know how to use. I cannot come with you, but Wang’luku,
  that is easy to find. You walk here to the end, then go three streets to the right, you will see before you Hotel Slaka. And on your journey in the forest, think I am with you, not far away.’
  ‘I will,’ says Petworth. ‘Go now, quickly,’ says Princip, opening the door of the flat, ‘Be always careful, my dear. Oh, the lift is here, go, I watch you.’


  The gates of the lift come to, the coin goes in, the cage goes down. He hurries through the empty lobby and into the darkening street. To his left, the black car still stands; he goes to the
  right, coming to a busy street along which pink trams clatter. In one hand he carries the tattered folder holding his tattered lecture, in the other the bouncing single flower. The street is busy,
  and the crowd comes toward him in bewildering profusion, faces too many to meet, shawled women, men in fur hats, young people in jeans, soldiers in khaki. There is a strain in his senses, a mild
  disorder in his body, a faint pain in his side, like the pain, perhaps, of existence itself, a feeling made half of pleasure and half of guilt. There is a throb in his groin, and in his mind a
  sense of a destination with a duty in it, though he cannot remember quite what it is. His breath pants; white-walled buildings rise on either side, and down the side streets domes glisten and
  glint. On the high government blocks, not very far away, the clocks begin to strike, like the rasp of a telephone; the notes in the air sound six, and he remembers what he is half-remembering, what
  he is halfstriving for, that just at this time he should be at the hotel, calling his distant dark wife. The roof of the hotel shows over the buildings in front of him; he begins, now, to run
  toward it, the flower bobbing in his hand. The big square shows up in front of him; the flashing sign says SCH’VEPPUU. The square opens up, but
  the massed crowds that move toward the pink trams stopped in the centre obstruct. He pushes through, running dangerously in front of traffic; a pink tram clangs furiously at him. Breathing hard, he
  reaches the glass doors of the hotel.


  On the other side of the glass, as he pushes at it, one of the dark whores, in a long velvet dress, looks out, smiles at him, inspects the flower he carries. ‘Change money,’ murmurs
  a voice in the crowds just inside, as he hurries in, stumbling over the luggage of a new bus-party which has just arrived and stands all round the desk. ‘Pervert!’ shouts a voice from
  somewhere in the crowd, ‘Pervert!’ The lacquered-haired Cosmoplot girl stands in her blue uniform behind the desk marked R’GUSTRAYUU, looking at him and angrily tapping her watch. ‘My call to England,’ says Petworth, pushing up to the desk. ‘Don’t you see this time?’ says the
  girl, pointing at the big clock on the wall between Marx and Lenin, ‘You are late five minutes.’ ‘I was delayed,’ says Petworth, ‘There’s a lot of traffic.
  Can’t you put me through?’ The girl turns, and looks at a man in a dark suit, standing in a doorway marked DURUG’AYUU; the man
  shakes his head. ‘It is cancel,’ says the girl, ‘You must be here right time.’ ‘Can I call later?’ asks Petworth, holding the wilting flower.
  ‘Tomorrow,’ says the girl. ‘I leave Slaka tomorrow,’ says Petworth. ‘Then you see why is bad to be late,’ says the girl, ‘Do you like key?’
  ‘Please,’ says Petworth. ‘Ident’ayuu,’ says the girl. Taking the key, going to the lift, Petworth sees the man in the dark suit watching him. In the lift, his image
  shows in the mirrors, a man carrying a flower; in his mind there arises the guilty image of his dark wife, yet the face is imperfect and not quite right, for it has the grey eyes of Katya Princip.
  He goes along the corridor past the floormaid; he unlocks the door to his big and empty room.


  II


  ‘Oh Petwurt, Petwurt, that is nice,’ says Marisja Lubijova, in a fine blue knitted dress, with a white lace stole over it, when he meets her in the lobby at seven,
  ‘You have brought me one flower. Look, I put it in my dress. It is just right to visit an oper.’ ‘I thought it would suit the occasion,’ says Petworth. ‘Also I think
  it means you feel a little ashame, I hope so,’ says Lubijova, ‘This thing you do at lunch-time.’ ‘Yes, I’m sorry about that,’ says Petworth, ‘A small
  confusion.’ ‘Really you are very naughty,’ says Lubijova, ‘Your friends arrange you a lunch where you are guest of honour, and then you do not come. Of course everyone is
  very embarrass. They do not know what to tell each other. And your official from London, where you go last night and do not tell me, he thinks a very bad thing has happened to you. He thinks he
  will go to the police, or call London, do you like to start a world war between our powers, Petwurt?’ ‘No, not really,’ says Petworth. ‘It is happy Dr Plitplov thinks it is
  a small affaire du coeur,’ says Lubijova, ‘But you must tell your Mr Steadiman what has happened to you.’ ‘Can I call him?’ asks Petworth. ‘I think he
  goes also to the oper,’ says Lubijova, ‘Yes, you are very naughty, but you have brought me a flower, and you look very sorry, and we go to make a nice evening. So I will not be so cross
  with you. But look at you, please. We go to oper, where everyone dresses in the best, and you don’t even put on your nice suit. Don’t you like to go back and change yourself? We have
  time for it.’ ‘My suit?’ says Petworth, thinking of it, ripped open at the flies by Budgie Steadiman, ‘I’m afraid it needs pressing.’ ‘Very well,’
  says Lubijova, stiffly, ‘Come then in your bad clothes. Let us find a taxi. Or perhaps you feel better in a tram.’


  As they sit in the orange taxi, driving off through the evening streets of Slaka, Lubijova turns toward him. ‘So, Comrade Petwurt,’ she says, ‘You went away with your lady
  writer. Did you make a nice afternoon?’ ‘Oh, very pleasant,’ says Petworth. ‘Perhaps you go somewhere quite interesting,’ says Lubijova. ‘Oh, Miss Princip wanted
  to take me to see the castle,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, really, that is nice,’ says Lubijova, ‘The castle of Vlam?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And you like
  it, it is good?’ asks Lubijova. ‘Yes, very fine,’ says Petworth. ‘I am glad you impress,’ says Lubijova, ‘The castle is closed for some weeks, for a
  restauration. That is why I do not take you there already myself. But of course your friend is a very famous writer, who has important contacts. I expect she has used her privileges so that you can
  go inside.’ ‘I expect so,’ says Petworth, feeling uneasy. ‘And do you see in there the tomb of Vlam?’ asks Lubijova. ‘The tomb of Vlam,’ says Petworth.
  ‘In the baroque style,’ says Lubijova, ‘All over it the cupids.’ ‘Ah, yes,’ says Petworth, ‘It’s very good.’ ‘Oh, really, you think
  so?’ says Lubijova, ‘I did not know there was one. I have just myself invented it. Don’t you think I would make a nice lady writer too?’ ‘Well, yes,’ says
  Petworth. ‘I wonder what you really do,’ says Lubijova. ‘We just looked around,’ says Petworth. ‘Petwurt, Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, ‘You are such a trouble
  to me. You lie to me about last night, now you lie to me about today. I don’t know about you, Petwurt. I don’t know why you are here, but I know I must think of you in a new way. You
  are not a good visitor. And don’t you know I might be in some troubles if you do bad things here?’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ says Petworth, ‘But it’s all quite harmless.’ ‘Is it?’ asks Lubijova, looking at him, ‘Perhaps you are quite clever or really
  quite simple. How do I know? But if you are simple you are not in a simple world. Don’t you remember, when I bring you to your hotel from the airport, I told you something? That here in my
  country it is always good to be cautious? Don’t you listen to what I say? Don’t you think? And I am your poor guide who is responsible. Well, perhaps I will trust you a little bit. I
  don’t know why, perhaps I like you. In any case, we go away tomorrow away from Slaka. Perhaps you will make a new start.’ ‘I’ll try,’ says Petworth. ‘You
  try,’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, we shall see. But let us in any case enjoy our evening. It ought to be our nice time. You do not mind to sit for five hours for an oper in another
  language?’ ‘Aren’t all operas in another language?’ asks Petworth. ‘Yes, well, tonight you have interpreter,’ says Lubijova, slipping her arm in his, ‘And
  it is very good oper, by one of the great musicians of my country. For a long time this work was lost but then under socialism it was discovered again. Many have seen it as the prefigure of many
  other great oper works, like the Figaro Wedding of Mozart or the Seville Haircutting Man of Rossini. Now it re-lives, and everyone is very excited, including many foreign peoples. Here come all our
  workers, and also the important visitors. Even the naughty ones, like you, Comrade Petwurt. I wonder what you are really doing, all that aftenoon, my bad friend, with your little lady
  writer?’ ‘Really, just a little tourism,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, yes, do you?’ cries Lubijova, taking the fleshy part of his arm between her fingers, and squeezing it,
  ‘Well, perhaps I must not ask you to describe the places where you make this tour. Perhaps they are not so polite. Perhaps you embarrass if you tell them?’ ‘Not at all,’
  says Petworth, ‘I just don’t know where we went. I’m a stranger.’ ‘Not so strange, any more,’ says Lubijova, ‘On your neck, isn’t it a
  bite?’


  The taxi has stopped; the high, well-lit dome of the opera house is above them, and bright lights illuminate the great windows. Outside, on the gaunt pavement, a great crowd mills, as
  fine-looking couples descend in large numbers from orange taxis or big black Volgas and cross from the curb toward the great marbled entrance. ‘I hope you make it your mind to escort me
  nicely, Comrade Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, ‘Here at the oper we like always to make a very good style. Please put my shawl nicely round my shoulders, I think you know how to be a
  gentleman. Now do you have some vloskan to pay this taxi? I think he likes very much to be paid.’ ‘Yes, of course,’ says Petworth, reaching down into the pocket of his worn
  trousers. On the pavement, Lubijova, in her stole, the flower in the bosom of her dress, tucks her arm through his as they walk to the entrance. Big posters show singers in false beards, with their
  mouths wide open; Vedontakal Vrop, say the inscribed words. A few, but just a very few, of the universal armed men stand by the glass doors as they sweep with the press into the lobby, part
  of a great tidal drift of human motion. Inside, from the glinting chandeliers, a thousand lights shine; Petworth feels tired, very tired, and his body, from the exertions of the day, has a certain
  pained fragility to it, while his mind runs troubled about what Lubijova has found out about him. But the city of betrayals and disappearances, watchers and listeners, seems curiously behind him as
  they pass, in the crowd, through the lobby and up a great curved stone staircase, where the walllights glint and glisten, and so, too, do the necklaces and tiaras and fur-wraps of the handsome
  ladies who stand in line at the mirrored cloakrooms, waiting to de-cloak.


  ‘Well, do you impress?’ asks Lubijova, as they stand in the great plush foyer. ‘Splendid,’ says Petworth, standing in his old clothes, as the ladies in front of him
  expose black dresses and décolletage, and the men stand neat as penguins in their dinner jackets and evening dress. ‘Yes, you surprise,’ says Lubijova, laughing, ‘Of course
  we are a music-loving nation, and since socialism the loving has much increased. The tickets are sent to the factories for the best workers and they come with a great pleasure, as you see. Of
  course they do not explain you these things in the newspapers of your West. You think we are just some factories and food shortage; we know what you say about us. Well, now you know it is
  different. Now you see we make really a very nice life.’ ‘These are workers?’ asks Petworth. ‘Yes, you see our people like to make good display,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘Only you, Petwurt, not in the best, look at you.’ ‘I didn’t know it would be such a gala occasion,’ says Petworth, seeing himself, in his sagging safari jacket,
  reflected back from the mirrored walls. ‘Well, we know you are foreigner, a bit strange really,’ says Lubijova, ‘So perhaps we all make a little excuse for you.’ A
  high-ranking soldier passes them by, chest heavy with ribbons; on his arm is a tall fine woman, her cleavage so complete it displays the navel and almost visits the crotch. ‘They’re
  hardly all workers,’ says Petworth. ‘Perhaps some are party officials,’ says Lubijova, ‘You like them to have a relax after all their hard work, I hope?’ ‘You
  realize this whole derned thing could be in some foreign language?’ says a middle-aged lady, wearing a diamanté-ed trouser suit, in the accents of Texas, to Petworth’s side.
  ‘Yeah, well, just listen to the music,’ says her escort, a middle-aged man in bright tartan trousers. ‘Also people from everywhere in the world,’ says Lubijova, ‘They
  travel many miles to hear our arts.’


  The engulfing human motion continues, as the people press through the plush-walled foyer, which curves in a circle around the central auditorium. Perfume wafts from bosoms; faces appear and
  disappear; the heat of humanity grows. ‘I think perhaps you wait for me here,’ says Lubijova, ‘I go to collect our tickets, also to find a programme that is English. Always they
  make one for our special guests from abroad. Now, you don’t go away? You only wait here? If some pretty lady comes, you don’t leave with her?’ ‘No, I’ll wait
  here,’ says Petworth. ‘All right, I trust you,’ says Lubijova, leaving, ‘Perhaps I am mad.’ In her white stole, she moves off with the crowd; Petworth stands,
  reflected in mirrors, lighting a cigarette. The press continues; bright couples slide through velvet curtains into boxes, offering him brief glimpses of the great lighted auditorium within. Led by
  an official guide, the Vietnamese ladies from the hotel swarm by; they have set aside their dark blue work suits, and are clad now in fine silk cheong-sams. The bodily strangeness that has been
  overwhelming Petworth for most of the day becomes a physical unease; like water down a drain, the self he thought within him seems to be draining out. The lights glitter; the mirrors glint.
  ‘Isn’t it Dr Petworth? Isn’t it my good old friend?’ says a voice; in a dinner jacket worn with a fine white sweater, Plitplov has somehow emerged from the crowd and stands
  in front of him, his birdlike eyes looking hard at him, ‘You are well? You are safe? No bad thing has happened to you?’ ‘Oh, you’re here,’ says Petworth. ‘Of
  course, everyone comes here,’ says Plitplov, ‘Well, all day I am making a worry for you.’ ‘There was no need,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course,’ says Plitplov,
  ‘In my country, when someone is lost, all the friends grow upset and wonder if a bad thing has happened. Of course, there is usually a simple explanation. I expect you have one.’


  ‘It’s quite simple,’ says Petworth, ‘I was just taken for a little look around the city.’ ‘A little advice, my friend,’ says Plitplov, looking around,
  ‘Please do not smoke. It is not permitted in a public place. And it is not so good to draw an attention to yourself. A little look around the city, well, that is very nice. And your guide the
  excellent Miss Princip?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘A very fine writer,’ says Plitplov, ‘I have reviewed myself her books, did she mention so?’
  ‘Actually, no,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, it does not matter,’ says Plitplov, ‘So, you like to disappear. Well, I do not mind it. It is true I made many special efforts to
  come there to your lecture and take a lunch with you. But of course I understand. Your field is literature and this is a writer. Also I do not have those nice charms. And of course it was noticed
  very much in Cambridge you liked always the ladies. A man is not so interesting to you. But of course here is not Cambridge, I have told you this already. You like to be absent, well, my friend, it
  is not so hard to be absent in my country. But don’t you know you make a risk for everyone? For you, for your writer, for your friends, for me. You know I had a hand to invite you? Do you
  like to make a difficulty for me? Perhaps that was the intention of your visit?’ ‘Not at all,’ says Petworth. ‘And your guide, your Miss Lubijova, does she know what you
  do?’ asks Plitplov. ‘I think she has a good idea,’ says Petworth. ‘And of course what she knows, all will know,’ says Plitplov, ‘And what do you do with Miss
  Princip? Do you make an affaire du coeur?’ ‘We simply went for a little—’ says Petworth. ‘Structuralism,’ says Plitplov, ‘I believe it has caused
  many intellectual searchings of heart in your country.’


  ‘Oh, are you here, Dr Plitplov?’ says Lubijova, coming up in her stole, ‘You don’t tell me this at our lunch.’ ‘Of course, I am opera lover,’ says
  Plitplov, ‘I perhaps also write a something in the newspaper.’ ‘But at our lunch you said you were going somewhere to dinner tonight,’ says Lubijova. ‘Well, it was
  such a sad lunch,’ says Plitplov, ‘Of course I was worried for my old friend.’ ‘Well, you did not need,’ says Lubijova, hoisting her stole, ‘He makes a very
  interesting afternoon. He goes with a lady writer to the castle of Vlam.’ ‘That is nice,’ says Plitplov, ‘But I think the castle is closed now, there is nothing
  there.’ ‘But there are ladies who know special ways into castles,’ says Lubijova, ‘You know what is said: the way into a room is not always through the door.’ ‘I
  see, my friend,’ says Plitplov, ‘You make a little mystery for us.’ ‘Perhaps it is not so hard to solve,’ says Lubijova. A bell rings: ‘Don’t you think it
  is time to take a seat?’ asks Plitplov. ‘Well,’ says Lubijova, ‘I am afraid there is just a certain small confusion.’ ‘Really?’ says Petworth. ‘Not a
  difficulty,’ says Lubijova, ‘Do not worry. They have been very efficient here, and sold our seats two times. An American tourist sits in your place.’ ‘We won’t be able
  to see it?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of course, you are an important visitor,’ says Lubijova, ‘They will make certain arrangements.’ ‘Please,’ says Plitplov,
  ‘Sit down please on this banquette. I have certain influences here. I will speak to some people I know very well.’ ‘Already I have spoken,’ says Lubijova. ‘I think
  perhaps I know them a little better,’ says Plitplov, ‘I have a certain skill to make some arrangements. It will not take long.’


  ‘Of course it is arranged already,’ says Lubijova, sitting down, ‘This American is not so important as you. They will take him out and give him ticket for another night. Now,
  while we wait, I explain you the programme. There is also a small confusion with a printer and they do not have now a text in English. But it is simple, I interpret you, do you like?’
  ‘Of course,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, I am your good guide,’ says Lubijova, reaching into her small red evening bag and taking out her big red spectacles, ‘So, here on
  the front, the title, Vedontakal Vrop, do you understand it?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, how does it mean?’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you know, the secret that
  is not a secret, the secret found out, how do you says? Like your afternoon. You think you have done something hidden, but everyone knows it.’ ‘The secret unmasked?’ suggests
  Petworth. ‘Exact,’ says Lubijova, ‘The secret unmasked. Now here inside is explained it is oper bouffe of two hundred years. You know bouffe? It means is very funny. Here is
  explained it is played in a typical style, but with some modernizations. The technic is influenced by China oper of Sichuan province, but also by Bolshoi. The play has always been lost but now is
  found, except part of acta three. But with brilliant improvisations this small difficulty is triumphantly overcome. The story is from the folk, but Leblat, who makes the liber, has changes all
  things round to make them more unusual, so it is not the same any more. And now here is the story, do you like I tell it to you, in case we do not find some seats?’ ‘Yes,’ says
  Petworth, ‘Please.’


  ‘Well, it is difficult,’ says Lubijova, turning over the written pages, while in the auditorium the buzz and chatter of the audience rises, ‘But I try. In acta first, a student
  paramour falls into love with a beautiful girl who has bad father, who forbids a marriage. He is a magician who is sometimes turning people into a bear, and of course this makes laughable
  confusions. Also the boy has cruel father who does not understand him. That father tells he must not marriage but make travel to the big city and make his examen to become a government official.
  The girl is sad and disguises herself as boy to go after him. But the boy is sad and decides to stay, so he disguises as girl. Also his mother is loving an uncle who disguises himself like a king
  from a foreign country so he can make visits. But also there is naughty maid and a silly servant who is sometimes in love with this maid but often not. These two also are disguising all the time,
  but of course in oper nothing is as it seems. By two scene, the confusions are very bad and then come more people, like a tough aunt, a man from Turk, a soft-wit brother who is more clever than he
  looks, and a priest who is perhaps policeman. I hope you understand it now, a bit? It is not so easy for me.’ ‘Yes, I think so,’ says Petworth. ‘Why don’t those people
  leave now?’ says Lubijova, looking up, ‘Perhaps they like to make protest. Sometimes this happens. But our ushers are always very efficient.’ And indeed the curtains leading to
  the auditorium now part, and, between two black-suited ushers comes a couple, he wearing bright tartan trousers, she a diamanté-ed trouser suit. ‘Jesus, when will you guys ever learn
  to run a country?’ says the man to one of the ushers, in a Texas accent. ‘Do you know this is the third goddam night this has happened?’ says the woman to the other. ‘You
  see how easily our little problem is solved,’ says Lubijova, rising, ‘Now we go in. Please take my arm, we do it nicely.’


  The auditorium, high, round, and ornate, is a monument to the baroque taste. Three tiers of boxes run round it; in the boxes sit, in a buzz of chatter, shining people with white glowing shirt
  fronts and bright dresses. The great proscenium arch is finely plastered and decorated with cupids; only the cusp in the centre shows history’s workings, for, where damaged plaster shows the
  arms of an imperial power must once have stood, there is emblazoned a red hammer and sickle. ‘Our seats are in stall,’ says Lubijova, as they are led to the second row from the front,
  ‘That is nice, we will see everything. And not even late: only now does the orchester come. Perhaps they wait for us. Of course this orchester is very fine, our players are in the class of
  the world. Perhaps sometimes they have just one little problem.’ ‘Oh, yes,’ says Petworth, sitting down, ‘What’s that?’ ‘They like to work hard, like all
  our people,’ says Lubijova, ‘So when it is rehearse often they are too busy, and must send their substitutes. Then at performance, well, of course always they play very well, but often
  they do not understand what the others do. But it will not be so tonight. They are playing together one night already. And now here is coming the conductor. It is Leo Fenycx, geboren Prague and if
  quite young also very famous. Perhaps you know of him already?’ ‘I’m afraid not,’ says Petworth, as the audience begins to clap, and Leo Fenycx, in his white tie and tails,
  bows his head. ‘No?’ cries Lubijova, clapping, ‘Many fine evaluations have been written of his work. You don’t read them?’ ‘No, I haven’t,’ says
  Petworth, as the conductor turns toward the orchestra and the bright lights of the house begin to dim.


  ‘Oh, Petwurt,’ says Lubijova suddenly, squeezing his arm, ‘Who is that?’ ‘What?’ asks Petworth. ‘Someone waves you, at the loge up there, in the second
  tier, where sit the party officials,’ says Lubijova. But the boxes are deep dark circles in a near blackness; and now, with a great plucking of strings, a romping, bantering overture begins.
  ‘Who was this?’ whispers Lubijova. ‘I didn’t see,’ whispers Petworth, ‘A man or a woman?’ The bassoons come in loudly. ‘Of course,’ murmurs
  Lubijova, ‘Another lady. In a red dress.’ ‘I have no idea,’ murmurs Petworth. The noisy brass enter. ‘Of course you have idea,’ whispers Lubijova. ‘I
  don’t suppose she was waving to me at all,’ whispers Petworth. There is an arabesque of woodwinds. ‘Yes, to you,’ murmurs Lubijova, ‘Petwurt, you are like romantic
  little boy. Everywhere you go, there are ladies.’ ‘No, not really,’ murmurs Petworth. The fiddles come in to state a second theme. ‘Perhaps you are an American,’ says
  Lubijova, ‘Do you like to think of sexing all the time, like those people?’ ‘No,’ whispers Petworth. The new and darker theme begins to swell, while the light woodwinds play
  the first theme against it. ‘I think so,’ murmurs Lubijova, ‘Is this why you come to Slaka? To make your romantic life? I thought you are here to make some lectures.’
  ‘I am,’ murmurs Petworth. The brass come in, to restate the first theme more strongly. ‘Only two days ago you are coming to Slaka,’ says Lubijova, ‘You are telling me
  you know no one. Now is two days, and everywhere there are ladies. In the morning, the afternoon, the night, always some ladies. Who is this one?’ ‘I really don’t know,’
  whispers Petworth, conscious that along the row heads are swivelling to look at them. ‘Please,’ says a voice in English from the row behind, ‘We try to listen this music.’
  ‘I’m sorry,’ whispers Petworth, turning. ‘Oh, is it you, my good old friend,’ says the voice from behind, ‘Do you make a quarrel? Something has gone
  wrong?’ The overture swells and rises, the two themes become one. ‘Not you, Comrade Plitplov,’ murmurs Lubijova. ‘Oh, we sit close,’ says Plitplov, ‘What a good
  coincidence.’


  But now, in a cloud of dust, the great curtain in front of them ascends. A three-dimensional painted landscape of very bosky aspect is disclosed, with barrel-shaped tree-trunks rising up to
  branches that shake paper leaves. Centre stage is a papier-mâché cave; from the cave comes a young man dressed as an old man and wearing a long grey beard. He sings lustily at the
  audience: ‘Tells he is a very old man with a long grey beard,’ whispers Lubijova to Petworth. In the orchestra pit a flute-bird twitters; from stage left comes, tripping lightly, a
  young girl dressed as a boy. ‘Tells she is a young girl dressed as a boy,’ whispers Plitplov from the row behind, after a moment. ‘Of course the old man does not know she is
  really girl,’ murmurs Lubijova, ‘Because now she is telling him she is soldier.’ ‘Also she does not know he is really her uncle,’ whispers Plitplov, ‘Because he
  tells her he is really the king of another country.’ But now, backstage, a singing boy, wrapped in a very large cloak, has appeared, slinking through the cardboard trees, and singing.
  ‘Oh, what a silly boy!’ cries Lubijova, laughing, ‘He tells he is a young man in love with a girl who is lost.’ ‘That is this girl,’ whispers Plitplov.
  ‘But he cannot marry her because all the fathers forbid, so he hides in the forest dressed like robber,’ says Lubijova, ‘He tells he likes to take from the rich to give to the
  poor.’ ‘To spend on his bets,’ says Plitplov. ‘To give to the poor,’ says Lubijova, firmly, ‘Now he sees the old man and thinks he will steal his purse, so
  everyone will know he is robber.’ ‘Look, he steals it,’ whispers Plitplov. ‘But the girl wants to show now she has the honour of a man,’ says Lubijova, ‘She
  tells that boy she fights him to a duel. Doesn’t she know he is her best lover?’ ‘No,’ says Plitplov. ‘Look, they both pull out their arms,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘Oh, what a pity. He shoots her and she falls. She sings she dies of a plum in the breast.’ ‘A plum?’ asks Petworth. ‘The plum he has shooted from his arm,’ says
  Lubijova.


  ‘Bullet,’ whispers Plitplov, ‘Plum is a make of fruit.’ ‘I am right, plum,’ says Lubijova, ‘Now he sings he is sorry. He thinks he will bend to loosen
  her blouses. Perhaps he will find there a very nice surprise, don’t you think so?’ ‘No,’ says Plitplov, ‘Because now is coming a man who tells a wizard has turned him
  into a bear.’ ‘It is funny,’ says Lubijova, laughing. ‘The old man laughs at him and says he was always a bear!’ ‘But he tells he was not bear before, but only
  dog,’ whispers Plitplov, ‘Because he was always servant and a servant is only a dog.’ ‘Now they help the one with the plum,’ whispers Lubijova. ‘No,’ says
  Plitplov, ‘Because now comes a man who says he is a Turk who comes from Turkey, but really he is the brother of the girl.’ ‘Also comes a girl who sings she is the maid of the
  mother of the girl,’ says Lubijova. ‘He says he must hide from this maid or she will know him,’ says Plitplov. ‘She tells her naughty plan to marry the mother of the girl to
  the father of the boy, because they are always loving each other.’ ‘But first must die the father of the girl and the mother of the boy,’ says Plitplov, ‘That is why she
  carries here a pot of poison from an apothek.’ ‘From a magician,’ says Lubijova. ‘You tell it wrong,’ says Plitplov. ‘I tell it right,’ says Lubijova.
  Meanwhile the stage fills with an extravagant crowd of people, some in costumes of relative realism, others resembling animals. ‘Here some people who go to make a festival in the
  forest,’ says Plitplov. ‘They stop to sing a chorus about making some nice cakes,’ says Lubijova. ‘About the coming of the spring,’ says Plitplov. ‘Now they see
  the girl who is dying of the plum,’ says Lubijova. ‘Of the bullet,’ says Plitplov. ‘And now steps forward one to take her off to the cave of the magician.’ ‘The
  shop of the apothek,’ says Plitplov. The chorus ascends, the girl is lifted, the singers move, the curtain falls.


  In the dark auditorium, heads all round them have turned to stare. Two bassoonists rise to peer critically over the top of the orchestra pit at them. ‘I think we’re disturbing
  everybody,’ murmurs Petworth. ‘Comrade Plitplov, I think they will stop this oper if you are not more quiet,’ says Lubijova. ‘It is you,’ hisses Plitplov. ‘Well,
  we don’t talk,’ says Lubijova, ‘I explain you all in the interlude, Comrade Petwurt.’ ‘In the interval,’ whispers Plitplov from the rear. ‘I am
  interpreter, I am right,’ whispers Lubijova, firmly, ‘See, again arises the curtain. Now we will be quiet and perhaps you will make the sense for yourself. Look, the cave of the
  magician.’ ‘The shop of the apothek,’ hisses Plitplov, before he subsides in the row behind. Left to his own resources, Petworth stares up at the great stage, where the voices
  sound and the complex musical codes continue to unwind. One thing is clear: whatever the miseen- scène, during that brief dropping of the curtain, much has changed in the imaginary
  world of artifice that is being composed and constructed just above his head. Perhaps much stage-time has passed, or everyone has died, or turned into something quite different, for the mind and
  senses are evidently being taken toward a new landscape of deceit and desire. Continuities may exist; the boy who was previously dressed as a robber could well be the same boy who is now dressed as
  a girl, though this could be an error; the coquette-ish maid in the dirndl who formerly carried her pot of poison might well be the girl now dressed as a cavalry officer, with moustaches, though
  this could be an optical illusion. Sexual arrangements are clearly other than they were. The boy-girl with the plum in her breast has either made a rapid recovery, or died, along with everyone
  else, but her erotic attention is now devoted to the magician or apothek, whom Petworth had previously understood to be her father. Meanwhile the boy dressed as a girl is being wooed by the young
  wife, or mistress, or perhaps assistant, of the magician, or perhaps apothek, though whether because she has unmasked his disguise, or because her tastes are oblique, or because she is a man who
  thinks he is a woman, is hard to surmise.


  Shards and fragments, chaos and Babel; Petworth sits in his plush seat in the great auditorium, where from the circle of boxes the audience in their costumes of bland civility stare down onto
  the stage, and looks at the spectacle. Above him the faces move, painted and prettified, the cosmetics and the false beards gleam, the cadenced words, in the language he still does not know, spill
  out in their mysterious series, high sound that flows out erotically over him, as if his body is being washed in a shower of noise. The operatic confusion seems entirely in tune with that
  tumultuous exhaustion, that waning of utterance, that fading of self into contingent event that comes over a man in the midst of a difficult journey. Yet the mind, even when worn, still seeks
  order; lost in the garden of forking paths, where the narratives divide and multiply, he struggles to find a law of series, a system of signification, discover a story. But the author of what is
  being enacted in front of him seems to have little regard for the normal laws of probability, the familiar rules of genre and expectation. It is no longer clear to him who desires whom, nor which
  of any two partners is of which sex, nor, if he or she is, whether he or she will remain so. Identities have no proper barriers; people seem facets of each other. A singer appears who does not
  sing. The magician, or perhaps apothek, has big shoulders and many gold teeth; his wife, mistress, or assistant, has a fine neck and a mole above her right breast. Only impersonation seems true,
  the charade itself, the falsehood that is being created, the codes that proliferate and turn into counter-code. His mind drifts, dislodges, seems to find a room somewhere else in the big dark city
  he knows he is in, a room where water pours over him, and his body is being warmly touched.


  His body is being warmly touched: ‘Do you like it, do you like?’ a voice asks, while someone shakes at his arm and tugs his hand. He opens his eyes; he is in the great baroque
  auditorium, with the lights ablaze. The orchestra has left the pit, the curtain is down, the stacks of boxes high above him are emptying of the party officials, the generals, the
  décolletée ladies. ‘I hope you like it, they make it very well, I think,’ says Lubijova, her hand on his arm, ‘Of course, that poor boy, for him it is very
  difficult. He asks himself, is that man a woman, or the woman a man? And if there is this confusion, how many more? No wonder he is puzzled, and cannot believe his eyes or his senses.’
  ‘Quite,’ says Petworth. ‘But in the ending all comes clear, if not in the way those people intend,’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, for an oper, such confusions are essential.
  Always an oper is a little bit erotical. Now, do you like to go in the foyer and make a promenade?’ ‘Do I?’ asks Petworth, looking around. ‘Yes, you do,’ says
  Lubijova, firmly, pulling her stole around her, and rising, ‘That is what we always like to do at the interlude.’ ‘Perhaps you like to visit also the men’s room,’ says
  Plitplov, solicitously, from the row behind, ‘The next act is very long, and I will come with you.’ ‘Don’t you like to take a drink that is a bit like champagne?’ asks
  Lubijova, leading the way toward the aisle, ‘Or if you like it, a pancake that is often very good? And perhaps also you will see your nice lady in red who likes to look out for you.’
  ‘I don’t think she was looking for me,’ says Petworth, struggling along behind. ‘Of course for you,’ says Lubijova, ‘Do you think we do not know what is your
  favourite interest?’


  In the wide aisle, the people flow toward the exit; in her stole, Lubijova hurries in front. Following, Petworth stumbles, over, he finds, Plitplov, who has somehow managed to drop his programme
  and has bent down to retrieve it. ‘My good friend,’ hisses Plitplov, rising suddenly, and clutching urgently at Petworth’s sleeve, ‘don’t you see now how foolish you
  have been?’ ‘Foolish?’ asks Petworth, looking at him. ‘Please talk quietly, pretend you discuss the opera,’ says Plitplov, walking beside him, ‘Of course, you
  have compromised everyone who is your friend. Now that one, your guide, knows everything. She sees right to your heart. Of course she knows what relations you have made this afternoon. And with
  what a nice lady.’ ‘That was a private matter,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, my friend,’ says Plitplov, ‘Do you think you are in the Cambridge of Russell? What is a
  private matter? You cause trouble for that lady, I think also for me. Do you see I cannot trust you any more? And so you think this work contains a problematic of identity? Of course, you are
  right, with your sharp critical acumen. Ah, Miss Lubijova, I hope we don’t make you wait. We dispute a little this opera.’ ‘But you miss the promenade,’ says Lubijova,
  leading them out into the foyer, ‘And I think that is really why people come to an oper. To see and to be seen. It is one of our events, don’t you like to join it?’ ‘My dear
  lady,’ says Plitplov, bowing, ‘Clearly you are our guide.’ Petworth looks around; the foyer has been strangely transformed. Evidently many intervening doors have been thrown open,
  to create a long curving corridor that leads, through plush passages, from one mirrored room to another, in a great circle round the entire building.


  And round the opened-out concourse the people walk, in stately procession, some in one direction, some in the other: the party officials, the military figures, the décolletée
  ladies. The clothes are fine, the dresses bright, the shirt fronts glow; they walk slowly, as if to some civil dance, the music from the opera still in their heads. Some carry glasses of sparkling
  wine, others fine food on plates; the high-ranking officer walks by, on his arm the cleavaged lady, her hair in a bun, her body seemingly split bare and open down past the ribcage, and each of them
  carries a large ice-cream, topped with artificial foam. ‘They say if you walk here at the oper you will soon see everyone in the world you know,’ says Lubijova, as they join the moving
  slow circle, with Petworth to one side of her, Plitplov to the other. ‘Of course not everybody likes that,’ says Plitplov. ‘I think now you are learning our country very
  well,’ says Lubijova, ‘You see our academical life, at close quarter. Our literary life, at very close quarter. And now our cultural life, which all support, the workers and their
  wives.’ ‘Oh, these are the workers and their wives?’ asks Plitplov, chuckling. ‘Oh, who do you like to say they are?’ asks Lubijova. ‘Of course,’ says
  Plitplov, smiling, ‘The apparatchiks and their mistresses. ‘Well, there are workers of the head and the hand,’ says Lubijova. ‘And some other parts of the body also,’
  says Plitplov, ‘You know what we say, some advance on their knees, some on their backs. Well, I think it is not hard to recognize those who make a horizontal progress.’ ‘Ah, I
  understand you,’ says Lubijova, ‘You like to say that the wives of our leaders are horizontals.’ ‘So you admit they are our leaders, not the workers,’ says Plitplov.
  ‘So you accuse our party officials of sexual crimes?’ says Lubijova.


  ‘Well, my good old friend,’ says Plitplov, suddenly putting out his hand to Petworth, ‘I hope you enjoy your last night in Slaka. I am afraid this occasion is not so pleasant
  for me. I think I go now, so let us say farewell.’ ‘Oh, no, you don’t leave?’ cries Lubijova, smiling. ‘I expect my wife has a headache, and she does not see me all
  day,’ says Plitplov, ‘Also you know I rose very early to complete my businesses, so I might hear a little piece of your lecture and make a lunch with you. It has not been a day of great
  pleasures, but I try to do my duty. Still, I know now you have this guide who is watching you. I hope you will be careful in your journey through the forest.’ ‘I’m sorry to have
  disappointed you,’ says Petworth, ‘But I hope we’ll meet when I come back to Slaka.’ ‘Oh, I don’t think it,’ says Plitplov, ‘I like to make many
  affairs all over the country.’ ‘Comrade Petwurt also,’ says Lubijova. ‘So I say goodbye, my friend,’ says Plitplov, ‘Take please a very good care. You are not
  always so sensible. And when you turn back to England, give please my love to your Lottie. You know I am fond of her. Tell her I am well, except for some headaches. Also that I succeed quite well,
  despite some petty criticisms and enemies. Perhaps she gave you a message for me when you telephoned to her?’ ‘Well, no,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, yes your telephone call
  tonight,’ says Lubijova, ‘It was successful? I hope you did not forget that important thing I have arranged for you?’ ‘No, I didn’t forget it,’ says Petworth,
  ‘I just wasn’t able to make it.’ ‘You don’t make it?’ asks Lubijova, stopping suddenly. ‘No, I reached the hotel desk just too late,’ says Petworth,
  ‘I was only a few seconds after six, but they wouldn’t let me call.’


  In the great mirrored corridor, under the gleaming chandeliers, Lubijova stands and stares at Petworth. The promenading circle behind them, halted in its passage, backs up; somewhere a glass is
  dropped. ‘Oh, really, yes, what a pity,’ cries Lubijova, angrily, ‘How my nose bleeds for you. Yes, it is very difficult to leave a lecture at noon and be at a hotel desk by
  six.’ ‘So you don’t speak to your Lottie?’ asks Plitplov. ‘You go off all afternoon with your lady writer, and then you are late to call your wife?’ says
  Lubijova, ‘And what does she think now? Don’t you wonder it?’ Their movement arrested, the promenaders behind are forming a curious circle around the quarrel: the party officials
  in their evening dress, the generals and the air-force marshals, the Vietnamese ambassador, perhaps, in his denim workclothes, with his retinue, the Russian ambassadress, perhaps, in her tiara,
  with hers. ‘I’ll call her tomorrow,’ says Petworth, ‘I don’t think she’ll worry.’ ‘You do not call her tomorrow,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘Tomorrow you go to Glit, very early. And from there a call to the West takes perhaps one week. Also don’t think I try to arrange it. I have tried for you, Petwurt, and I see what you
  do.’ Troubled, disoriented, Petworth stares round the curious grotesque circle of official faces, and it even seems that there are some he recognizes. But if this confusion, how many more; he
  cannot believe his eyes or his senses. The chandeliers are bright, and even the ceiling is mirrored; up there is Petworth, standing on his head. Looking up, Petworth suddenly sees himself enfolded
  by the redness of a dress; then lips are descending on his face, a kiss is planted on his cheek. ‘Angus darling, how wonderful,’ says Budgie Steadiman, fine in a long velvet dress and
  cloak, with a tiara, ‘Aren’t you enjoying the opera? And don’t you wish I was in it?’


  ‘Oh, Budgie,’ says Petworth. ‘Petwurt, Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, ‘Not another one. I think you are impossible.’ ‘Who’s your nice little
  friend?’ asks Budgie, ‘You must meet mine.’ A small, round, bald man in a worn dinner jacket, holding a cigar, steps forward: ‘Hey, Professorim Petwort and guide,’ he
  says, ‘Still very tough lady, hah, I think so.’ ‘Good evening, Mr Tankic,’ says Petworth. ‘Felix is engaged tonight,’ says Budgie, ‘And, yearning for
  opera, I succumbed to the attentions of another.’ Tankic grins mischievously, and raises his cigar in salutation: ‘You keep secret?’ he says, ‘A little assignation.’
  ‘And dear Mr Plitplov,’ says Budgie, ‘My second favourite dinner guest.’ ‘Oh, do we meet somewhere before?’ asks Plitplov, slinking obscurely toward the safety
  of the crowd. ‘Only at my drunken table last night,’ says Budgie, ‘Strange how one always meets the people one knows at an opera.’ ‘Who is this?’ whispers
  Lubijova, ‘Who is your friend?’ ‘It’s awfully rude to whisper,’ says Budgie Steadiman, ‘Come into our box. We’re drinking champagne.’ I do not think
  we are expected,’ says Lubijova. ‘In official box, all are expected,’ says Tankic, lifting a velvet curtain, to reveal the dark red gloom of the space inside, and the bright
  lights of the auditorium gleaming beyond. ‘And then we’re going on to a strip club,’ says Budgie, ‘You really must come, Angus. I should love to take you there and strip
  you. Oh, do meet the rest of my party.’ In the darkness of the box, on red plush chairs, two people are sitting, a couple, holding hands. ‘Oh, well, it is the feder man,’ says
  Professor Rom Rum, rising from the darkness and smiling, smart in a tailed evening suit, ‘You enjoy the piece?’ ‘And you must meet . . .’ says Budgie. ‘I have,’
  says Petworth, staring at the other chair, in which sits, not in batik but in a low-cut black gauzed dress, the blonde magical realist novelist Katya Princip.


  



  8 – TOUR.


  I


  In the bright clean early sun of the next morning, Petworth sits amid ferns in the great quiet lobby at the Hotel Slaka, awaiting the arrival of his guide. The arrangements for
  his departure from Slaka have gone competently well. A limping porter has brought down from the gaunt, troubled spaces of his great bedroom the luggage – the blue suitcase, the battered
  briefcase of lectures, the depleted plastic bag that still declares ‘Say Hello to the Good Buys from Heathrow’ – which Petworth has quickly and carelessly packed in the half dawn
  before going down to early breakfast; he has eaten that breakfast, the same breakfast as yesterday, and the day before, though he has made an order for something quite different. He has collected
  his passport from the blue Cosmoplot girl who bustles under the portraits of Marx and Wanko at the great desk in the customless lobby, and it rests hardbacked in his pocket; he has signed the great
  bill that will go to the Mun’stratuu, the cost of his three painful nights. The angled sun falls across the dust and into the red plastic chairs of the lobby, where only a few figures move,
  and where they are just taking down the shutters on the small stall that is marked LUTTU. It falls, too, on the ancient fac¸ades around the quiet square outside, where
  only one or two pink trams move, and even the newspaper seller has not yet begun his work of the day. Petworth sits in his chair and looks out through the great plateglass windows, looking out for
  a sight of the big black car that, according to the programme he also carries in his pocket, will take him off with Lubijova on his journey through the forest, his journey to new lectures, new
  intellectual duties, to the familiar story of his travels. It is good to be moving again; to leave, on a clean new day, Slaka behind, its confusions, its pains, its sadnesses, its treacheries, to
  go back to the life he should never have left.


  In the corner of the square, a big black Russian Volga, with a great grinning grille, comes out of shade into sunlight. It moves slowly, and stops under the hotel portico. In the front is a
  big-necked driver in a grey shirt; in the back sits Lubijova, in the coat in which she had met him at the airport. Lubijova gets out, and waves through the glass; Petworth gets up, and gathers
  together his baggage. ‘Oh, you are ready, really I didn’t expect it,’ she says, coming over to him, swinging her shoulderbag, ‘And do you sign already the bill at the
  desk?’ ‘Yes, I’ve done it,’ says Petworth. ‘And your baggages all here,’ says Lubijova, ‘Today you are very efficient.’ ‘I am,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Well, I think perhaps that means you want to be very good on our trip,’ says Lubijova, ‘I hope it. Of course already I worry about it. You know, Petwurt, you are not
  like my other tourists. But now we are going to be together really for quite a long time. So I think we try a bit to enjoy it, don’t you say so?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth,
  ‘Of course.’ ‘And I understand perhaps you are very sad of last night,’ says Lubijova, ‘You have had a disappointment, I know it. I think I realize very well why you
  are so sick in that nightclub.’ ‘I was sick in the nightclub, was I?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, don’t you remember it?’ asks Lubijova, ‘Do you make your mind a
  nothing? Well, perhaps you are right. Perhaps what is good is a new start for everything. Really we could have a nice time, I believe it. And do you see what a nice sun we have made for you, for
  your journey?’ ‘Yes, it’s a lovely day,’ says Petworth. ‘So, no more things you must do?’ asks Lubijova, ‘You don’t forget some things, your shirt at
  the laundry? You carry your passport? You pay them all your small bills? You pack your suit away? You don’t want to make a nice kiss to the girl at the desk?’ ‘No, thank
  you,’ says Petworth, ‘Yes, I’m ready.’


  ‘So we go,’ says Lubijova, ‘Give me your documents case, and then we can move these baggages by ourselves. Look, it is a very fine car. Now you will ride like an apparatchik. I
  am sorry there are no curtains today for the windows, but even for a famous lecturer there is not always everything. Give this driver your baggages, he will put them away.’ Outside, in the
  sun, the big-necked driver meets them and takes the luggage round to the car’s great bulbous rear. ‘Now, where do you like to sit?’ asks Lubijova, ‘In the front with a view,
  or in the back with your guide?’ ‘Oh, in the back,’ says Petworth. ‘Good,’ says Lubijova, ‘Then I believe you forgive me just a little for being angered of you
  last night. You understand me now, I think. I like to look after you and I am always for your good. I think you have learned a little lesson.’ The big grey driver gets in; it is possible to
  recognize, from the familiar wart on the back of his neck, that this is the same man who, two days ago, took them up the hill to the Restaurant Propp. He turns, and Lubijova nods to him; he sounds
  an unnecessary flourish on a very fancy klaxon, starts the engine, and moves out into the square. ‘So, now for more than a week you are leaving Slaka,’ says Lubijova, ‘Please say
  your goodbye to it. Do you think you will miss it? Perhaps now these things have happened you do not. In any case you go back there again before you turn back to England. Remember, you come back
  for our day of National Rejoicering, before you fly away. You will think it is just for you.’ The car circles the square that Petworth has gazed down on so often from his great balconied
  bedroom, where the raucous nymphs play on the ceiling; now it turns up the narrow street, above which Marx, Lenin and Wanko hang, familiar now, on their wires. Petworth turns back to the square for
  a last view, to see that a big grey truck is stopping in it, in the empty early morning, just below the sign that says SCH’VEPPUU. The great,
  swaying hydraulic arm begins to ascend, with on the platform at the end of it three rocking workmen; then the square goes from sight.


  ‘Plazscu P’rtyuu, you know that,’ says Lubijova, pointing to the left, where the great vacant public open space is just visible, empty except for the guards standing like stone
  round Grigoric’s tomb, ‘Yes, it is pretty, the journey to Glit. The way is through the forest, you will like it. We take perhaps three hours, so I think you relax. You will see many
  things, the real visage of the country. In the big city, that is not the true life of a people. Perhaps all cities are everywhere the same. But always the country is different and more real,
  don’t you say?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, looking out from the car at the usual central boulevard that leads through the city, where the neon signs still flash. ‘Of course
  I will look after you to the best, and explain you what you see,’ says Lubijova, ‘You know I am very good guide. I remind you, I will be with you always, I come everywhere. Also
  don’t forget, on these travels you do not take photographs, unless in the correct places. Especially forbidden to the camera, our industrial projects and our railways engines. They are very
  pretty, but you must not make an image of them. For other things, please ask me first.’ ‘I don’t have a camera,’ says Petworth. ‘Then we do not worry, not a problem.
  So, we ride like a king and queen, and we stay at the nice hotels,’ says Lubijova, as the car speeds on out of the city, passing the university to the left, with its statue of Hrovdat, and
  the great monumental crosses of a roadside cemetery to the right, ‘Don’t you like to wave through the window at all the people? But really there are no people, we are so early. And now
  we nearly leave the city. Over there the power station and the cathedral. Oh, what a pity, I think you didn’t see it.’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, always you are too
  busy,’ says Lubijova, ‘You like to follow a different religion, I have noticed. Well, it is not a matter, it is not so worth a visit.’ ‘No, I suppose not,’ says
  Petworth.


  The black car drives on, at high speed; the bright sun shines. It lights up the cloud of white dust that rises in the air above the cement factory, the plume of orange pollution spurting high
  from the huge ejaculating chimneys of the power station. It lights up the great white cliffs of the high-stacked workers’ apartments, which, blank and repetitious, could well be anywhere in
  the world, except for the distinctly Slakan note of void public space, absence of cars, want of human figures. It lights up the hazy dust storm blowing between the buildings; it lights up the
  rubble and rubbish that is piled in the gutters, looking like the shifted snows of winter. It lights up, in the main road in front of them, a gang of soldiers who, so visible everywhere, are active
  here too, working in their vests on the roadbed, digging out holes and filling them with rocks. Their jackets and guns are spread over the white-trunked trees that line the route; a big military
  truck stands by, with an officer on top of the bonnet. ‘Always you see we are working,’ says Lubijova, ‘Here we make better our roads, always good. And always our industry,
  developing all round you. Here are many great and startling projects.’ Petworth looks round, and sees a large lumber yard, in which vast hoses are spraying outjets of water onto high stacks
  of wood, turning them black. Then, suddenly, peripheral Slaka, a city without suburbs, ceases; there is straight road and brown plain in front of them, and beside the straight road a small wooden
  hut, with many Cyrillic signs on it, and in it a number of the blue armed men. The driver turns and speaks. ‘Tells he must just go to this police post, and report where into the country he
  takes you,’ says Lubijova. The car stops, and the man goes into the post; Lubijova turns to Petworth, smiles, and puts her finger to her nose. ‘Perhaps with him you try to be just a
  little cautious, if you can,’ she says, ‘You know these people, they are such officials, and they make report. See, he comes back, it is all right. And now we take you into the dark
  forest.’


  The black car moves again, up the white straight road that cuts ahead over the dark brown plain; sun splashes into it. In her corner, Lubijova sits, her shoulderbag on her knee; Petworth sinks
  into the limousine’s deep cushions, his head on the crocheted headrest, and gives in to the innocence of sight, the flat pleasure of the unfamiliar world before words and the mind have
  familiarized and named it. ‘Now, do you remember where you make this journey?’ asks Lubijova, ‘I hope you do, it is all written in your paper. Today is Glit. That is a nice place,
  very old, and we spend there three nights of a very old hotel of a typical kind. There is a fine castle and we will go there; also here you speak two lectures at the university, you know what they
  are. Then is Saturday and we leave, to Nogod. This is also a good place, of course it is, because we have there a whole weekend and we would not want to make a weekend in a bad place. There will be
  some amusements, I expect, and you find there a lake with fishes. We go there with a train, because this driver must turn back before then to be with his wife. On Monday you make also two lectures,
  and then to Provd by another train. Provd is different, you will impress. It is a part of our country that had some backward people and was very silly, but now they make many remarkable new
  projects. You will see them. Here also two lectures. Then on the night in Wednesday, we take a plane, because it is quick, and come back here again to Slaka, so you can see the National
  Rejoicerings. Rejoicerings?’ ‘Rejoicings,’ says Petworth, ‘Celebrations.’ ‘Well, permit please just one little mistake,’ says Lubijova, ‘You know
  usually I am always translating you very well. I hope you are glad of it, now I am with you always.’ ‘I am indeed,’ says Petworth.


  The sun shines in, the great car speeds across the wide flat plain, which spreads out toward a distant horizon; here, faintly seen, are the mountains toward which they are heading. If landscapes
  have the variety of paintings, some coloured and warm, some plain and pastelled, thinks Petworth, staring out, then this is a landscape of very limited palate: matt, abstract, simplified, almost
  black and white. Few things move in it; there are no hedges or divisions. Wide tracts of green-brown space spread everywhere; in sheens of light, water sits in moraines and marshes. ‘The
  Vronopian plain, very typical,’ says Lubijova at his side, ‘Also I think a little bit dull. Quite different are the forests and the mountains, where all our visitors like to come. You
  will enjoy them very much.’ Heat and stillness prevail; on the green-brown land, a few white specks wander, the small ducks that move everywhere; occasionally great static flocks of white and
  brown sheep appear, guarded by single, rigid, upright human figures, shepherds who in their black suits and white shirts somehow resemble Methodist lay readers. The heat grows; Petworth begins to
  nod. ‘Here more duckses,’ says Lubijova, tugging at his arm, ‘And do you remember the word for it? Do you get proficient now in our language?’ ‘Crak’akuu,’
  says Petworth. ‘Oh, you are very good,’ says Lubijova, ‘What a pity that in the towns we go to those words are no good.’ ‘No good?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, we
  have so many languages here,’ says Lubijova, ‘Don’t you know it? We are such a mixed people, all different. Of course our government likes very much to help and give us one
  language so we can talk all to one another. I am sorry, this plain is perhaps too long, but it will be very interesting in one hour. Perhaps you like to make now a little sleep, and I will wake you
  when you are in nice place? I think you are very tired of last night.’ ‘I am, rather,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Of course,’ says Lubijova, ‘You had only a very small time at your bed. Perhaps you know now it was not such a good idea to go there to that club, when is finished the oper.
  But of course you must go, of course you must listen to your lady friend.’ ‘Who?’ asks Petworth. ‘Petwurt, you know who,’ says Lubijova, ‘Your new lady friend,
  the wild English one who goes with Tankic. Who is she? Where do you meet her?’ ‘Oh, that’s Mrs Steadiman,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, she is his wife?’ cries Lubijova,
  ‘Really he likes to marry her? Then I think both of you do not choose your ladies very well, she is not such good friend. Once it is famous that all the British are reservated, but not any
  more, I think.’ ‘She is quite energetic,’ says Petworth. ‘Energetic, yes, I think so,’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, she nearly makes you some very bad trouble. But
  perhaps you think it is nice to visit a prison.’ ‘Not at all,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, I think you nearly did it, last night,’ says Lubijova, ‘You know, Petwurt,
  to me, you are such a strange man. Always you are making yourself problems that are ridiculous and no one knows how to help you. How can I understand you?’ ‘It seems very understandable
  to me,’ says Petworth. ‘But don’t you think of anything serious?’ asks Lubijova, ‘But, no, I suppose you think it is nicer to go to a topless.’ ‘A topless
  what?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of course, that topless club where the strip lady makes the dance of the seven scarves. And you are taking one of those scarves to give to your energetic English
  lady, and the policemen make you turn it back to her.’ ‘I did that?’ asks Petworth. ‘You don’t remenber it?’ asks Lubijova. ‘No,’ says Petworth,
  ‘Was it before or after I was sick?’ ‘Oh, before,’ says Lubijova, ‘It is lucky you were sick only after those policemen take you outside. When you had poured your
  drink all over the suit of poor Professor Rum.’ ‘I poured drink over Professor Rum?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of course you were angry,’ says Lubijova, ‘You did not like
  him to leave with your good friend the lady writer. You are lucky he understands it, and likes to be gracious and forget about it. Also that Mr Tankic knows so well those policemen, and comes with
  you when they take you in the police van to your hotel. Or perhaps you would not now be here with me.’


  In front of them the driver, with his square neck, sits solidly. Evidently he possesses some kind of élite or official status; for, when he sounds his curious klaxon, cars draw to the
  side to let him pass, horse-drawn carts tug suddenly to a halt, even peasants leap into the ditches, under their own volition. Occasionally the unobligingness of one of the drivers of the few cars
  he passes offends him; he sticks a baton through the window, draws to a halt, and walks back to speak to the errant owner. ‘You see he likes to treat you as very special guest,’ says
  Lubijova, ‘Don’t you think you should be responsible?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, desperately delving in memory to try to recover the events of the previous late evening.
  He remembers some things: the departure in a crowd from the great warm womb of the opera house; the group of welldressed uncertain people standing in the warm street, disputing where to go next;
  the cramped taxi ride, with a backside imprinted on his knee; the dim dull cellar of a state nightclub, a cellar and nothing more, where the people sit on iron chairs at plastic tables, drinking a
  warm light beer, the only drink on offer; a limp floorshow, with a gloomy Fifties singer in a pink ballgown, a choir of ten militiamen singing upliftingly in close harmony in their uniforms, and
  yes, one small blonde strip artiste, slowly and artistically removing gauzy veils from her thin body to the drum-rolls of a besuited, bespectacled threepiece band, and wearing, in addition to her
  diaphanous harem costume, a large earthenware pot on the top of her head. He remembers more: the disappointment when the seventh veil around the thin thighs is about to fall, and the lights cut,
  leaving only, in some bleak and deceitful exchange, one single spotlight which illuminates no longer the girl, who has disappeared into total blackness, but the earthenware pot, which wobbles,
  teeters, is steadied by a momentary hand, held upright, and the act ends. But the faces of his company are hard to recover, though he suspects that round the table were a laughing Budgie, a
  grinning Tankic, a silent Rum, a withdrawn Princip, an icy Lubijova, with only Plitplov having neglected to come.


  The driver turns and says something: ‘Tells here in this village there is a different name for a goat,’ says Lubijova, ‘And look now, here start our dark forests, very green.
  Also some mountains you cannot see so well, because there comes now a fog, but do not worry, I will describe you. Now do you see what a nice tour we make? And now is not so far to Glit. Don’t
  you like it?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, looking out at a small huddled settlement of unpainted wooden houses, and the rising forested hills, and a hazy solid mass beyond, ‘So
  what else happened, last night?’ ‘Really you don’t remember it?’ asks Lubijova, ‘Well, perhaps you must ask your energetic friend. I do not think she is the best for
  you. Really, in my country, it is not so polite, if a stripteasing is just a little bit boring, to stand up in a club and make a better one yourself.’ ‘She did that?’ asks
  Petworth. ‘And you helped her,’ says Lubijova, ‘Why do you think are coming all those policemen? I don’t think it is a wonder your lady-writer disappoints, and is sad, and
  likes to leave.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth, ‘She left then, did she?’ ‘She tried it,’ says Lubijova, ‘And then you tried it to stop her. Naturally
  Professor Rum speaks to you, he is her protector. And then you are very noisy and asking for a fight of him. I did not think it of you, Comrade Petwurt. Of course I know you are jealous and you
  like to think she likes you. But I do not think it was so intelligent to do this, do you?’ ‘Well, no,’ says Petworth. ‘Don’t miss please our forest, it is very
  good,’ says Lubijova, ‘Our tourists enjoy it very much. And here still live, do you know, the wolfs and the wild pigs. Strange things happen here, don’t you wish you could get out
  to look? But, of course, you cannot. We must go on.’ ‘Quite,’ says Petworth, ‘And what happened then?’ ‘Oh, you poured your drink, and the policemen taked you
  outside,’ says Lubijova, ‘And that is how you go to your hotel, not a very good way for a visiting lecturer.’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘And Katya? She went with
  Professor Rum?’ ‘Oh, Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, ‘Don’t you understand it, I have always been right. I have told you it is not so wise to like so much this lady. Well,
  now you know that one is not what she seems. She is strange, well, of course, she is a writer. Now, over there, the Storkian mountains, do you see? Many people like to come there in the summer to
  make the trails of horseback, and in the winter to make ski. I wish you could see them better, but one day you will come back.’


  The road, lined with thicket and trees, now climbs a rocky defile, reaches a peak, stares down into a deep gorge. In the black car, high in the dark forest, Petworth stares into one too.
  ‘She is not what she seems?’ he asks. ‘I try to make you understand,’ says Lubijova, ‘And I think she does also, with her story of the witch.’ ‘I
  see,’ says Petworth. ‘And last night you are very silly,’ says Lubijova, ‘And she will not like to see you again. Oh, Petwurt, I am sorry for you, I know how you like to
  think. She is free, she is courageous, she is a good woman who waits just for you. But really you know nothing, about our life here, what it is like, how we must live. Perhaps she does like you, it
  could be so. But to survive here, that is not simple, when we must always be reliable. And I think even your friend likes to survive, that is why she needs her protector, why she goes with
  Professor Rum. Of course he is a little bit dull, a little bit old, perhaps nothing much there in the bed. But he is important man in the academy, and also very high in the party, and with our
  Politburo. People need such friends, who can look after them very well. Perhaps you think you can do it, but I don’t think so.’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘We have a saying
  in my country,’ says Lubijova. ‘Some advance on their knees, others on their backs,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, do you know it?’ says Lubijova, ‘Perhaps you say it in
  your country too. But you must understand her position.’ ‘Very well,’ says Petworth. ‘She is artist, a little bit rebel,’ says Lubijova, ‘She likes to take a
  chance, perhaps not too much, or she would not be success. But you must ask why they permit her to write those books. Always there is a reason. Do you know what we call that here?’
  ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, courage with the permission of the police,’ says Lubijova, ‘And to have it you must be always clever. And now you know why those two are
  always needing each other.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, staring down into the deep gorge that drops away from them beside the road.


  ‘So I hope now you understand something,’ says Lubijova, ‘Why always we see them together. Of course it is a very good exchange. He likes her charms, and recommends everywhere
  her work; think how nice for him to be seen with a person who is beautiful and respected, and has a great talent and a little courage. And for her, well, she is safe, you should please. It is not
  so strange, such things happen in all countries.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And so they go together, always, in the oper, in the theatre; even at an official lunch for an
  important foreign visitor, like Comrade Petwurt.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And there you make a meeting,’ says Lubijova, ‘And who knows, perhaps she is a little
  bored, perhaps he has made a bad love, perhaps it is important to show that she is not one of those bureaucrats at all. So she makes a friend of you, and everyone notices. But of course it must
  have its purpose.’ ‘What purpose?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, look down there, how far,’ cries Lubijova, suddenly clutching Petworth’s arm, ‘Of course that is
  expert driver, but I still frighten. This is bad road, and there are many accidents.’ Petworth looks down from the road that narrows, dips, bends, turns this way and that in great hairpin
  bends that slowly bring them toward the green base of the great gorge below them. ‘It’s all right,’ he says, patting the hand on his arm. ‘Oh, Petwurt, I regret,’ says
  Lubijova, looking at him, ‘I hope you don’t disappoint with what I tell you, I think you do. Perhaps you have made some feelings about it that are a bit indiscreet. Well, please, I
  think you try to forget them. Perhaps already things begin to change. Perhaps Professor Rum is not so powerful, perhaps is time to make some new friends, there are changes now in our country.
  Always it is well to know someone new as well as someone who is old. But I don’t think that new one can really be you, Petwurt. Do you think you can really help a person like that?’
  ‘Well, no, of course I can’t,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, what a shame, poor Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, looking at him, her thin white hands clutching her shoulderbag,
  ‘You come, you find your sexual princess, and then, what a pity, she is more complicate than you thought. Well, you know, people are strange in all countries, you must expect that. And in
  another place such signs are not easy to read. That is why you have with you a guide, I think, to read the signs. Oh, look, this famous waterfall, do you see it? Do you know what we call it? The
  waterfall of the virgin. I don’t know why, there are none in my country. But it is very pretty.’


  A great blind bend comes up in front of them; as they approach it, the big-necked driver suddenly turns his head, and begins to talk. ‘Always they do this,’ says Lubijova, ‘I
  interpret you. Tells we are almost to Glit. Tells you will see it when we are come across the next hill.’ Round the bend, down the twisting slope, and into the bottom of the gorge the huge
  black Volga goes; then it ascends again, climbing up till it reaches a new summit. From the summit there is a view; another large gorge, with thickly wooded slopes, and in the romantic landscape
  high houses, huddled together, red and gold roofs, a castle up on an eminence, with sharp, pencil-like towers. ‘Oh, do you see it, Glit?’ asks Lubijova, ‘Now we are really in
  another place. You know, everything is different, the people, the language, even the foods. Do you know this place was once very famous, more than Slaka? Here came all the trade, many secret
  spices, some from Tashkent, carpets from the Turk, silk from the east. Always we like to tell many stories about Glit. It is very nice, always I like this town. Of course there is a fine socialist
  reorganization, but it is still not so very different from the old time. Naturally, many tourists like to come here for our fine mountains and valleys, and also the beautiful altarpieces of the
  churches. But you do not interest in those. Also there are many opportunities of leisures both in the country and in the town.’ ‘I’m sure,’ says Petworth. ‘We say,
  those who see Glit always come back,’ says Lubijova, ‘Look now please, the gateway of the town, very old. Over there a tower with a gold roof that is very interesting. A lady in a
  typical dress of the region. Notice the balconies in the style of the Turk. They tell of Glit that outside every house hangs one pot of flowers, and those flowers are the souls of those inside.
  Look into the rooms, you see some women ply at old trades. Now the market place, how those peasants love to sell the fruit and the flowers. Don’t you like?’ ‘It’s very
  attractive,’ says Petworth.


  ‘Of course not all is old here,’ says Lubijova, ‘There is a new town with a universitet and a technic, you will see it tomorrow. But today I think you like to enjoy just this
  nice town. Here a river, isn’t it clean and deep, as always in the mountains. Our people like to fish here, what a pity you do not do it. And here, look now, it is our hotel, I hope you like.
  It is very ancient and very typical.’ There is a carillon from the klaxon, and the big black Volga halts outside the small low building, which has a restaurant garden, filled with umbrellas,
  overlooking the deep rushing river. Taking their luggage inside, they go into a low shady room; at the desk there is no girl in Cosmoplot uniform, but an old woman in a headscarf. ‘She likes
  please your passport and my permission of travel,’ says Lubijova, ‘Of course I stay here too. Now, go with that boy, he takes you to your room, I will attend all these papers.’
  Petworth is led along a corridor to a room, a small clean room, with a very narrow bed, a quiet innocent room with no misery attached, where nothing has yet happened. He puts down his luggage;
  water is splashing outside the window, the gurgle of the local river, quieter than Slakan traffic, a small hint of something closer to peace, though Petworth does not quite feel entirely peaceful.
  Putting away his battered briefcase, unpacking his blue suitcase, he remembers that there is an historical world, and that history means trouble. There is a knock at the door of his room: ‘It
  is Mari, your guide,’ says a voice, ‘That room is good for you? It makes you comfortable?’ ‘It’s very nice,’ says Petworth, opening the door. ‘Not so big,
  like in Slaka,’ says Marisja, looking around, ‘But for the country it is nice. Mine is just like it, but you have a river. Well, my dear Petwurt, you have an afternoon, all free. What
  do you like to do? You can make a tour by your own, or if you like it I can guide you somewhere. I would like to show you a castle, if you want it.’ ‘Please,’ says Petworth.
  ‘It is high,’ says Lubijova, ‘But I think you are still quite young. Please to finish your unpack and then you will find me in the lobby.’


  When they go out of the hotel, Lubijova takes him by the arm. ‘The car has gone, you see, that Volga,’ she says, ‘We are not his only work. And so we are together by ourselves.
  You know, always I like this town.’ And indeed Glit seems a likeable town, with old balconied houses, narrow streets busy with people, high stone towers, squares crammed with old trucks and
  horse-drawn carts. Girls walk by in bright peasant costume; men sit by the walls on sacks. They begin to mount stone steps that lead them above the town: ‘Now we go up quite a long
  way,’ says Lubijova, ‘Show me you can do that without a gasp.’ But Petworth is gasping by the time they reach the cracked old wooden doors of the castle, flanked by two worn stone
  lions: ‘Well, perhaps you are not so fit,’ says Lubijova, pulling at a bell, ‘But then of course you are a scholar. Does he come? Yes, he comes.’ An old man in felt slippers
  opens the door, to admit them into a cobbled courtyard. ‘You know he tells we are the only ones?’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, it is late for the tours. Now I explain you this castle.
  Once there were many rulers from elsewhere who liked to oppress us. They liked to live in this castle that looks at the city and watch what the people did. If they made some money, these men took
  some. If they had nice wives or daughters, also they took them. Look, here is a well, very deep. But you must not drink the water of it, do you know why? It is because here were dropped the people
  of the town who were not so good, who did not like to pass away their wives or their daughters or their gelt, their coins. Throw down a stone, see how deep. Yes, they were very bad, those people.
  It was not so nice to live when they were here. But the people had their secret, it was inside them, they knew those big proud rulers in their fine clothes were not real. They had just invented
  themselves and they could blow away in the air. And they blew away, and they are dead. And now the people have this castle, which they can enjoy, and because those bad people left one good thing,
  we can forgive them just a little. But not too much, just a little.’


  There are great towers going up into the air; up on the towers, pigeons coo, dropping their detritus onto history. ‘Over here, Petwurt,’ says Lubijova, ‘This is, what do you
  say, the lattice?’ ‘The latrine,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, in case you do not think it, here you see that some things in the world are improved,’ says Lubijova,
  ‘You would not like to make business in that. I think now we go inside, and then I take you up a tower. Here a capella, notice please the altarpiece. A very good carver has made it. Do you
  recognize his subject? This is Saint Michael, see how he battles with the worm.’ ‘The worm?’ says Petworth. ‘What do you like to call it?’ asks Marisja. ‘A
  dragon,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, we teach something to each other,’ says Marisja, ‘It is a dragon. Next time I shall be better guide. And here in the glass tomb, what do you
  call it? Is it a skillet?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, looking into an exposed tomb, cased with bubbled glass, in which there lies a skull, a ribcage, a bone system, all still clad in
  the tatters of some ancient finery, the scraps of a dusty feathered hat, embroidered coat and waistcoat, frogged trousers, high boots, ‘A skillet’s something you cook with. This is a
  skeleton.’ ‘What a pity he has no one now to mend his cloths,’ says Marisja, ‘But, you know, I think he lies there to teach you something. I hope you learn, or for all these
  years he has been wasting his time.’ ‘I think I get the point,’ says Petworth. ‘Over here, the nose mummy of a saint in a case,’ says Marisja, ‘And then we go up
  a tower that is very nice.’ From the tower, there is an oceanic, pastoral horizon to look at, with waving treetops. ‘Well,’ says Marisja, when they reach the top, ‘My dear
  Mr Petwurt, I think today you have seen really a castle. Not like the other time, when you made your tour in a different place. Oh, don’t worry, I am not going to ask you more about your day
  with the lady writer. I think here we like to forget her. And it is easy, with such a nice view.’


  Later, as the sun has begun to fade, they go back down toward the old town of Glit. ‘Do you like to eat something?’ asks Marisja, ‘I know near here a place you will like. You
  can try in it the special eatings of Glit.’ In a back street, they find a small old restaurant, with low ceilings; a good many people occupy its tables. The occupiers are, it seems, tourists,
  for some are talking in German, some in what Petworth thinks is Bulgarian; they are tourists not of Petworth’s kind, but those for whom travel has something to do with pleasure and desire,
  and they are happy, happiness being what tourists are supposed to have. The menu comes, and a familiar litany begins. ‘Now, what do you like?’ Marisja asks, ‘Here is the veal of a
  sheep, or do you like to eat a brain? Here a soup with feet in it, and here a typical thing of the place, a cream with a cumber made of the chords of the yurt.’ Petworth stares at the written
  list, but the words are new again, and his head is tired, from a sleepless night, an uphill walk, a rural air, a beating sun. The pleasure of the strange is not what it was: ‘An ordinary soup
  and a plain omelette,’ he says. ‘Oh, Petwurt, I disappoint,’ says Marisja, ‘I thought you came to enjoy all our customs? You told me that, do you remember it, right when I
  met you at the airport, and you wanted my embrace? But perhaps you do not delight yourself so much now? Perhaps you don’t like my country?’ ‘Of course I do,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Do you know how you look?’ asks Lubijova, ‘Like a girl who sulks because her love had gone wrong. You like to be British, so polite, but really you are very obvious. Well, I
  shall take a brain. I like to enjoy myself. You know this is a very special experience for me?’ ‘Is it?’ asks Petworth, ‘Why?’


  ‘If you knew just a little my country, you would understand, but, poor Petwurt, really you don’t know very much about the world outside your head, I think. Here it is not so easy to
  travel around, and stay in a provincial hotel, and eat like this in a typical restaurant. You must be a very good person with an excellent file at the police, and you must get a certain permission.
  Well, dear Mr Petwurt, I have an excellent file, and you are my permission. If you like to disappoint now, well, please do it, but don’t want me to share it. I like to make a very good time.
  I know you travel a lot, it is all ordinary; this, for you, but it is special for me. Don’t forget, I am not some lady writer. I don’t have a great courage, just a very dull life at
  Slaka. I do not have admiring lovers and a famous academician who watches out always for me. I do not write and imagine wonderful things, I just make some interpretations, and read some menus for
  you, and keep you away from bad troubles. And I hope you don’t think that is so easy, do you? So I shall have a brain and, if you want a good advice from your guide who tries always to help
  you, you will forget this lady. She is well looked after.’ ‘Looked after?’ asks Petworth, ‘Has something happened to her?’ ‘I don’t think so,’ says
  Marisja Lubijova, ‘But perhaps she makes some travels too. She has some little troubles you have helped her with. Our writers’ union has a fine summer house on Lake Katuruu. Perhaps she
  likes to go there. It is very peaceful and there she can meet some more writers and discuss there her obligations in a clear and constructive way. She will be very well there and you do not need
  even to think about it.’ ‘She’s been sent there?’ asks Petworth. ‘I don’t know,’ says Marisja, ‘Perhaps she remains still in Slaka. They do not tell
  me these things. Oh, here is the waitress to take an order. Do you like to make it, in the language of Glit? No, all right, I interpret you, I will do it.’


  The waitress who takes the order wears under her white apron a hidden black purse, so that she looks pregnant with money. A single candle lights the table, shining on the ringless long white
  hands, the pale face and blue eyelids, of Marisja Lubijova. ‘I am naughty, I order you a brain,’ she says, ‘Now, do you please forget altogether this lady. I don’t think you
  saw a real person, any more than a real castle. A lady like that is very strange. I know a little bit her story, you remember I gave you her book, do you still have it? You know she has had many
  husbands, did she tell you so? One was a famous man, a minister, everyone here knew of him, he was popular. Well, one day, this man, he shot himself.’ ‘I see,’ says Petworth,
  ‘How did it happen?’ ‘I don’t know, I don’t know everything,’ says Marisja, ‘But they are happy together, always in public, and then one day no more. She
  is not with him, then she makes a book, and it is accepted. On the day it is in the bookstore, that man sits at his desk in his very nice dacha, for he is a successful man, and he has somewhere a
  gun, and he puts it up here and he shoots his head. Who knows why? A marriage is a very secret thing. We do not know who is betrayed, or how. Perhaps even it was not at home, perhaps at work, in
  the Party. But now she is a famous writer and all want her book, and he is not a minister or anything else. It is not your world, Petwurt.’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Always you
  are so intense and sad,’ says Lubijova, ‘Well, that is your privilege. Or perhaps it is the privilege of your people. You expect certain things, like an American, well, we are not the
  same. We know we have a duty to make some useful lives, and we can be content. You are not content, I think. You do not know why you are in the world, do you?’ ‘I suppose not,’
  says Petworth.


  ‘Oh, my dear Petwurt, you are so strange,’ says Marisja Lubijova, laughing at him in the candlelight, ‘Always you are smoking and drinking and taking black coffee and looking
  at the girls. Oh, yes, I have seen you, you look so, at all the ones who are nice. And here of course there are many to look at. Our girls are highly pretty and they are feminine without being
  victims of an oppression. I think this is why Englishmen always like them and want to marry them, now and again.’ ‘I expect so,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, my dear, I think you are
  a man of many vice,’ says Marisja, ‘And do you get a great pleasure of your pleasure?’ ‘Not particularly,’ says Petworth. ‘No, always you are looking for
  something, I feel it,’ says Marisja, ‘But I don’t know at all what it is.’ ‘Neither do I,’ says Petworth. ‘Do you know what I think?’ asks Lubijova,
  ‘I think you have come here to make yourself some guilt. That is why you have come. Well, you have chosen the right place. Here they will be pleased always to hear your confession. I think
  some people know that already, don’t you?’ ‘Who?’ asks Petworth. ‘Your good old friend,’ says Lubijova, ‘Your Plitplov.’ ‘I’d forgotten
  him,’ says Petworth. ‘He will not let you,’ says Lubijova, ‘After all, he knows so well your wife. What does he know? What does he find out about you?’ ‘I
  don’t know,’ says Petworth. ‘You don’t like to tell,’ says Marisja, ‘You know I am your friend.’ ‘I really don’t know,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Well, marriage is a secret thing, we do not know who is betrayed, or how,’ says Lubijova, ‘Perhaps it is so secret that those who are there do not know it. But I hope you do not
  trust him, this Plitplov.’


  They sit at their table, in another country; the aproned waitress comes to them with a bottle of wine. ‘And you, are you married?’ asks Petworth, as the waitress applies a knife to
  the top of the bottle. ‘Oh, me?’ asks Lubijova, looking up, ‘Do you think so? Why do you think it?’ ‘Your name, Lubijova,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, no, it does
  not mean that,’ says Marisja, ‘It means I am a woman. Which I think you noticed, I believe you notice women. Well, I am one of those. It is my maiden’s name.’ ‘So
  you’re not married,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, it is possible,’ says Lubijova, ‘Often when we marry we keep our maiden’s name. If you like to change it, you must
  stand in a line for many hours. So perhaps I am married.’ ‘But are you?’ asks Petworth. ‘You are very interested, of a sudden,’ says Marisja, ‘Well, I am and I
  am not.’ ‘That makes it much clearer,’ says Petworth. ‘You see, once I was, not any more,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘When I am student, I marry a boy who liked to
  be a doctor.’ ‘Are you divorced?’ asks Petworth. ‘No, do you know what that boy did?’ asks Marisja, ‘He was very political, his father was high in the Party. So
  as a doctor he went away to Vietnam, to help those people against imperialism. And I stay here and make my examen with your Plitplov.’ ‘And what happened?’ asks Petworth.
  ‘Of course he died,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘Not with a bullet, he caught a small something that was not so small, and he was not such a good doctor to make better himself. And
  this is what happened to him, and also to me.’ ‘I’m sorry,’ says Petworth. ‘No, it was not such a close relation, we were two students who studied together,’
  says Marisja, ‘But close enough that I have small son. You must come a bit close for that.’ ‘A son,’ says Petworth, ‘Don’t you miss him when you travel like
  this?’


  ‘Not so much,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘You see, this is my work, and we like to put first our work here. I am interpreter, I like my job, I think I do it quite nicely. Of
  course one pays a little price. But it is good to make travels. I go quite often, I am one of those you see in the dolmetsch boxes, in the congresses, with the headsets. Four channels, you click
  so, Russian, German, English, French. No one notices you, you make the world happen.’ ‘And what happens to your son?’ ‘So many questions,’ says Lubijova, laughing,
  ‘Here we have very good families. The world is hard but we are close. He lives at a certain apartment where is my mother. She likes to look to him, she is happy. He goes to a kindergarten, he
  is happy. They teach him to march up and down like a soldier in the square. I come home and I bring good things. When I am not with you, do you know what I am doing? I am finding a line, buying
  some tins, perhaps some toilet paper. Or there are some nice jams from a hotel. Our lives at home are not so bad, but you do not see them. And this is why my son plays now with his toys in Slaka,
  and I am happy in a restaurant of Glit here with you. This wine, you like it?’ ‘I do,’ says Petworth. ‘Yes, it is not so bad, it is of this region,’ says Lubijova,
  looking at him with her pale face and dark hair across the table, ‘Well, now we have made an exchange. On the first night I have found out about you. You like to travel, you like the darks.
  And now you have found out about me. So I think we make again a little toast. Do you think you remember how to do it?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, lifting his glass. ‘Oh, Petwurt,
  no, it is not like that,’ says Lubijova, laughing, ‘You have forgotten. I hope you have not forgotten all those lessons you learn in my country.’ ‘No,’ says
  Petworth.


  ‘Now,’ says Lubijova, looking hard at him, ‘Put up the glass, then the eyes. Remember you must be always very sincere. I like you, you are fine, I want you in my bed, my dear.
  Think it very hard, can you do it? I hope so. Of course you can, see, you look at me in just the right way. I am glad, your time here has after all not been waste, I was beginning to think so. But
  perhaps now you begin to learn something. So, my friend: what toast? To your tour in the countryside. No, that is not so good a toast, far too ordinary. Do you remember the other? Zu frolukuu
  daragayuu?’ ‘What’s that?’ asks Petworth. ‘Yes, you forget everything,’ says Marisja, laughing, ‘Of course, to the beautiful ladies. This time sincerely.
  To the ones you met already, also the ones perhaps you meet now. And for your sake, I hope these will be the better ones.’ The chatter chatters in multilingua from the surrounding tables; the
  waitress comes with a nameless soup made of dairy products. They eat the meal, while the candle gutters; they walk back through the darkness in the narrow streets of Glit to their hotel. ‘If
  you’d like one more drink,’ says Petworth, just outside the entrance, ‘I still have my duty-free whisky.’ ‘Oh, you want to make some more toast?’ cries Marisja,
  ‘Well, in my country it is our custom to drink and talk very late, discussing the fine concepts until we are stupid. But, my dear, I think tonight, not. You must be very tired, and I am also.
  And tomorrow your lecture must be good. Also, don’t forget it, we have many more times together. Yes, I think really you will need your bottle, in some more days, but not now.’ They go
  inside the illlit lobby and part. Soon, in the clean narrow bed, by the gurgling river, Petworth sleeps. In a dream, there is despair: he is looking for a word for a thing, but he does not know
  what the thing is, because the word will not come. There is a desire to incorporate, to make what is outside inside; and it seems that a body is there, a body that presses itself against him, puts
  something to his mouth. But when he wakes in the darkness, he is alone, with the water running outside, in the tight narrow bed.


  II


  Over the days that follow, Petworth finds himself once more in a quite familiar world, following a quite familiar course. He is a visiting lecturer again, with a busy life:
  events come and go away, and so do the people in them, none of them characters in the world historical sense. A small battered car with a faceless student driver in it comes to the hotel in the
  morning, to take him and his guide through the streets of Glit and out to the campus of the university, a new university, out of town on a scoured and treeless hill. The pourers of concrete have
  poured and poured; the buildings sit straight and squat in the rounded mountain landscape. Like most new universities, it is, inside, a place of exposed pipes and frankly steaming ducts, and with
  numbers instead of names on all the doors. He walks along corridors where posters flap and the tiles have begun to crack; a small professor, a shy man called Professor Vlic, appears from behind a
  bookstack and greets him. ‘And your poetic laureate? It is still the excellent John Masefield?’ asks Professor Vlic, leading him into a very tiny study, with three miniature easy chairs
  and a coffee table, ‘I always please to see a visitor from Britain. And your British disease, you still have it? Or does it go away and everyone likes again to work? Your Iron Lady, how does
  she? Does she perform, does she make her miracle?’ It is lecture talk, and Petworth talks it; Professor Vlic dispenses coffee from a coffee-maker; a canary in a cage hangs tweeting from the
  bookcase. ‘We hope you stay with us all day, we like to use you,’ says Professor Vlic, ‘In the morning I allow you an hour and some questions. I make a short speech to introduce,
  just some nice things of you. Our students perhaps not like yours, a little quiet, it is not their language. Of course they look forward much to your conference. You have your paper, do we go
  there?’


  A little later, Petworth finds himself in a great auditorium, which rakes backward into gloom and darkness; smudged student faces sit there, gloomy too. At the back, at the end of a row, sits a
  man who is holding up a newspaper, P’rtyuu Populatuuu; for a moment Petworth thinks of Plitplov, but Glit, surely, is too far away for even that mobile man. A line of short stout lady
  professors sits in the front row, thinking Marxist thoughts and knitting. At the podium, a long introduction unfolds from Professor Vlic, in the language he still does not know, though a name
  roughly resembling his own sounds now and again, as, it seems, Petworthim does this, Petwortha once did that. The desks creak, and there is a wind blowing through the room. Taking a lecture from
  his briefcase, a piece on the difference between ‘I don’t have’ and ‘I haven’t got’ which has won some international acclaim, Petworth goes to the podium and
  begins to speak. The faces here seem darker, browner than they were in Slaka; the man with the newspaper does not put it down. The faces strive to look as if they are listening; at the end of the
  lecture there is only one question. ‘I believe Marx was very pleased with the British Darwin because he destroys the telegogu and establishes at last a critical Utopia,’ says one of the
  ladies in the front row, putting down her knitting; ‘I believe so,’ says Petworth. At the end of the session, when Petworth is led out, the students all stand up, except for the man
  with the newspaper. ‘I hope you take some lunch with us and we make a dialogi,’ says Professor Vlic, ‘Most of our professors are women, as you see, and they have very good ideas
  and also some babies, so their day is difficult. Perhaps you talk to them now and this afternoon.’


  Petworth is taken through the tiled corridors to the cafeteria, where he eats a cold bad lunch of a familiar kind off a tray at a plastic-topped table: ‘And do you believe, as Boehme did,
  that there is one deep level of speech that sounds below all languages?’ asks one of the short, stout lady professors. ‘I enjoy very much your bog,’ says another of the lady
  professors. ‘My bog?’ says Petworth. ‘Your excellent bog,’ says the lady, ‘Of course I have read it.’ In the afternoon, there is a faculty seminar, where the
  short stout lady professors continue with their knitting and their thoughts. ‘Tell me please, Prifusorru Patwat,’ says one of the ladies, ‘You know perhaps that somewhere at
  around the dawn of our experimental century arosed a crucial question, not first time, but dominating all since; that question I refer is so. What is the relation between the objective and
  historical world, which our scientists and men of physics view as reality, and the inward world of the seer, do you say perceiver, the psychic ego, from which place only may such a world be known?
  As you know, the reconciliations of these thoughts have been many, from Hegel to Marx to Freud and your own Wittgenstein, who was not yours truly. Now, do you tell me, how do you reconcile this
  ultimating question?’ ‘Also,’ asks another lady, ‘Do you think it is possible to reconcile the reception-aesthetic of an Iser with a Lukacsian Hegelianism?’ Perhaps we
  should leave Petworth for a moment and find the toilet as he deals with these questions, and other such matters that, in seminar rooms throughout the world, faculties discuss with visiting
  speakers: the poverty of the library; the folly of the university administration; the lunacy of a ministry that institutes an educational reform but fails to have it ready when term starts, so that
  the students are not told and the books do not come and classes must be cancelled and the students protest and the police come and the poor faculty are compelled to remain at home working on their
  own research. ‘You have given us excellent afternoon and I like if you please to dine you this evening,’ says Professor Vlic, as he leads Petworth out of the seminar room and toward the
  battered car, in which, after going back once for his briefcase, and again to collect the offprint of an article by one of the lady professors, Petworth retums to his small old hotel by the
  river.


  So Petworth works, by the day, by the evening. That night at eight, Professor Vlic comes to the hotel with a gloomy elderly lady. ‘My wife,’ he says, ‘She does not speak at all
  English. She will sit very quietly. She has a magazine.’ ‘Won’t it be boring for her?’ asks Petworth, at the table under the umbrella by the river. ‘Not at all,’
  says Professor Vlic, ‘She eats. And perhaps your guide will say some things to her. I hope you have tried all our nice foods, very good in Glit. There is a typical thing, a cream of cucumber
  made with the chords of a yog, or do you like perhaps to eat a brain? I hope you try our things. And how is your monetarism? You think it is working? I think now money is not making sense any more.
  All our economies are wrong, capitalist and socialist. Of course our disasters are more rational, we plan them better. And yet everywhere people seem to have some riches. New clothes, a television
  receptor, perhaps a little car. Even our people here have many possessions. But I wonder, do these things represent what truly we desire, or does money make us take them? I have an apartment to sit
  in, a car to go in, am I happier man? I do not laugh any more, my worries are bigger. You have been in United States?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Is it as Tennessee Williams
  portrays, a decadent nation?’ asks Professor Vlic, ‘Always people lying in hot tubs? And everyone divorcing to be singles? Did you take an analyst while you are there, to get your head
  straight? It looks quite a straight head to me. Did you go to a sex shop? And what do you buy there, I don’t even know what they sell. Do they have topless seminars now in the universities,
  the topless physics, the topless mathematic? How is your ego and your id? Look, I now recommend the cake eskimo. It is a specialism of this place. If you like, I will ask them for it.’
  ‘Thank you,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, so sorry,’ says Professor Vlic, after a long conversation with a sad waiter, ‘It is eaten all. A fruit instead, perhaps? He has one
  orange.’


  It has been a usual day, and the one that follows promises to be much the same. The battered car comes, and Petworth gets in it to travel to the university; in the same gloomy auditorium he
  stands to lecture on the Uvular R. The audience is smaller today, perhaps because the Uvular R is of less pressing interest, perhaps because of the gloomier weather, or because of the presence of a
  rival attraction – for somewhere outside there seems to be a noise of students shouting, and even the occasional celebratory bang. But the man with the newspaper has not failed to come, and
  today he looks even more like Plitplov than ever; for in some moment of curiosity he lets the newspaper slip, to reveal a neat white sports shirt of the kind that Plitplov wears, though others wear
  them too, and in any case it could be an optical illusion. Later, as they walk to the university cafeteria, a window or two seems to have caved in in the corridor, perhaps as a result of the
  morning’s celebrations, and in the air there lingers a strange smell of acrid smoke. After lunch there is another faculty seminar, and Professor Vlic, evidently a liberal soul, says he wants
  it to be even more of a dialogi; he insists on explaining what a dialogi is. ‘In dialogi,’ he says, as they sit in the small seminar room, from which it seems possible to hear the sound
  of firecrackers going off, ‘each partner must be considered consenting person and no one should be subservient and no one on top. Of course in dialogi different partners will have different
  priority and the objects of attention will not be quite the same. But if dialogi shall work well, and be a true coming together, the different elements will be fit to the satisfaction of both
  partners. A tendency toward individuation exists in dialogi, but should be criticized. Our aim is not partial dialogi, but whole dialogi. Now I call you to begin.’


  The dialogi goes on most of the afternoon; afterwards, Professor Vlic leads him out to the battered car in the car park. Round about, the broken glass seems quite wide-spread, there are a few
  steaming canisters about, and several khaki vans with wire mesh over their windows and shadowy people sitting inside stand round the university. ‘Has something happened?’ asks Petworth.
  ‘Oh, it is just a small thing,’ says Professor Vlic, ‘I think there has been just a little demonstration about our languages. You know, we have here so many, of the north and the
  south, of the Indo and the Turkish. All of them confuse, but all of them like to be the main language of the country, which is why now is a tiny problem.’ ‘I thought there was a
  language reform,’ says Petworth. ‘One reform, and some people ask always for more,’ says Professor Vlic, ‘Well, it is a little problem, and we solve it quite quickly. Your
  lecture is very good, and tonight we like to thank you. Please to be our guest at a special faculty dinner at a restaurant in the town. Your guide, also, please. Now the man takes you back. The
  policemen will let you through, it is arranged. If you can be ready at eight we collect you and take you to a very nice place.’ There is time to change in his innocent quiet room overlooking
  the river; there is time to take a little pleasure in his pleasant visit to Glit. Then he sits with Marisja Lubijova in the hotel lobby until a very small car containing four of the short stout
  lady professors, who now wear bright flowered dresses and carry large handbags, stops and takes them off, through the cramped, quiet old streets of Glit, to an ancient timbered restaurant
  somewhere. Inside the restaurant, the Restaurant Nada, many are gathered together, the faculty faces of the day, and there is laughter; hands pat Petworth’s arms, smiles flash in his face,
  and he is steadily pushed toward a seat in the centre of the table.


  ‘Here is a white wine, here a red, here a juicy if you like it,’ says Professor Vlic, who sits in the place opposite him. And down the table, to either side, stretch the long rows of
  lady professors, smiling and laughing, gossiping and talking. The restaurant has a low ceiling, and pots of flowers hang from it; a goat is looking curiously in through the window at the long,
  bottle-laden table where, in two happy rows, the learned people sit, chatting as, at faculty dinners, faculty diners do. ‘I have read your great poet of debunkery, Philip Larking,’ says
  a stout lady to Petworth’s right, ‘I like to visit him and talk to him for three days and make a thesis.’ ‘Do you know also a campus writer Brodge?’ asks a lady to his
  left, ‘Who writes Changing Westward? I think he is very funny but sometimes his ideological position is not clear.’ ‘You like it, Glit?’ asks a lady across the table,
  ‘Really it is very pleasant, except in the earthquakes. Then our buildings fall down and it is not so amusing.’ ‘Oh, my English, I wish it was gooder,’ says another lady
  across the table, ‘Your language, so difficult. Always those sentences that appear correct, but you must not say. I swimmed. This is the lady I want to eat.’ ‘And some things you
  may say in Britain but not at all in the United States,’ says the lady to his right, ‘Elevator, not lift. Hood, not bonnet.’ ‘When you visit the United States,’ says
  the lady beyond her, leaning toward him, ‘You should not say to a lady, please may I stroke your pussy. It is quite correct, but it has a meaning that is not intended. But I do not know what
  it is.’ ‘Oh, you don’t know it?’ asks the lady beyond, ‘Then I will tell you.’ Laughter spreads down the table; a sizzling pot of strange food appears on the
  table in front of him; more, and more, of an unusual wine is poured.


  There are voices, strange voices, singing in Petworth’s head, the words of an English that is not quite English, English as a medium of international communication. He is well attended,
  and the ladies all lean toward him; he talks himself, of Sod’s Law and Hobson’s Choice, of laughing like a drainpipe and not having a sausage, the happy small talk of the passing
  linguist. ‘I have been in Wales, that was very dark,’ says a lady across the table. ‘You are in Glit,’ says the lady next to him, ‘Here always a strong oral tradition,
  we like to tell the stories.’ ‘Oh, yes, we are famous of it,’ says the lady beyond. ‘I believe you have some very bad inflations,’ says the lady on the other side,
  ‘We have some here also, but they are not the same.’ ‘Do you like to hear one of our stories?’ ‘The one about the tailor?’ ‘No, the one about the
  shah.’ ‘In Wales there are many teashops, always closed.’ ‘Each partner in a dialogi should be considered a person and consenting always to the part.’ ‘Do you
  think Larking likes to see me for three days?’ ‘Once in a certain kingdom, not ours, there lived a shah.’ ‘A tzar?’ ‘It is a wine made from a grappa that a frost
  has bitten.’ ‘Here ours is a Marxist inflation, caused not at all by the entrepreneurial processes of capitalism but by the workings of economic laws.’ ‘The shah had a
  beautiful fair wife, a great hareem, a big Turk slave and a fine black horse.’ ‘I have been to a place called Rhyl where always is showing the film Going With the Wind.’
  ‘Oh, don’t they love you?’ whispers, in his ear, his guide Marisja Lubijova, as she makes her way out of the room, toward the lavatory or wherever, ‘Oh, aren’t you
  success? And how much you like to enjoy it.’ Petworth looks up, and sees her walking away, swinging her shoulderbag.


  The food comes, the ladies smile. ‘The shah loved alike his wife and his horse, and one day when he had ridden the first he went for a ride in the desert on the second.’ ‘Of
  course we have abolished entirely the bourse and therefore our market is entirely scientific.’ ‘On that way he meets a wizard who sits under a tree, and the wizard tells to him:
  “If you can answer please my question, you can have all your desires, don’t you like that? And if you cannot, I can have your beautiful wife. What do you say? Is it bargain?”
  ’ ‘I hope you went to our castle, we have much history here.’ ‘“Now my question,” says the wizard, “What is the strongest, the loveliest, the fattest, the
  most beautiful thing in the whole world?” ’ ‘If you walk past there just a little way, you will come to a place that is very interesting.’ ‘And the wizard then tells:
  “Now you have fourteen nights, until the moon, to make your travels and find it out. Then at the moon you tell me, or I take your wife.” ’ ‘Do you like now to take some
  spirits, for the end of our nice meal?’ ‘So for fourteen day that shah makes travel, and then he comes back to the wizard, and tells, very sad: “No, still I do not know what is
  the strongest, the loveliest, the fattest, the most beautiful thing in the whole world.” ’ ‘A visky or a bols? A Tichus or a Blackuu and Vuttuu?’ ‘Because of these
  fundamental differences, therefore the two systems are not at all the same, but are subject to different historical forces.’ ‘I think he likes to try the custom of the country, give him
  rot’vuttu.’ ‘And so that wizard goes away with the beautiful wife, and the shah is very sad and lonely. Oh, do we pay? Please, not you. You are our very nice guest.’


  A great pile of vloskan, that paper fiction, grows in the middle of the table, supplied from the purses of the laughing ladies. ‘But, please, you don’t tell us what is the strongest,
  the loveliest, the fattest, the most beautiful thing in the whole world?’ ‘I do not know, but if you find him, bring it to me,’ says the lady professor, laughing. ‘We thank
  you, a good visit,’ says Professor Vlic, rising, shaking hands. ‘Time to go, Comrade Petwurt,’ says Marisja Lubijova, leaning across Petworth’s shoulder in a wifely
  intercession, ‘You have had nice evening, but tomorrow you take that train to Nogod. Kiss goodbye all the nice ladies, make them farewell.’ ‘Of course, you must kiss us
  all,’ says the lady professor who has told the imperfect story of the shah, ‘But then we take you back.’ ‘No, I think he needs some fresh airs,’ says Lubijova, firmly,
  as Petworth makes his embraces, writes down addresses, lists the titles of some useful books. He is led outside; the small smoky restaurant has grown remarkably hot, and even the outdoor air of
  Glit is almost glutinous. In the streets, as he walks back with his guide, the moon shines, and the scent of flowers from the balconies fills the evening. In the market place, the fountain burbles
  – though here there is a new smell, the aroma of acrid smoke, and more broken glass lies scattered about the pavements. There is a tired hysteria in Petworth, a sense of being over-used,
  spent in some massive verbal orgy; he pauses by the fountain. ‘Yes, look at you,’ says Lubijova, standing and looking at him, ‘Oh, yes, you please now. You feel better. Always you
  like to amuse, always you like to be with the ladies. Are you an American, Comrade Petwurt? Don’t you think of anything but sexing? Do you dream to be a star? Do you think the world exists to
  make you feel very okay?’ ‘I’m tired,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, you should be happy,’ says Mari, ‘I think they were all in love with you, and would like to
  sleep with you.’ ‘Really?’ says Petworth, ‘Why?’ ‘Of course,’ says Marisjia, ‘Because your speeches are a good success, and that is always erotic.
  And also in your eyes it shows always you like women, and they like to be liked. Even under Marx.’


  Later, in the small innocent bedroom where nothing has happened, and no pain has yet come, Petworth sits on the clean narrow bed; his duty-free bottle of whisky is open before him on the bedside
  table, and he has a toothglass in his hands. Words are spilling through his mind, in strange excess, a medley of sounding voices that penetrate and confuse. But it is as Katya Princip, that
  deceptive novelist, has said to him, in another place, now distant: the more words, the more country. But what country is it? The English that is no longer English, the English of second language
  users, reels through his head, a head that hardly feels like his. The acrid smoke-smell from the market place is still burning strangely in his nostrils. His throat is still tanged with the strong
  sweet taste of rot’vuttu, which is never to be missed. His body feels an empty place, longing for some fullness; there is a misery of feeling about a relationship that has betrayed, gone. A
  little along the bed, also holding a glass, sits Mari Lubijova; her hair has come down, and her round grey eyes, in her white tense face, are staring at him. ‘I don’t know, I
  don’t know what to think of you,’ says Mari, ‘You are a soft person, you come from a soft place, you are not like these men here at all. And you are the worst I have ever
  guided.’ ‘I’m sorry,’ says Petworth. ‘No, really, I should not say these things,’ says Mari, ‘Even I should not be here. But you must understand, perhaps I
  am always just a little bit jealous.’ ‘Jealous?’ says Petworth, ‘Why, of what?’ ‘Really, Petwurt, you can’t think?’ asks Mari, staring down into her
  glass, ‘Then you are not very bright. But of course, I know what I am. I am just your guide, your interpreter. I am invisible person. A voice, a sort of machine, I do not have words of my
  own. Just your words to take there, the words of others to bring to here. Well, of course, it is my job. And I hope I try to do it very well.’


  ‘Yes, of course,’ says Petworth. ‘And I hope you understand I try to look after you a little, or you would be always in misfortune,’ says Mari, ‘Perhaps you blame
  me for what goes wrong.’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘I think you do, a little,’ says Mari, ‘And perhaps you are right. It is hard to know how betrayal works. Please, I
  take some more of your whisky? I think you do not like to carry it all the way home again.’ ‘Please,’ says Petworth. ‘You know, when you are interpreter, you are not
  supposed to like the words you hear,’ says Mari, ‘All your speakers are the same. But, what is funny, in public places, all the speakers say almost the same things. You can have all
  those phrases ready in your head; you know you will need them. We wish you amity, friendship, concord of the peoples. We make here a fine progress. We wish you all come together in new ways. And
  because you know what will be said, you learn to change things a little bit, sometimes to make them easier, sometimes to make them better. You like to help your speaker a little, you want him to
  succeed.’ ‘Yes, I see,’ says Petworth. ‘Perhaps you do that for yourself,’ says Mari, ‘Because if you are interpreter, it is easy to grow a little afraid. You
  speak all the time, but always the words of others. Then you wonder: is there inside me a person, someone who is not the words of those others? You think: can I have still a desire, a wish, a
  feeling? But of course if you think like this, it is bad for your job, you must forget it. You are not here for that, you are here to make those exchanges, to let the others talk, so the world can
  go on. But, excuse me, please, sometimes I do have a little feeling. And now, I am sorry, it is jealous.’ ‘Yes, I understand,’ says Petworth, looking at her tense white face as
  she sits beside him on the bed.


  ‘So,’ says Mari, raising up her glass, ‘At least I hope I have taught you some things. I believe you know how to make a toast; show me you can do it. I don’t like you to
  forget the lessons you have learned here in my country. Raise please the glass.’ ‘I remember,’ says Petworth, raising his glass. ‘Now, wait, what do we drink to?’ says
  Mari, ‘Yes, I think dialogi, you have heard of it, I believe? Dialogi is a linkage of context and relation, made in the assumption that both partners like to enjoy the same things. The aim is
  not partial dialogi but whole dialogi. If dialogi shall work well, there must be a true coming together. All elements must fit to the mutual satisfaction of both parties. So, please drink to
  dialogi. Do it right. Look with the eyes, be always sincere, remember what to think: I like you, you are fine, I want you so much in my bed.’ There is a face, Mari Lubijova’s, curiously
  close to Petworth’s, and coming closer; for some reason he momentarily recalls a grey-haired lady who smokes a cigarette in a dark London office of the British Council. The face is very near,
  and then it turns. ‘No,’ says Mari, dropping her head and putting down her glass, ‘Is not such a good toast. I am afraid you will do something to me and I do not like it.’
  ‘I will?’ asks Petworth. ‘Please understand,’ says Lubijova, ‘Really I do not find you at all attractive in that way. You are not a bit my kind.’
  ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘I hope you do not try to force me,’ says Mari. ‘Of course not,’ says Petworth. ‘You are bourgeois reactionary without a correct sense
  of reality,’ says Mari, ‘You are not serious, and no important thing matters to you. You live a decadent life.’ ‘That sums me up pretty well,’ says Petworth.
  ‘And no sooner do you go from one trouble than you find another,’ says Mari, ‘You have had one lesson with the ladies, don’t you learn?’ ‘Yes,’ says
  Petworth. ‘Of course I like to offer you a nice tenderness, but not at all in that way,’ says Mari. ‘No, of course,’ says Petworth, ‘I wasn’t going to . .
  .’


  ‘Of course all this is not true, none of it,’ says Mari, ‘To me you are attractive, perhaps just a little bit beautiful, Petwurt, and strange. Perhaps not in your own country,
  but here. And you know those who watch us and listen to us, they would like us to make some love.’ ‘Who do you mean?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, please, you know them, they are
  always there,’ says Mari, ‘But I do not think it is their business. I think we disappoint them, yes?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘But I cannot go now,’ says
  Mari, ‘I think we turn out the light and be together very quiet for a bit. And if we say nothing, no one can tell anything of us.’ ‘Who would tell?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of
  course,’ says Mari, ‘Someone is always telling of you and me. So we are quiet together, and we make no words.’ Outside the window there is the noise of the rushing river, and
  there is a scent of trees in the air. But it is totally quiet and entirely dark in the little bedroom, and there is absolutely nothing to hear or see. A clock ticks, but one cannot tell how much
  time is passing; certainly it is some time later when Mari, in the dark, says: ‘Comrade Petwurt, now I go. You must sleep very nicely, don’t forget you must make an early wake, to go on
  that train to Nogod. Thank you for the drink, thank you to be with me, thank you to be quiet. And perhaps even we did make some love, if not in the usual way.’ ‘Yes,’ says
  Petworth. ‘But there is nothing to know, nothing to tell,’ says Mari, ‘And I hope you understand now that I am really your very good guide. And always I like to look after you
  very, very well.’ ‘I do,’ says Petworth. ‘And now I will sleep next door, where they have put me,’ says Mari, ‘And I hope you do not mind if I think of you a
  little?’ ‘I’d like you to,’ says Petworth. In the dark room, the door opens, and Mari stands for a moment in the light from the corridor; in his clothes, Petworth turns on
  his side, and sleeps.


  III


  ‘So now you go to another city, isn’t it nice?’ says Marisja Lubijova, as Petworth lifts his luggage aboard the train that has belatedly come to a halt at the
  single platform of the railway station at Glit. It has been a long wait, and many cups of acorn coffee have been taken by the few waiting passengers, under the eyes of the two or three armed men
  who walk the platform; but it has come at last, a train of old, red-painted coaches, drawn by an ancient black steam engine with a large red star on its nose. Telegraphic noises come from an
  office; a few black-uniformed railwaymen make signals; Petworth and Lubijova struggle down the central aisle and find a seat opposite two young soldiers, who sit under a window with a red sign on
  it saying NOKU ROKU. ‘Yes, you will like it, Nogod,’ says Marisja, opening a volume of Hemingway and spreading it on her knee, ‘It is also old but not at all like Glit. There is a
  lake and some hills there, also a kloster and a kirkus. We will stay in a nice modern hotel, and have a good weekend of leisures, you have worked very hard. I hope you enjoy now a rest. Don’t
  you like our train?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, as the rails rattle under them, ‘But I suppose the signs mean I can’t smoke?’ ‘Oh, dear, poor comrade
  Petwurt,’ says Marisja, ‘Do you want to? We don’t so much like those things in our country. I think you find our regulation a little hard. Well, it is for your good, we do not
  like you to be ill.’ ‘I’ll just go and stand at the end of the car,’ says Petworth. ‘I don’t think is permitted there either,’ says Marisja, looking down
  into her book, ‘But if you like to look.’ The soldiers stare at him as he rises; he walks to the end of the coach and stands by the door. Lighting a cigarette, he leans through the open
  window, and looks out.


  The train is moving very slowly; beside the track, there are peasants walking along with produce who seem to advance almost as fast. It rattles over the stone and wooden bridges and through the
  short tunnels of the mountainous landscape; there is a sharp smell of woodsmoke, an ancient dust in the air. Forest closes round the track, and small streams bubble. Presently a man in a black
  uniform, with much dandruff on it, comes by; he points to Petworth’s cigarette, and says: ‘Negativo.’ ‘Ah, da,’ says Petworth, turning, and beginning to walk down the
  shaking train, looking for a place where the signs do not say noku roku. The train seems very empty; the corridors are wide between the seats, which are also wide and plush. Wooden doors divide the
  carriages into sections; at halfopen windows, curtains blow; the seats change colour from blue to brown as he walks on. He opens a door, and beyond is a dining car, its tables covered with dirty
  white cloths. The car is empty except for one grey-jacketed attendant and two men, who sit together at a table under one of the familiar signs that say noku roku. One of the men has a big black
  beard and gold bangles on both his wrists, and he smokes an aromatic Balkan cigarette; the other, his back to Petworth, wears natty sportive trousers and smokes a large curved pipe. The men turn to
  look at him, and the one with the pipe gets up suddenly. ‘Well, is it really?’ he cries, ‘Is it truly my good old friend Dr Petworth? Are you also on this train?’ Petworth
  stares: ‘Well, Dr Plitplov,’ he says, ‘Fancy meeting you.’ ‘Such a strange thing,’ says Plitplov, laughing, ‘You are come to take a meal, no, is too early.
  You like to take a drink. Please, sit down here with us, we would like it.’


  ‘I was looking for somewhere to smoke, actually,’ says Petworth, ‘There doesn’t seem to be anywhere on this train.’ ‘No, is not permitted, in such a public
  place,’ says Plitplov, puffing at his pipe, ‘But of course in my country many things are possible, if you know a someone. And this gentleman my friend here, I am sorry, he does not
  speak English, he knows well the crew of this train. He likes to make a lot of travels. Well, sit down, please, make a smoke, it is all right. Also we drink some very fine brandy. Please
  won’t you take some? It is not too early in the day for you?’ The attendant, prescient, has already appeared, with a clean new glass; Plitplov fills it from a very large bottle that
  sits on the table in front of him. ‘Well, I think we drink to a very fine coincidence,’ says Plitplov, raising his glass, ‘Here I am going to make some businesses in Nogod, I
  think you go there too; and on the train who I meet except my very good friend! And your lectures in Glit, tell me? I hope they went very nicely?’ ‘I think they were all right,’
  says Petworth, drinking, ‘You didn’t happen to be there, did you? I thought I saw you.’ ‘In Glit?’ cries Plitplov, laughing, ‘At your lectures? I don’t
  think so. Oh, my friend, I know in our academical life, lectures are most important, and of course I would like to be there. But really life is more than some lectures. How I wish I could hear you
  at Nogod, always you are quite fascinating, as I remember of Cambridge. But no, I must make a congress there. You know perhaps Nogod is a famous place to make a very good congress. But your nice
  guide, you have not lost your nice lady guide?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘She’s further down the train.’ ‘How well that lady looks after you,’ says
  Plitplov, ‘Please, some more in your glass.’ ‘Only a little,’ says Petworth, ‘Too much.’ ‘I don’t think,’ says Plitplov, ‘In my country
  your too much is only a little. Drink it please, it is a special brandy that is kept on this train only for certain people. It is good I am one of them.’


  From time to time the train stops; the stations have no names and the train halts at nowhere. People with big suitcases get off, get on; the landscape as they move begins to flatten gradually.
  ‘And your tour, you like it?’ asks Plitplov, ‘You are pleased to come?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Then you are grateful to me?’ asks Plitplov,
  ‘You know I had a hand in the pie. Really I am sorry we do not make a bigger time together, but we all have our businesses, and we do not agree on all things, like Hemingway. Oh, you are
  wrong there, you cannot be right all the time. How was your strip?’ ‘My strip?’ asks Petworth. ‘Your strip after the opera,’ says Plitplov, ‘You know I did not
  come because I had headache.’ ‘Not terribly enjoyable,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, of course, these things, for tourists only,’ says Plitplov, ‘There are better
  things I can show you. But there is always your nice lady guide, she doesn’t like it. In Nogod, where do you stay? What is your hotel?’ ‘I don’t know,’ says Petworth.
  ‘Well, really there is only one, the Universe,’ says Plitplov, ‘I stay there also. Let us take together a little dinner. This gentleman my friend knows very well Nogod. He can
  meet you some ladies, find you some dancings, if those are your pleasures. I know you like to make nice time.’ ‘I shall be busy giving lectures,’ says Petworth. ‘Perhaps you
  will,’ says Plitplov, ‘Perhaps you will not.’ ‘I don’t understand,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, it is nothing,’ says Plitplov, ‘But here in my country
  we are having some little troubles, not very much. But it is the language reform, so a lecture on language could be even a provocation. But don’t think of it, I am wrong to mention. Of course
  you will give your lectures, I wish I could hear them.’


  The landscape flattens further; beyond the windows show the shores of a large lake. ‘Perhaps you should find now your guide,’ says Plitplov, ‘In Nogod there are three stations,
  none of them with names. Take care, my friend, and I will find you. Is not such a big place. I may be a little elusive, but yes, we will make together a little dinner. Is it agreed?’
  ‘If we can arrange it,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course,’ says Plitplov, ‘You know I like to make plans for you, plans of many kinds.’ Petworth walks shakily down the
  shaking train, down the wide corridors, through the wooden doors. Marisja Lubijova sits reading in her spectacles: ‘You are gone a long time,’ she says, setting aside her book,
  ‘Oh, comrade Petwurt, what are you doing? I let you go for a moment, and now you are smelling of drink.’ ‘I met someone, guess who?’ says Petworth. ‘I don’t want
  to play game with you,’ says Marisja, staring at him, ‘Who is on the train?’ ‘Dr Plitplov,’ says Petworth. ‘Really, your good old friend?’ says Mari
  Lubijova, ‘And he goes to Nogod?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Why does he follow you?’ asks Marisja. ‘I don’t think he does follow me,’ says
  Petworth, ‘Our paths just keep crossing.’ ‘Petwurt, I think you are a very simple man, really you do not know anything about life, how to live it. Of course your paths cross. That
  is because he likes to follow you. But what is his reason? What does he want from you?’ ‘Nothing, as far as I know,’ says Petworth, breathing brandy fumes. ‘Oh, yes, he does
  all this for nothing,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘What does he know about you? How does he know you so well? And your marriage?’ ‘He just came to that course in
  Cambridge,’ says Petworth. ‘That is all?’ asks Marisja, ‘I don’t think so. You know, I cannot even imagine him as student. That man, he likes to think he was borned
  knowing everything. Well, Petwurt, take up please your baggages. Look, we are nearly here.’


  And beyond the windows there is an urban landscape, a blowing wind, washing hanging between tenements, a long black wall, an advertisement, very tattered, for P’rtyuu Populatuuu, a
  heap of coal, a smell of oil fumes, a platform with people on it. They descend from the train; there is a high glass ceiling, a line of parcel trucks, a concourse, a number of people waiting
  expectantly, a few armed men, a forecourt, a few orange taxis. Marisja Lubijova walks firmly to the head of the line and claims one; meanwhile Petworth notices, coming toward them with waves and
  shouts, Plitplov and the man with the big black beard. ‘Quick please, inside,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘He does not come again in a taxi with us.’ They drive through the
  town, which has a humid atmosphere and a somewhat Mediterranean feel. Unseen shouters shout in the streets, children run about, car horns hoot with abandon, behind half-screened open windows
  unshaven men at desks answer telephones. The Hotel Universe is a high modern hotel by the lake, with a pool and a pier; there are display cases of souvenirs in the lobby and a blue Cosmoplot girl
  behind the desk. ‘You stay at the Universe,’ says Marisja, conducting the formalities, ‘I must stay at the small annexe behind.’ Petworth’s hotel room is the universal
  room, with bigger table lamps in it than has the rest of life, a small television set that will not switch on, and a card on the dressing table that says: ‘Please tickle one: [image: ] I like very much my stay; [image: ] it is all right; [image: ] I disappoint.’ The cafeteria where, a little later, they meet to take a little lunch is called a Butter’um, and is like a
  hamburger joint, without hamburgers. ‘Why does he come?’ asks Marisja, over the salad, ‘Now I think our nice weekend will really not be so well.’ Through a glass wall they
  can see into the lobby: in the lobby stands Plitplov, talking to the blackbearded man, and a man in a big felt hat, and someone who looks curiously like Professor Rom Rum. ‘We try not to
  mind,’ says Marisja, ‘We try to enjoy ourselves. The Mun’stratuu has been very efficient, and many things have been arranged.’


  And many have. Over the weekend, Petworth is taken to various spots round the lake, to sit in cafés drinking light beer; he is taken by coach to a monastery high up a hill, where a little
  old moustached man issues him with very large felt slippers, which he wears to be shown, by a monk in a great vestment, an ancient hand-illustrated Bible in an alphabet that is now very little
  used. ‘Those places,’ says Marisja afterward, wrinkling her nose, ‘How they love to sell their propagandas to the foolish people who think it is all so.’ He is taken to a
  circus, the Kyrku Hyvardim, where he looks at the sad-faced lions, the romping monkeys, and feels curiously at home. He is taken to a state-run fish-farm, and given a lecture on rural reform; he is
  taken to a cinema to watch films, filmed in the style of heavy photographic realism, evidently shot by big cameras that are not easy to move around, about heroes of labour, campaigns for teaching
  things to deaf children, factories with steaming chimneys, and nuclear power stations. Occasionally Marisja Lubijova translates – ‘Katrina advances revolutionary ballet by her prize
  posture,’ she explains – but most of it is floating images, as the heavy urgent commentaries go on in the language he still has not managed to learn. Plitplov is not to be seen, until
  on Sunday night, after his guide has gone to her annexe behind the Universe, Petworth sees a sign saying CONGRUSS’UM. Two of the blue armed men guard an open door; through it Petworth can see
  a big hall with a platform with many flags on it. Men sit on the platform and in front of them are signs with their names on. Photographers stand at the side of the hall and step forward now and
  then, their cameras flashing. To the side of the stage, four translators sit in a box marked DOL’METSCHUU, their mouths moving rapidly. It seems to Petworth that one of the translators is
  Plitplov. One of the blue armed men closes the door, and gestures Petworth away; he goes to the lift and back to his room, where the big table lamps and the small television set seem to look at
  him, listen to him.


  The weekend is over; in the morning it seems that the cycle will begin again. His lectures in a folder, he goes down to breakfast in the Butter’um; during the meal, of bad black coffee and
  bread rolls, Marisja is called away to the telephone. ‘There is a small confusion,’ she says when she comes back, ‘Your tour will not be quite the same. I am afraid you miss your
  last city. You do not go after it all to Provd. What a pity, you would like it. But there are some little troubles there that make it not a good idea. Also your lectures here, perhaps you do not
  give them. Instead we take you to a nice state farm with tractors, you will have a very nice day. Also tomorrow we try to find you a ticket for a plane back to Slaka, so you have more time to go to
  the Wicwok shop and find some nice souvenirs.’ ‘Is it to do with the language reform?’ asks Petworth. ‘Something like that,’ says Mari, ‘It is not very important
  and it will all soon be solved. But what a pity for your tour. Now you will not be able to give your best lectures.’ It seems to Petworth that when they go out into the lobby there are rather
  more of the blue armed militiamen than usual, and that, at the nice state farm with the tractors, as they trudge along furrows, Marisja Lubijova is whiter and more tense than he is used to. When
  they get back to the hotel, the sign saying congruss’um has gone; after he goes to his room, the telephone rings. ‘You are alone?’ says a voice, ‘No person is with
  you?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘Is that Plitplov?’ ‘Someone of that sort,’ says the voice, ‘You wonder about a dinner, you think you are
  neglected.’ ‘I haven’t worried,’ says Petworth. ‘I think we make a raincheck, you understand this expression, it is American,’ says the voice, ‘I like to
  take now the way back to Slaka. I have an anxious wife, very delicate, and she has not seen me for three days. Do you make your lectures?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, a
  little word of advice from an old friend,’ says the voice, ‘I think you tell your nice lady guide you like to go back to Slaka too. It is not so hard to arrange. You are important
  official visitor.’ ‘I fly back tomorrow,’ says Petworth. ‘Is good,’ says the voice, ‘I hope the planes go. Sleep very well, my friend.’


  It is crowded at the airport at Nogod, when the taxi delivers them there the following morning. At the two check-in desks long lines contend. ‘It is impossible,’ says Marisja
  Lubijova, ‘Wait here, please, I go to try to make you some arrangements. You don’t go away? I don’t lose you again?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, standing, as he has
  stood before, his back next to a pillar, his luggage tumbled at his feet. Around him, the crowd bustles in its unending business; faces, foreign, unfamiliar faces, but more familiar than they were
  once, surface for a moment and then disappear into the press. At the end of the concourse, a big clock ticks: a stall says LUTTU, another COSMOPLOT.
  Back in an old metaphysics of Petworthian absence, Petworth waits. The airport smells of carbolic soap; signs say NOKU ROKU, but everywhere the sweet scent of Balkan tobacco
  prevails. Buses stop outside the concourse, and the crowd thickens and thickens; there is no noise of planes taking off. Then, after a very long time, he sees Lubijova pushing back through the
  crowd toward him. ‘There is a small confusion,’ she says, ‘Perhaps it is not so small. All want to go to Slaka and the planes do not come so it is not possible. But a plane comes
  tonight and I think we go on it. You see, they treat you like a very important visitor. You don’t mind to wait? They will send away most of these people. They think their tickets are good but
  they are not.’ In a small crowded bar looking out toward the tarmac, Petworth sits out the afternoon, drinking rot’vuttu. ‘You can tell always the usual travellers by
  Comflug,’ says Marisja, sitting opposite, ‘They bring their binoculars, to look at the under of those planes when they land. Then if it does not look right, they make change of the
  flight. But it is no use today.’


  Airports are indeed much the same the world over: Heathrow last week, Nogod now. A few unwarmed planes wait on the tarmac, a few people are allowed to go to the exit gates, a flight or two,
  during the afternoon, takes off. Night begins to fall, the landing strip lights up, then the big beam of a landing light is switched on in the sky. ‘We go to the gate now, this is our
  plane,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘You must carry on all your bags, we do not check them. Perhaps it is better I explain you. It is not because you are important visitor we go on this
  flight. I know the stewardess who takes it, I teach her some English. And she is mistress of the captain, so we get a place. Here it is always best to know somebody. Don’t you think I am good
  guide?’ They push out to the plane in a great crowd; at the steps, a long-legged green stewardess in a hard hat greets Marisja Lubijova, and embraces her. ‘Here is my friend,’
  says Lubijova. ‘Yes, it is your friend,’ says the stewardess, ‘Please walk the steps, and at top go right, not left.’ At the top of the steps, the passengers with them turn
  into the forward cabin, where the stewardess seats them in neat rows, as if packing a box of people. But to the right is a green curtain, and the long-legged stewardess lifts it: ‘Please, in
  here,’ she says. Petworth walks through; behind the curtain is a curious world. For the rear cabin seems filled to the brim with green stewardesses, lolling in most of the available seats. In
  their Comflug uniforms, they come in many kinds: some are young and some quite elderly; some are blonde, and some are arabesque; there are thin-faced ones with flashing eyes and big-boned ones with
  wide flat features. There is an off-duty look to them; their horse-rider’s helmets are up on the rack, their shoes are scattered about the cabin floor. The bulkhead signs say LUPU LUPU and NOKU ROKU, but their belts are unfastened and an aromatic haze of cigarette smoke blows above their heads.


  Petworth sits in a row with two young green stewardesses; Marisja Lubijova is found a seat on the other side of the aisle. The stewardess next to Petworth says something to him, in the language
  he has still not succeeded in grasping; ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand,’ he says. ‘English?’ says the girl, ‘He is English.’ ‘English? Is he
  English?’ say the three girls in the row behind, rising to look at him. ‘Do you like a Russ cigarette?’ asks the girl next to him, ‘Do you like to take some vodka?’
  ‘Yes, thank you,’ says Petworth. ‘I learn English,’ says the girl, ‘I like to make flight to the West.’ ‘I also learn it,’ says the girl in the seat
  beyond. Outside, the engines fire, and begin to roar; there is an announcement over the intercom. ‘Do you like that cigarette? Do you like that vodka?’ asks the girl next to him,
  ‘We buy them in Russ.’ The plane is taxiing; the lights of Nogod disappear in the windows. ‘Is that where this flight has come from?’ asks Petworth. ‘Tashkent,’
  says the girl, ‘We are all off duty in Tashkent. It is nice there, at the autumn. You go, you goed?’ There comes the great rush into airspeed; Petworth puffs on his cigarette. ‘We
  say: you have been,’ he says, never less than a pedagogue, ‘No, I haven’t been.’ ‘Oh, you should have been, when you have chance,’ says the girl, ‘I know
  you like.’ ‘Vulu suftu’un burdu pumfluttu,’ says a female voice over the intercom., ‘Plaz’scu otvatu ummerg’nucuna proddo flugsu’froluku.’ One
  of the girls, holding a paper cup of vodka, stands and does a little mocking dance, pointing at the exits; the others applaud and raise their cups to her. ‘Have a nice day, I hope you enjoy
  your flight,’ says the girl next to Petworth, ‘Here, more vodka, you like?’ ‘Yes, I do,’ says Petworth. ‘This is a nice man,’ says the stewardess.
  ‘What a nice man,’ says a girl in the row behind.


  ‘Yes, he is very nice man, I like,’ says the long-legged stewardess, standing up in the aisle, smiling at him, ‘He is your man?’ ‘Oh, please,’ says Marisja
  Lubijova, ‘I am his guide, that is all. He makes a tour.’ ‘Oh, yes, I believe you, his guide,’ says the stewardess, ‘Listen, I like to ask him something. Do you
  interpret?’ ‘Oh, Petwurt, listen, this is nice, you have invitation,’ says Lubijova, after a moment, ‘She tells how she is the mistress of the captain who flies our plane.
  Well, it is this man’s birthday and she likes to be with him. They make a party in the cockplace, what do you call it?’ ‘The cockpit?’ asks Petworth. ‘There,’
  says Marisja, ‘And she likes to take you there because you are visitor here and such a nice man.’ ‘To the cockpit?’ asks Petworth. ‘Yes, they are making there some
  celebratings,’ says Marisja. ‘But this is a Russian plane, and I’m a Western visitor,’ says Petworth, ‘I’m sure it’s not permitted.’ ‘But here
  is party,’ says the long-legged stewardess, ‘Everyone likes party.’ ‘Is it a good idea?’ asks Petworth. ‘Well, that man cannot leave his cockpit, you would not
  like that,’ says Marisja, ‘I think we must go to him. It is a very nice invitation. Come, we are going.’ ‘You said I couldn’t even photograph railway engines,’
  says Petworth, but the stewardess beside him is pushing him up, and Marisja Lubijova holding wide the green door-curtain. Led by two stewardesses, Marisja and Petworth pass down the long aisle of
  the plane. The passengers, the men in hats, the women in headscarves, sit pressed together in tight rows, just as Petworth had been on his journey from London, a journey that now seems long ago;
  they look up, displaying a little curiosity, but not too much, as they all walk up the plane to the door of the pilot’s cabin.


  The cockpit seems curiously small and very technical; beyond its windows, up ahead, a great black darkness lies. But inside all is comfortable and cheery; the pilot sits in his seat, his
  co-pilot beside him, each holding plastic cups of peach brandy; the flight engineer, behind, takes, to save space, the second stewardess onto his knee. It is cramped, but the pilot rises very
  civilly, to shake Petworth by the hand, and then he shakes the other hands too, as explanations are made. ‘Tells this is a new plane from Russia,’ Lubijova says, ‘Tells he likes
  to show you how to fly it.’ In front of the plane, in the moonlight, the great massed bulk of mountains rises; the pilot pulls levers and ratchets for Petworth, who nods very politely.
  ‘He asks if you like to sit down and fly it,’ says Lubijova. ‘Very easy,’ says the long-legged stewardess. ‘I don’t think I’d better,’ says Petworth,
  looking at a mountain top very close to the wing. ‘You like rot’vuttu?’ asks the stewardess. ‘Oh, yes,’ says Petworth. It is hard to pass drink around the overcrowded
  cockpit, but somehow it is managed, and when the long-legged stewardess sits on the knee of the pilot, and Marisja Lubijova on that of the co-pilot, there is more or less room for everyone. A flash
  of lightning illuminates the mountains; the captain raises his cup and says to Petworth, in English: ‘Welcome, amity and concord.’ ‘Indeed,’ says Petworth. ‘Also amity
  and Boeing, amity and Tupolev,’ says the co-pilot. It is a very good party, with much laughter: ‘Now we all sing a little song for a birthday,’ explains Marisja Lubijova, ‘I
  don’t think you have it in your country.’ But all good times come to an end; a grid of lights appears on the horizon. ‘Slaka, my friend,’ says the pilot, tapping
  Petworth’s arm and pointing. Petworth recognizes the jagged cup of mountains, spots, even, the orange pollution on the horizon. Handles are being pushed; something heavy bangs in the wing.
  ‘He asks do you like to land it?’ asks Marisja Lubijova, amid much laughter. ‘Next time,’ says Petworth, laughing too, looking forward into the night.


  The world in front looks like a great black hole. In the hole it seems impossible to perceive a destination, except that there are lights, lights growing in size, lights becoming so big that
  they seem to be on collision course with the plane. There seems no sense in continuing in this direction, but the direction continues; something slaps up at them out of the darkness, with a white
  line on it, and the plane bounces and rocks. Brakes come on, machinery groans; there is a well-lit runway ahead. And, standing there in the cockpit, he bounces too, his brandy spilling into
  technical parts that other brandies cannot reach. There has been fear in him, he knows, and the fear will not go away. For now the big Ilyushin turns, taxis in slowly through the airport lanes. And
  even at night it is possible to see that quite a number of armed men are standing about at various points on the tarmac: clustered around the other planes that stand in line on the apron; gathered
  waiting on the stand to which the small van with a sign on it saying HIN MIM that has appeared out of the darkness leads the great aircraft. A flight handler waves his lighted bats to bring the
  plane into parking position; blue buses begin to move from the ill-lit terminal; the armed men cluster round. The engines cut; steps are wheeled up to their side. ‘Tells he hopes you enjoyed
  it,’ says Marisja Lubijova, rising from the lap of the co-pilot, ‘Tells he was very pleased to see you.’ Through the windows, it is possible to see the passengers getting off, and
  going to the blue buses that will take them to the door marked INVAT. The pilot shuts down the plane; led by the long-legged stewardess, Marisja and Petworth, the flight engineer and his companion,
  walk through the now empty cabin of the Russian jet.


  At the bottom of the steps, four of the armed men who wait around planes wait around the plane as Petworth descends with his companions, his hair awry. He should not be here; it is not right. He
  expects, perhaps even feels he deserves, disaster, a quick arrest. But the officer of the party salutes him, the flight engineer nods, and they go not toward the drab terminal building and the door
  marked UNVAT but to a quite different entrance, where there is a pleasant room, and the green stewardesses are there again, and there is another drink, and a number of warm embraces from the
  scented girls, with their wheeled flight-bags, and their neat neck-scarves, and then they are all on the forecourt where the blue-armed men walk, and Marisja puts him into an orange taxi, which is
  soon on the long straight road to Slaka. ‘Oh, it is Pervert,’ says the lacquered-haired Cosmoplot girl at the Hotel Slaka, ‘Passipotti.’ ‘Now, dolling,’ says
  Marisja Lubijova. ‘I know, I know, he needs it,’ says the girl, ‘Tomorrow, it is late. I give you same room.’ And late it is, as Petworth goes up in the lift, along the
  corridor past the floormaid, and into the massive bedroom where the cupids frolic on the ceiling and the tram gantries flash through the curtains. He looks down through the window, where,
  somewhere, Marisja Lubijova goes, disappearing into the mysterious life she has in Slaka; he turns toward the big duvetted bed.


  



  9 – NATKULT.


  I


  With time to spare in Slaka, a lecturer with no more lectures to give, a tourist with nothing better to do than to tour, Petworth spends the next two days wandering the city
  – that idyll of north and south, west and Turkish, with its fine residences of stone and its rectorates of Baroque accretion. The events of the political world trouble him, he senses worry in
  the air; but everything in Slaka seems quiet. Waking in the morning in the all too familiar big bedroom, going down to breakfast, he stops each day in the lobby at the stall marked LUTTU to buy the red-masted party newspaper, P’rtyuu Populatuuu, hoping to find out a fact or two. Intens’uu activuu, mass’ufu manufestu say the
  headlines he reads over his pig-bacon and yurt. But though he is a linguist, though he has been in this country ten days now, and has promised to try the language in order to read Katya
  Princip’s book, still in his luggage, the words below the headlines still do not manage to yield a sense. When Marisja Lubijova, in her grey coat, arrives in the lobby after breakfast,
  looking as formal as she did on the first day of his visit, he tries to find out from her what is happening. ‘Oh, comrade Petwurt, I hope you don’t worry,’ she says reassuringly,
  sitting down in one of the red plastic chairs in the lobby, ‘There is just a very small confusion, in a few universities, so we do not ask you to give your lectures there. But that is nice,
  now you have time to look around Slaka, and go to the Wicwok shops. They open again the castle, and you have not been to the National Gallery. Of course perhaps you could change your ticket and go
  home before, but that is not so easy, they are such bureaucrats here. And then you miss our day of National Culture, and you do not want that! Look, I have brought you a nice guide-book in English,
  we will find you some nice thing to do.


  So Petworth finds some nice things to do. He goes to the advanced glass-blowing factory, and to the National Gallery, where the frenzies of Post-lmpressionism and Fauvism and the work of the
  national Expressionist painter Lev Pric subside into the tidy narrative economies of socialist realism. He goes to the castle – ‘this time really the castle,’ says Marisja
  Lubijova, toiling by his side – of Bishop ‘Wencher’ Vlam (1675–1753, according to the guidebook), filled with fine armour and displays of Slakan history, great wooden
  furniture and elegant bedsteads. ‘Here the Bishop likes to have his pray,’ says Mari Lubijova, looking round a large, ornate, plastered bedroom, ‘I think he liked to have every
  girl in the city. You see how God works for some.’ He goes to the Wicwok shop, to look at Scotch tweeds and tartans, and to the heimat shop, to look at, and buy, fine hand-made embroidery,
  woodcarving, a small pot or two. He goes to parks where old people sit, and children play in groups under the regard of fat nannies in big, deep skirts. He goes to the great department store, MUG,
  where the people go to inspect the prospect of shopping, and manages to buy there, with some of his remaining vloskan, a big glass decanter, finely made. He makes a visit to the puppet house; he
  goes to the museum of old pianos. On some trips, Marisja Lubijova comes with him; sometimes, busy with her own unknown life in Slaka, she does not. He learns how to use the trams, buying tickets
  from the stalls marked UTTU; he begins to make in his mind a rough map of the city, though it must be admitted that, when there is no guide to describe it, no voice to tell
  its story, Slaka does not seem very different from any city anywhere else. The pink trams clatter, the men go by in khaki, the women in headscarves; the crowds stand outside the cinema in a bleak
  line, waiting to see something called Yups. And if there are troubles, vague drummings of disturbance, then life seems normal. From time to time, using the greasy telephones in the stand-up
  cafeterias where he catches a snack lunch, he tries to find out more, attempting to reach Mr Steadiman, at the Embassy, at home; but for some reason the telephone links seem to be severed. And once
  in a while, with great caution, he tries the number that has been given him by Katya Princip; but the telephone rings and rings in what, even down the imperfect apparatus, seems to be an empty
  room.


  But on the third day, when he rises, and goes down to the lobby, to collect on his way to breakfast, the red-masted newspaper, he senses that something has changed. Then, over the slow
  breakfast, he sees what the change is, a perfectly small one: P’rtyuu Populatuuu has become P’rtyii Populatiii again. The fresh breakfast menu has gone from the table, to
  be replaced by a very old one, food-stained but in the words he had begun to learn when he arrived; the food is the same; and when he goes back upstairs to his room, to get ready for the events of
  this national day, men are lowering down from the opposite building the big neon sign that says SCH’VEPPUU. Over the square, the flags wave, for today’s day of National Culture; Marisja
  Lubijova, when she arrives in the lobby, wears a red carnation in her lapel, and seems full of excitement. ‘Well, it is your last day, and our day of happy rejoicering,’ she says,
  ‘It will be a good day, are you ready? Do you excite about our parade? I expect they will find a fine place for you.’ They leave the hotel to go out into packed and busy streets:
  ‘Oh, such a crowd on our special day,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘I hope I don’t lose you again. But I think you know the way now to Plazsci P’rtyii.’
  ‘Wasn’t it once called Plazscu P’rtyuu?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, was it really?’ asks Marisja Lubijova, ‘I don’t remember. Of course our language is a
  little bit difficult.’ ‘Well, perhaps there was just a little confusion,’ says Petworth. But they come to the great square, whatever its name, and it has turned into a solid mass
  of people, standing, pressing, moving, eddying. The armed men who are everywhere are everywhere: ‘Push, push,’ says Marisja, excitedly, ‘We have a special seat, of course. And now
  do you see how well we love our writers and our teachers?’ And evidently they do, for it is clear that the people have come in their thousands: the soldiers and the waiters, the city-dwellers
  and the peasants from the countryside, the old men and women and the schoolchildren, the tourists from the first world, and the second, and the third, and however many more there are – they
  have all come and are standing together in the square.


  A soldier blocks the way, in a beret, with a gun and a radio transmitter; Lubijova shows him a pass, and they climb up wooden steps onto a viewing stand. ‘You see we have a good
  place,’ says Lubijova, as they go up high, ‘You are an important visitor. From here you will see everything.’ Petworth looks across the great masses, a man not used to them. There
  is a little rain in the air, and some hold up umbrellas, some black, some plastic and transparent, so that they have the effect of a great pebbled beach. But more important than the umbrellas are
  the flags that are waving from side to side: red flags, blue and green flags, white and brown flags. ‘Oh, don’t you like the flags?’ says Lubijova, ‘Please don’t think
  of all the nice shirts they would make. We like them very much on our special occasions.’ And above the flags in the crowd are the great banners flapping on the poles; and above the banners
  and the bunting are the great photographs, those realistic images of constructed seriousness. ‘Do you recognize them?’ asks Lubijova, ‘Comrade Marx, Comrade Lenin, Comrade
  Brezhnev, Comrade Grigoric, Comrade Vulcani?’ ‘What happened to Comrade Wanko?’ asks Petworth ‘I don’t think I remember this Wanko,’ says Marisja Lubijova,
  ‘Of course it is hard for you to remember names in another language.’ ‘And who is Vulcani?’ asks Petworth. ‘Well, there you see him,’ says Marisja Lubijova,
  ‘Look, down the stand. The men of the Party take up their positions.’ Petworth looks along the stand, and sees faces he knows: Felix and Budgie Steadiman, she in a great green garden
  party hat, are waving at him. And there, in the middle, right in the centre of things, is Tankic, grinning in his plastic Homburg hat. ‘Oh, Tankic, where does he stand?’ asks Marisja,
  craning to see, ‘That is what we come to look for. Oh, that is nice; they must have made him the Minister of Culture! And that is Vulcani beside him, with the Russian minister. Don’t
  you think he is a handsome president? Oh, don’t you excite? And now they have come, the parade will begin.’


  From round the comer, where the Palace of Culture stands, there comes a noise of martial music; then, through the strip in the centre, which the armed men keep clear, there comes, for some
  reason, a row of rocket launchers, and a tank or two. Behind the tanks comes a marching procession: ‘First the musicians,’ says Lubijova. At the front there steps a military band;
  behind the band are musicians of another kind, carrying violins and French horns and bassoons and cymbals. Then behind them there come, in great quantities, children in leotards, all of them
  carrying bunches of flowers which they wave, in ceremonial fashion, from side to side in rhythm, first to the left, then to the right. The smallest children are in the front, and then the sizes
  grade upward, toward the adult. ‘They are the lovers of revolutionary culture,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘And now, look, the academicians, our very best scholars.’ And now
  there marches, behind the children through the square, a very solemn body of men, eminent in their grey hair and neat suits. Among them it is possible to see a very familiar figure, Professor Rom
  Rum, his topcoat loose on his shoulders, a medal on his lapel, a sash across his chest. The barriers to the side break, to let through a bevy of small children, all carrying bouquets of flowers;
  they hand the flowers to the eminent men, and Professor Rum bends to kiss one on the cheek. ‘I hope you treat also so your professors and your writers,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘It
  shows how we like to value them. Oh, yes, look please, here come next our professors. I expect you will remember some of them from your travels.’


  The professors, it must be admitted, march somewhat raggedly, like a poor conscript army following on from the élite troops the academy has managed to muster. Their armaments, too, seem
  less: a few have sashes, and one or two have medals, but others attempt to define their rôle by holding up, like winners of a world cup, their trophies, which are in the form of books. Among
  them it is indeed possible to recognize a number of familiar faces, like a reprise of the recent past. For Mrs Goko from Slaka is there, marching sturdily, and beside her the little assistants Miss
  Bancic and Miss Mamorian, as well as the big Mr Picnic, who still wears his sunshades and carries his camera. Professor Vlic from Glit has somehow, despite the troubled air-routes, managed to be
  there, transporting himself somehow from one side of the country to the other; and there too are all the short stout lady professors from the Restaurant Nada, holding up great big bunches of
  flowers. ‘And which are the people I didn’t meet?’ asks Petworth, ‘The ones from Nogod and Provd?’ ‘Oh, I don’t think I see them,’ says Marisja
  Lubijova, ‘I expect there has been just a little confusion. But see, look, there is your good old friend, I think? Of course he has to be there.’ Petworth looks around, and then sees, a
  little to the side, as if he has a procession of his own to march in, none other than Dr Plitplov. He steps out in his suit and his white sportshirt, with a blazon on the pocket, and holds rather
  low down over his head a big black umbrella; conspicuous in his chosen inconspicuousness, he slinks by the saluting stand, where Vulcani salutes his intellectual troops.


  ‘And now the writers!’ cries Lubijova, as another large company emerges from the corner beside the Palace of Culture. ‘Such a lot of them,’ says Petworth, staring at the
  large massed company. ‘Of course,’ says Lubijova, ‘You know we are literate country. Of course some are journalists and some make only translations, but here too are many poets
  and novelists. Do you impress?’ The writers, men and women, step out; the children run out from the crowd to give them flowers; there is applause from the crowd. ‘Oh, and there walks
  your little princess,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘So she is in Slaka.’ And there, indeed, toward the back, walks Katya Princip, looking very well. Despite the rain that is falling
  increasingly, she still wears her sunglasses, pushed back into her blonde hair, and is clad in the familiar batik dress. Her expression, as Petworth tries to stare into it, is clear. Around her the
  writers walk; and, though not generally known for their skill with flags, they all carry little flags, and wave them from side to side, now to the left, now to the right, with a regulated
  efficiency. Above them blow the bigger flags, the banners on the poles, red, blue and green, white and brown. And higher still, over the whole display, unbelievably big against the tiny faces of
  the marchers down below (at whom, or rather at one of whom, Petworth is looking), are the greater faces, some goatee-ed and some pincenez- ed, some moustached and some bearded, some stern and
  clean-shaven, of Marx and Lenin, Engels and Grigoric, Brezhnev and Vulcani, those writers of history without whom the present occasion would not have been possible. The writers go off toward the
  lower end of the square, past Grigoric’s tomb; the batik dress disappears into the mass; ‘Oh, look, now here the painters,’ cries Lubijova, tugging at Petworth’s arm.


  II


  It is Petworth’s last day in Slaka, and tomorrow he flies; so, as the crowds disintegrate, carrying their flags, and they all leave Plazsci P’rtyii, it makes sense
  to tell Marisja Lubijova that he would like to take the afternoon to himself. He takes his lunch in a stand-up cafeteria, looking out into the hotel square where men are putting up a new sign that
  says SCH’VEPPII; the word is changing in Slaka. Then he goes to the greasy telephone, finds a number written on a small slip of paper, and carefully dials it. ‘Da?’ says a voice
  at the other end. ‘Katya Princip?’ he asks. There is a pause; then the voice says, ‘Oh, really, is it you?’ ‘Yes, it’s me,’ says Petworth. ‘And you
  have made a good tour?’ says the voice, ‘You go to many places in my country? But now you are back, someone told me.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And did you learn
  anything, I hope so, you were not here for fun,’ says the voice. ‘I don’t know,’ says Petworth. ‘And do you wear still that stone?’ asks the voice,
  ‘Perhaps you have lost it.’ ‘No, I still have it,’ says Petworth, ‘It’s here.’ There is another pause, and then the voice says: ‘And now do you want
  to know the end of the story of Stupid?’ ‘I do,’ says Petworth. ‘Wait, I think,’ says the voice, ‘You know we cannot go back there to that place, the one with
  the lift. Things are not very easy now, I told you how it might be. You are all right?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘You know I like to see you very much,’ says the voice.
  ‘And I you,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course, we are in the same story,’ says the voice, ‘Listen, there is a place, if you can find it. Do you know where is the Cathedral,
  to Saint Valdopin?’ ‘Down by the power station?’ asks Petworth. ‘Near to the river Niyt?’ says the voice, ‘Well, can you go there, we say at three o’clock.
  You have your watch? Go inside there, be somewhere near the altar, wait for me. You can find it, you won’t be lost?’ ‘I can find it,’ says Petworth. ‘I waited
  here,’ says Katya Princip, ‘I knowed you would telephone to me. Of course I am a witch.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And I will witch you again,’ says Katya,
  ‘So, go there, wait for me.’


  Petworth goes out into the square, buys a ticket from the stall that is marked LITTI, and gets on board a pink tram that is marked VIPNU. It is
  crowded in the tram, filled with children carrying flags and flowers from the morning celebrations. Gradually the tram empties, as it takes its route out over the Bridge Anniversary May 15, and
  rattles down the boulevards toward the new workers’ apartments; Petworth is almost the only one left when it reaches the end of the line, to turn in a circle in the marshy land near to the
  power station and the river Niyt. At first sight, the cathedral close to is not impressive, but he walks up the steps toward its massed blackened brick. He is very early, so he walks to the side,
  and finds the entrance to the crypt; paying his vloska, he goes down into the deep stone rooms where the gallery of ikons hangs. He looks for a long time at the dark strained faces, staring out
  from the paint, the tempera, the gilding, uttering the pain, the faith, the love behind their sacred stories. It is nearly three, time to look for the person he wants so much to meet again; he goes
  outside, and walks to the great curved porch, scattered with confetti from a recent wedding. He steps inside, into the great solemn darkness, everywhere lit by spluttering beeswax candles, which
  scent the air. From the central dome comes more light, falling over painted canopies and the plaster, silver and gold of the great long altar; the altar is set far forward in the nave, as if to
  protect deeper mysteries within. The cathedral is almost empty; a few, a very few, old ladies in shawls kneel in the side chapels under lit candles; a small number of tourists wander about in the
  half-dark, with cameras slung round their necks; somewhere in the darkness, a priest is intoning.


  Petworth walks toward the altar, looking for the person he has not at all forgotten, the person who makes all other faces somehow look like hers. There are alcoves near the altar, one of them
  holding a glinting silver tomb; in the half-dark someone comes out of one, toward him. ‘Oh, are you here, my good old friend?’ says a familiar voice; Petworth stares at Dr Plitplov,
  with his sharp black eyes, his natty shirt, his elegant little handbag, ‘And you have turned back to Slaka safely, I am very glad. You have made your tour in some awkward days, but I hope it
  did not spoil it at all.’ ‘Not at all,’ says Petworth. ‘And now you look at our cathedral,’ says Plitplov, ‘Do you like it? I do not much, myself. Always I
  remember how the priests took from the peasants all their money, in those past times. Of course sometimes they have made something very fine of it. I hope you notice this tomb, Saint Valdopin, he
  was a very famous saint of us.’ ‘Saint of ours,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course,’ says Plitplov, ‘Always I get so excited when I see my good old friend. Do you like
  to walk? Or perhaps you are meeting someone?’ ‘Well, no,’ says Petworth. ‘No, you don’t?’ asks Plitplov, ‘And your lady-guide is not with you? That is very
  unusual.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘But there are certain businesses we must always do on our own,’ says Plitplov, ‘You are sure you don’t meet someone?
  Perhaps a lady? Always you are lucky with the ladies.’ ‘No,’ says Petworth. ‘Of course you are right to be very cautious,’ says Plitplov, ‘I told you this: in my
  country always one must be an artist of relations. Well, at last you seem to learn quite well your lesson. But I am your good old friend, I know your wife, you know that you can trust me, I think.
  I know you mean to meet here a certain lady writer.’


  ‘Really, do you?’ says Petworth, walking away. ‘My dear friend, please, I do not mean to make you embarrassment,’ says Plitplov, coming after him, ‘Understand me,
  please, I also know that lady. You know what is go-between, she sends me with a message. She cannot come now, there is a difficulty, a small confusion. Her life is not so easy now as before, I
  think you know why, I believe you had a finger in that pie?’ ‘You’ve seen her,’ says Petworth. ‘You rang on the telephone,’ says Plitplov, ‘That was to my
  apartment. Sometimes she is there. She asks me to tell that she is very sorry and that she likes to see you, very much. She regrets that you do not meet again before you leave Slaka, it is
  tomorrow, I think?’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘But she likes to send you a present,’ says Plitplov, ‘Do you like to walk outside, on that terrace? Perhaps it is the
  smoke of all these candles, but I feel again a little headache.’ They go out of the porch and onto a paved terrace; side by side, mosquitoes buzzing by their ears, they stare down into the
  marshy waters of the river below them. ‘A present?’ asks Petworth. ‘A very nice present,’ says Plitplov, ‘Her new book. And she tells that if you read it you will find
  the end of the story of Stupid.’ Petworth stares down at the turgid waters below; ‘But I can’t read it,’ he says after a moment, ‘I haven’t learned the
  language.’ ‘I think you will read it,’ says Plitplov, ‘I think you read French.’ ‘It’s in French?’ asks Petworth. ‘No, it is not yet in
  French,’ says Plitplov, ‘But there is someone in Paris, a good old friend. He likes to translate that book, and publish it there. You understand that since certain difficulties, I think
  you know them, you had a finger in that pie, she cannot publish that book here. Of course it is not so easy to get it out of the country.’


  ‘I see,’ says Petworth, ‘You want me to take this typescript out of the country.’ ‘I believe you have a book by this writer before,’ says Plitplov,
  ‘Well, it is just another. No one will stop you, you carry papers all the time, you are a lecturer. And the next weekend you can take it to that person in Paris.’ ‘I’m not
  going to Paris next weekend,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, I think so,’ says Plitplov, ‘I have telephoned your wife, your Lottie. She asks why you do not call, and sends you her
  love. We have made some arrangements and she likes to be in Paris. Of course she thinks I will be there also but that will not be possible. There is a café, the Rotonde, that person will
  meet you there. I hope you don’t mind, you know how I like to make plans for you. Already I begin to arrange your tour next year in my country.’ ‘My tour?’ asks Petworth.
  ‘Of course,’ says Plitplov, ‘You still have those lectures to make at Nogod and Provd. Everyone likes you to come because you make such good talks. And you know I have a string or
  so I can pull.’ ‘I don’t think I want to make another tour here,’ says Petworth. ‘My dear good friend,’ says Plitplov, ‘Do you know how you get a good
  apartment here, I will tell you. You must make some bribes in hard currency. Otherwise you wait for five years.’ ‘What has that to do with it?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of
  course,’ says Plitplov, ‘By this time there will be many francs in Paris, of the book. You change those francs into dollar, bring here all those dollar when you make your next tour, and
  there is a very nice apartment.’ ‘And who is this very nice apartment for?’ asks Petworth. ‘That lady writer, who sends you her present, and cares for you so much,’
  says Plitplov, ‘And also perhaps her very good friend.’


  Petworth stares down at the stagnant water below him; he says, after a moment, ‘And you are that very good friend?’ Plitplov stares down at the water too; he says, after a moment,
  ‘Perhaps we all have a secret. Sometimes it is a sausage, sometimes it is more.’ ‘And you’ve been that good friend for quite a long time?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of
  course in my country, people need a friend,’ says Plitplov, ‘I have made some books, I write in the newspaper, my criticisms are well respected, even on Hemingway. It is not so easy to
  survive here if people do not help each other. I am sorry you did not meet my wife. She is a very dull person. She does not even make a very good dinner. I think you would understand it, but
  perhaps you do. You know very well these things yourself. Really I think we know each other very well, now. I am very glad you came, and I enjoy well your lectures. Sometimes your theories are not
  correct, but you make up for it with good examples. Well, of course, I will say farewell to you at the airport. The package will be small and it will go well into your briefcase. If they ask you at
  the donay’ii, tell them you must have picked it up by accident in a confusion at a conference. And I think it is always a pleasure to go to Paris, perhaps like a little
  honeymoon.’ ‘And why should I do this?’ asks Petworth. ‘Of course there are ways of embarrassing everyone,’ says Plitplov, ‘You have not been so discreet on your
  tour. Really it would not be hard to make some difficulties for you. Perhaps you would have to stay here a long time in our country, not in the best conditions. But I do not make those reasons to
  you, because you know there is another.’ ‘Do I?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, that lady writer, she likes me a little, and I am useful. Soon Professor Rum will not be doing so well,
  there is a new regime, so it is good to have a friend who is all right, with Tankic and some others. These are our necessities, you know it. But for you there is a different feeling, I don’t
  know why, of course I am jealous. She tells she has to see you again: that is why she sends her book, it is the book of you both together. You will see she dedicates to you. She says: here you will
  see, you are in one story. Also she asks me to say to you one more thing: I mean to give you a better sense of existence. Do you think you know what that means?’


  ‘Yes,’ says Petworth, turning away from the parapet. ‘And so I find you at the airport?’ asks Plitplov, ‘I must know you really mean it. You know you will do
  something very good.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, perhaps I will be a bit elusive there, you may not see me,’ says Plitplov, ‘Now, how our exchange is done,
  what you must do. Take in there your bags, put them down by the stall that is marked Cosmoplot. It is in the centre, you do not miss. Do not lock please your briefcase. Leave it there, ask to go
  for a cup of coffee, there is a place. Wait a few minute, then remember you have left it, and go back. That is all, and you do it?’ ‘Yes,’says Petworth. ‘I am so pleased to
  see you again, my good old friend,’ says Plitplov, shaking his hand, ‘And you have made very good visit. I do not ashame I pulled those string for you. Well, my friend, I think perhaps
  here is our farewell. I don’t think I will talk to you tomorrow, though I wish your flight well. I hope you will remember always your visit very nicely, I hope you think once more about the
  work of Hemingway, I hope you give to your nice Lottie my love and wishes to meet again. Most, I cannot tell you how much I wait your next visit here. And not I only, you know that other one waits
  longingly for you.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘So, do you go back now to your hotel?’ asks Plitplov briskly, ‘It is the tram marked Wang’liki over there, but
  first you must buy ticket at the Litti.’ ‘I know,’ says Petworth. As he gets on the tram, Petworth looks across to the Cathedral of Saint Valdopin; Plitplov, with his bright,
  bird-like look, is standing on the steps. But when, a moment later, he looks through the glass, he has gone, quite suddenly, as he once did before.


  That night, in the hotel, Petworth eats a solitary meal in the great dining-room, where the sad singer sings again, songs of love, songs of betrayal; he sits and thinks of obscure processes,
  strange machinations, stories perhaps of love, perhaps of betrayal, in which he has some unexpected part. He does not know whether these stories started before he arrived, or because he arrived.
  The singer tosses her hair, the gipsies fiddle, in the city of flowers and song, chaos and confession; Petworth goes down into the cellar bar, where the silvery whores laugh, and look at him. Late
  that night, he wakes up; he is sweating, and in a state of high anxiety. He exists, he does not. Darkness fills the room he is in; he is not quite sure what room it is, where he is. A tram clatters
  somewhere; he is in the dark, and under the dialectic. The duvet has come off him and his naked legs are out in cold air. The duvet is piled beside him, tugged over someone who lies there, her back
  against him, warm. His hand is evidently trapped under her shoulders, the circulation fading, pain in his fingers; his heart beats furiously. Troubled, curious, he senses the shape of the flesh
  beside him: the skin in its long planes, hollowed here, puffed there, the outward spill of the breasts, the pucker of the nipples, the inward tug of the navel, the fuzz at the groin, the intricate
  vaginal crease. He is afraid he has done wrong, he feels guilt. And someone watches the wrong, requires a confession and an expiation. He switches on the great brass bedside lamp; the duvet is
  crumpled beside him; there is no one there. Light flashes on the ceiling, with its romping cupids, its great crack; he puts off the lamp, covers himself, struggles for sleep.


  III


  And now it is morning again, and Petworth sits for the last time in a red plastic chair in the lobby of the Hotel Slaka, his luggage – the blue suitcase, the battered
  briefcase, but no longer the Heathrow bag – round about his feet. He has taken breakfast, the familiar breakfast that bears no relation to the menu, the old food-stained menu he had seen on
  his very first day. A weak sun shines across the square outside, with its grinding trams, and looks into the great dusty hallway. In the hallway, his guide, Marisja Lubijova, stands at the desk,
  talking to the Cosmoplot girl with the splayed lacquered hair, under the photographs showing portraits of Lenin, Grigoric and Vulcani. ‘Oh, they are such bureaucrats,’ Marisja cries,
  hurrying over to him, ‘They say you have burned a hole in the bedspread at Glit. Of course I have fixed it, I tell them the Min’stratii will pay it. And now do you have everything, all
  your presents, your souvenirs? You are ready to go?’ An orange taxi is already waiting beyond the glass doors; they get into it, and drive out through the busy square. C[image: ]OPT, says a sign, and PECTOPAH; in the little side street, down toward Plazsci P’rtyii, the
  faces of the men of history hang, with the wind taking them; so that now it is Marx high and Lenin low, now Engels up and Kruschev down, now Grigoric above and Vulcani below, and now it is the
  opposite. In the corner of the taxi, Lubijova sits, twisting the strap of her shoulderbag. ‘Well, my dear Comrade Petwurt, you know I shall miss you?’ she says, ‘In my country we
  have a saying; I am always telling you our sayings. We say, if you come to Slaka once, always you come again. And I think it is a little bit possible, don’t you?’ ‘Yes,’
  says Petworth, ‘I think it is quite possible.’


  ‘Well, that is good, I think it means you liked our country,’ says Lubijova, taking out a notebook and scribbling in it, ‘And, look, if I give you an address, do you try and
  see me? Perhaps I will not be there, but you can try. Or perhaps I might even be your guide again, if you make an official tour. I hope you do, next time a proper one. This one was really a little
  unusual.’ ‘There were just a few small confusions,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, I am sorry about my confusions,’ says Lubijova, ‘But I hope you think I was always good
  guide, you know I tried it. And I think you always needed one.’ ‘I think everyone needs one,’ says Petworth, ‘You were a very good guide.’ ‘And do you remember
  what we nearly did at Glit, and did not?’ asks Lubijova, ‘I remember it.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘And now you go home to your wife, is it Lottie?’ asks
  Lubijova, ‘The one who smokes the small cigars, the friend of Plitplov.’ ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, that will be nice for you,’ says Marisja Lubijova,
  ‘But I don’t think you will tell her all that happens to you, not this time.’ ‘No, I don’t think so,’ says Petworth. ‘No,’ says Marisja, ‘You
  will have to make up a story. But then you have learned some things about stories. You still have that book I gave you? You know, written by that one? Do you think now you will try to read
  it?’ ‘Perhaps,’ says Petworth. ‘Really you have not learned much of our language,’ says Marisja. ‘Well, enough to have an idea,’ says Petworth. ‘And
  your diseases have all gone away? Your mouth is all better?’ asks Marisja. ‘Yes,’ says Petworth. The long straight road now stretches ahead toward the airport, with the power
  station and the cathedral to the right. ‘Oh, what a pity, you did not go to the cathedral,’ says Marisja Lubijova, ‘But is good to keep one thing for another time.’
  ‘Yes, it is,’ says Petworth. ‘And I think you will come,’ says Marisja, ‘You know I am a little bit psychic.’


  A familiar gilded onion dome appears on the skyline; there are aircraft beacons in the flat wide fields that spread out to the jagged horizon. On the airport concourse stand the blue armed men;
  one of them comes up to the taxi when it stops in an unpermitted place, but Mari Lubijova, a good guide still, is persuasive. They go into the departure building, wooden, low, a little bigger than
  the building into which, two weeks ago, he came. The crowds mill, with their luggage; ‘Change money, change money,’ says someone, clutching his arm a trifle desperately, in the press.
  There is a stall marked LITTI, another marked TYP’ICHII, another marked COSMOPLOT, in the
  centre, with a girl in a green uniform writing at it. Long lines wait at the two small, slow check-in desks. ‘Do you like to check now?’ asks Marisja Lubijova. ‘I think
  there’s just time for a cup of coffee,’ says Petworth, putting down his luggage by the Cosmoplot desk, and looking for a sight of a crisp white sports shirt, a natty pair of trousers,
  but there is nothing of that sort to be seen at all. ‘Oh, do you like?’ says Marisja, ‘It is this way, and, yes, you have time.’ His luggage left by the Cosmoplot stand,
  Petworth pushes through the crowd after Marisja. But, suddenly, there is a commotion behind them; one of the blue armed men comes urgently through the crowd, pushing aside priests in robes, old
  ladies with cardboard boxes, shouting and waving his gun. ‘Oh, Petwurt, what do you do now?’ asks Marisja, stopping, ‘Oh, really, how do you do it, he tells you forget again your
  luggage. It is not permitted to leave it, you must go back. Really, you are hopeless, don’t you say so? Maybe I should come to England with you. I do not know how you can live at all without
  me.’ ‘No,’ says Petworth.


  He walks back to the Cosmoplot stall, where his bags stand, apparently undisturbed; and that is hardly surprising, for another blue armed man stands firmly over them, legs astride. ‘You
  see how our militias like to look after you,’ says Marisja, ‘Now they like you to check it at once. Our people here do not steal, but they do not like anything to happen to you. You are
  our important visitor.’ So, an important visitor, firmly flanked by two armed men, Petworth is led to the head of the queue at check-in, while the other passengers stand patiently, casting
  only the smallest and most oblique of glances at the business being conducted. The green Cosmoplot girl takes his ticket and both his bags; slowly and painfully, she writes LHR on two baggage tags,
  fixes them to the luggage, and puts it behind her. ‘That is good,’ says Lubijova, ‘Now you will not see them again until you must show what you have at the donay’ii.
  That is your boarding pass, put it please in your pocket, one where you will find it, or you will be in Slaka all your life. I don’t mind, but perhaps you do. And your passport, you have it?
  And what about your moneys? You know you must not take any vloskan out of the country?’ ‘I’d better give it all to you,’ says Petworth, reaching in his pocket for the
  finished money, useless for further exchange. ‘Oh, Petwurt, are those your riches?’ asks Marisja, laughing, ‘Don’t you know you have left only five? This is not too much.
  Perhaps a hundred tram tickets, or thirty loaves of bread. I think you can keep that in case you have some duties on your souvenirs. Our donay’ii, very strict. And I hope you
  don’t take any forbidden things. Antiquities, any ikons? They will not like you if you have such things.’ ‘No, I don’t,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, now if you like,
  we take our cup of coffee, with no worries,’ says Marisja, ‘I do not like to say goodbye to you, do you understand?’


  Petworth understands, but something is happening to him; under the strange dulling grammar of airports, all feeling except a sense of anxiety begins to go. The announcements come through the
  loudspeakers, in a confusion of languages; words become part of the endless web of multilingua that runs through the head like a dream. The flight-boards are fluttering, signs turning toward
  redundancy; the city that two weeks has built in his mind no longer seems close. The coffee cloys and does not taste like coffee; the people already begin to look strange. ‘Attenzie,
  slibob,’ says a girl over the loudspeakers, ‘The flucht of BA to London now boards after all formalities.’ ‘My flight,’ says Petworth. Facing him at the counter, her
  features looking paler and more tense than he has ever seen, Marisja Lubijova is looking at him. ‘Petwurt, Petwurt,’ she says, ‘Oh, it is goodbye. And there is no way to say it,
  really, no words that can be right. Do you know any? I don’t. But you remember our custom?’ ‘Your custom?’ asks Petworth; but his words choke, as two warm arms come round
  his neck, his face goes down, he is tugged forward into two soft breasts that are pressed forward at him, into him. ‘Thank you,’ says Petworth, ‘My very good guide.’
  ‘Cam’radakii,’ says Mari, adding a kiss, ‘For me you really are. And I hope for you I am a little bit also.’ ‘You are,’ says Petworth; but the crowd is
  moving, toward the labyrinth of departure, and he must move with them, to get on his flight, and ahead there is an armed man, holding his gun out over a black line across the floor, and beyond
  there is a row of small curtained stalls, and a sign that says IDENTAY’II. He looks back, and sees that he has already gone through a gate that
  Marisja Lubijova cannot pass; she stands behind it, waving, shouting ‘Goodbye, comrade Petwurt.’ He turns and waves and shouts goodbye; the armed man nudges him lightly with the gun, to
  move him forward.


  And then he is again in the familiar labyrinth of the airport, the boxes that follow on from boxes. In the booth marked IDENTAY’II, where
  four armed men sit, they look at his passport, and one of the men tears away the rest of his visa. In the booth marked GELDAY’II, his unfilled
  document causes doubt and much inspection; but ‘Ned vloskan, turnii off’icayii min’stratam culturam komitetam,’ says Petworth; ‘Ah, da, va,’ says the man,
  stamping the document and letting him through. Caught in the grammar of airports, already less a subject and more an object, Petworth walks on, into the larger hall beyond, marked DONAY’II. At the end of it, many uniformed men work in supermarket aisles, tipping out luggage, checking pockets and wallets. The tagged flight luggage is
  stacked on trolleys at the entrance to the hall, to be identified and carried to the inspection. The blue suitcase, the battered briefcase, sit there; and, as Petworth picks them up, anxiety
  strikes him, an anxiety like the anxiety that has been with him throughout his tour, an anxiety not unlike that which has been with him all his life, but an anxiety incremented, made intense, so
  that, if one was looking for a word to describe it, as a linguist should, then perhaps the word would be: terror. He puts the bags down in front of one of the uniformed men, who looks at him, and
  begins to open them: first the blue suitcase, with its jumble of dirtied shirts, discarded underpants and used socks, its torn best suit, split past the crotch, its small scatter of peacemaking
  presents, its scrap of handmade embroidery, its well-wrapped glass decanter from MUG, the sum of his travelling being. But not quite the full sum, for there is also his
  briefcase, with his lectures and writings and notes, his mature reflections on the Uvular R, his comprehensive version of English as a medium of international communication. The case falls open,
  and there are the books, Lyons and Chomsky, Fowler and Princip, Transformational Grammar and Nodu Hug; and the crumpled, beaten papers, held together with their rusting paperclips; and, in
  the middle, a thick bright wad of new paper, shining in its cleanliness, the story of Stupid.


  And Petworth now thinks that he knows the end of the story of Stupid, and that it is here, where the uniformed man stands fumbling into the bags, unfolding, unwrapping, unpacking, scattering.
  For Petworth can see very clearly that not all the people who are lining up in expectation of taking this flight are going onward, into the departure lounge further on; some are being turned back,
  some being led off into side rooms for further questioning, some being inspected by more senior officers who come from a room at the back. And it is one of these that is being called by the
  uniformed man now; he walks over, in his blue shirt, and stares into the two jumbled bags. ‘Something wrong?’ asks Petworth. ‘You don’t speak our language?’ says the
  man. ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘Not really.’ ‘Yes, a thing wrong,’ says the man. ‘What is it?’ asks Petworth. ‘You don’t know?’ says the
  man, ‘You make an offence.’ ‘What offence?’ asks Petworth. ‘This,’ says the man, reaching into the luggage, and picking up the glass decanter that Petworth has
  bought in MUG, ‘Not for export.’ ‘No?’ says Petworth. ‘No,’ says the man, holding the decanter up high, as if to examine the texture of
  the glass; it slips, as if by mistake, though it does not seem to be a mistake, from his fingers, and smashes to the floor. On the tiles, glinting, lie the broken pieces of the elegant, crafted
  construction; Petworth stares at them. ‘You don’t know it is not permitted?’ asks the man. ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘I’m sorry.’ ‘You will know
  when you come again,’ says the man, going back into his office.


  And Petworth walks on, into the small departure lounge, where a strained and clearly depleted band of passengers stands, wiping their heads with handkerchieves and waiting for the London flight.
  There are some hard chairs and even a small duty-free shop, selling vodka and rot’vitti, hand embroidery and glass decanters, curiously like the one that has just been shattered in
  DONAY’II. But this does not detain Petworth, for the room has mesh-covered windows, and beyond them is the tarmac, where there stand the blue
  buses, the tank carriers, the rows of lined-up planes. One of the planes is in British Airways livery; it is an ancient Trident, the union flag flaking rather on its tail; that does not matter, for
  Petworth would like to be on it. But there is a wait, a long wait, as passengers filter through into the tiny lounge. Then, suddenly, a green stewardess comes through and goes to the locked door;
  she picks up a microphone. ‘Attention, slibob, here is flugzig informato,’ she says, ‘Soon the flight to London of BA boards at a certain gate. For security, all baggages,
  including hand ones, shall be identified and placed on the cart before is boarded the bus. To take baggages into the plane is not permitted.’ She unlocks the door; Petworth steps outside,
  puts the old, heavy burden of his luggage onto the trolley, and gets inside the blue bus. Soon it is juddering him across the concrete to the stand where the Trident waits. He goes up the steps,
  into the round cabin where a concealed tape plays, for some reason, ‘Way Down Upon the Swanee River.’ ‘Hello sir,’ says an affable stewardess in a familiar uniform;
  ‘This way, please,’ says another, with gloves on, leading him down the cabin to seat 21D.


  ‘Thank you,’ says Petworth, sitting down, ‘Thank you very much.’ Fastening his lap-strap, he leans across the passenger between him and the window, in 21E, and looks out through the globed glass. Beyond it, no distance at all away really, is the tarmac, with on it a few flight-handlers working at their familiar tasks, and a crowd of
  armed men, with long flared topcoats and boots up to the knee in cavalry fashion. Beyond them are the lined-up planes on their stands; beyond them one can see, white in the sunlight, the wooden
  terminal buildings, with their tightly closed doors, the signs above them saying OTVAT. On the roof of the building is an area where people stand and wave; they are, most of
  them, dressed in a certain formality, the women in bulky cotton dresses, the men in Sunday suits, though it is in fact Saturday. The plane windows are curdled from flight, so that it is not easy to
  project distances, or identify anyone exactly. But it does seem that, among the waving wavers, one of them, tall and dressed in grey, could well be Marisja Lubijova, her hand in the air. There are
  more men than women, and they look indistinguishable; but there is one, much further along, right at the end of the row, in natty sports shirt and trousers, who might possibly be Dr Plitplov,
  though this could well be an optical illusion. But, however hard one looks, there is no one there at all resembling the brilliant, batik-clad magical realist novelist Katya Princip. Beyond are the
  trees that line the airport perimeter, and poking up into the sky amongst them a golden onion, the spire-dome of a church; and beyond that is, as is well-known, the city, with its hotels and bars,
  its museums and cathedrals.


  And inside is the cabin. On the forward bulkhead are lighted signs, saying FASTEN SEAT BELTS and NO SMOKING. It smells faintly of cleaning fluid,
  though no one has cleaned out the seat-pockets or the ashtrays. Petworth is old, old enough to remember the days when all British air captains had names like Hardy, and Frobisher, and Savage, just
  as all stewardesses seemed to come from county families and served, as it were, from the sideboard. But things change; it is not quite so on today’s flight BA231. The
  gloved stewardess who is now checking his lapstrap has acne. ‘Well, ladies and gentlemen, this is your Captain, Captain Smith,’ says a voice over the intercom, ‘We’ve got
  what they call a gatehold here, that means something or other’s got to be sorted out. We’d serve you a drink, but local regulations don’t allow it. I’d like to introduce
  your steward today, Mr Maggs, and your delightful stewardesses Babs and Shirlene. Let’s hope the delay won’t be long, and we’ll soon be pushing off.’ ‘Isn’t that
  typical Slaka?’ says the passenger who sits between Petworth and the window, in 21E. It seems to Petworth that the man, who wears a suit and striped tie, and has a
  smell of rot’vitti strongly on his breath, is familiar; that indeed he closely resembles the man who was led off by the khaki soldiers on the day of Petworth’s arrival, two remote weeks
  ago. ‘They let you all on so they can take you off again,’ says the man, ‘Just to create a false sense of security. I’ve seen it, I’ve seen it. Fifty get on, only
  forty fly. I’m here often, I sell scalpels.’ ‘Do you really?’ asks Petworth. ‘Oh, yes,’ says the man, ‘One of those fields in which they respect our
  British know-how.’ ‘Do they?’ asks Petworth. ‘It’s an interesting job,’ says the man, ‘I like travel. The only problem is, they have no idea how to do
  business. For instance, you can never find anybody there who’s actually empowered to buy anything. You have a very nice time, sitting in cafés talking over coffee and brandy; then you
  find you’re with completely the wrong chap. They’re a little bit elusive, if you know what I mean.’ ‘Yes, I do,’ says Petworth. ‘Oh, look,’ says the man,
  tapping the window, ‘This is what all the fuss is about.’


  Petworth cranes to look out; two figures, one carrying a suitpack, and both surrounded by a bevy of armed men, are coming toward the plane, disappearing under the wing. The steps are put back
  against the plane’s side; there is a thudding of footsteps, and of people entering at the back of the cabin. Petworth turns to look, to see coming down the aisle a man in a fine suit,
  carrying an umbrella, and a woman bright in a green party hat. ‘Oh, look, how marvellous,’ says the lady, looking down at him, ‘It’s darling Angus. Do you mind if I sit next
  to you?’ ‘Well, ladies and gentlemen, we have our start clearance, so we’ll push off now,’ says Captain Smith over the intercom, ‘We’re flying to Heathrow with a
  stopover at Frankfurt, a short stop, so we’d like all ongoing passengers to remain in their seats. I can’t give you a flight-time because there’s still a bit of a problem at
  Heathrow, and we may be diverted. But I’ll let you know more about that nearer the time.’ The engines roar; slowly at first, then with growing rapidity, the plane begins to move.
  ‘Thank God,’ says the man who sells scalpels, in 21E. ‘Take hold of my hand and hold it very tight,’ says Budgie Steadiman in 21C, ‘I’ve never understood why these things should suddenly rise up into the air, when the perfectly natural thing is for them to continue straight along the ground.’
  But rise, rise, rise into the air it does, over the polythene crop covers and the onion dome. ‘They seem to have given you very special treatment,’ says Petworth, ‘Is this
  diplomatic privilege?’ ‘Yes, I suppose so,’ says Budgie, continuing to squeeze Petworth’s hand very tightly, ‘We were being bundled out of the country. I thought they
  did it very well.’


  The wheels come up, the casings lock; below, in a haze, is the city, the apartment blocks, the strange web of streets, the moving pink trams, the great central square, Plazsci P’rtyii, the
  castle of Vlam up on its rock. The bulkhead signs go out; Petworth, one-handed, lights a cigarette, thinking of the briefcase in the hold, the story of Stupid, the troubled world he flies above.
  ‘Bundled out?’ he says, ‘God, I hope it had nothing to do with—’ ‘Of course,’ says Budgie, ‘Everyone’s bound to think it was I. Being so famous
  for my indiscretion. No, that was absolutely nothing to do with it. I come out white as driven snow.’ Below, cloud is drifting over, but one can just see the orange pollution of a power
  station, the bulk of a cathedral that seems to have had its top knocked off, a river spilling everywhere beyond its banks, a jagged cup of mountains. ‘Then what was it?’ asks Petworth.
  ‘It was Felix,’ says Budgie, still holding his hand, ‘He did something to a peasant.’ ‘Ra ra ran over him, actually,’ says Felix Steadiman, leaning across the
  aisle in his blood-speckled shirt. ‘He stepped out in front when Felix was driving along, absolutely perfectly properly actually,’ says Budgie, ‘Then he lay in the road and said
  he was dead.’ ‘Yes, we were in a pa pa part of the country we shouldn’t have been. That rather counted against us,’ says Steadiman. ‘The ambassador moved awfully fast,
  though, I must say,’ says Budgie, ‘For one of his years.’ ‘Probably turn out to be a bi bi bit of luck,’ says Steadiman, ‘You know they expect the Vulcani regime
  to announce martial law this evening. Oh, froliki, some thirsty people here. Could we have a gin and tonic?’ ‘Yes, sir, as soon as we leave their airspace,’ says the stewardess,
  smiling down at him, ‘Sma sma smashing girl,’ says Steadiman.


  Below, the cloud has covered, and there is nothing to be seen. There is something in the air, perhaps to do with the ears, that changes the world obscurely; one can scarcely dispute Marx’s
  proposition that changes in condition produce changes in thought. Consciousness shifts; words and concepts change in weight; reality is not eternal, but a collective construct. Yet things elsewhere
  matter, history is universal: ‘Martial law?’ asks Petworth. ‘Yes, end of lib lib liberalization,’ says Steadiman, ‘Vulcani’s an old soldier. I expect things will
  be rather sticky for some of those people you met. You’re well out. I tried to call you at the ho ho hotel actually, but the telephones were cut. You had no trouble leaving?’ ‘No,
  not really,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, jolly good,’ says Steadiman, ‘Ah, my dear, I take it we’re all gin and tonics? Yes, three, please, with ice and lemon, and could you
  bring some nice nuts?’ ‘It’s the quarrelling I’m looking forward to,’ says Budgie, ‘We can do it all the time.’ ‘You realize this is probably the end
  of my dip dip diplomatic career?’ says Steadiman. ‘Don’t be gloomy, Felix,’ says Budgie, ‘Better than twenty years with your lorry drivers. And there’s still
  always Bangladesh. I do hope Angus, you’ll come and visit us on your next tour. You do do this kind of thing a lot, don’t you? One would not want an acquaintance like ours to
  lapse.’ ‘Here you are, drinkies,’ says Felix Steadiman, ‘Did you actually get to Provd?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘There was a small confusion and they
  dropped out that bit.’ ‘Pity, really,’ says Steadiman, ‘That might have been interesting. That’s where they were shoe shoe shooting people. You didn’t see
  anything of that anywhere?’ ‘No,’ says Petworth, ‘I suppose I’m just not a character in the world historical sense.’ ‘Well, anyway,’ says Steadiman,
  ‘Ch ch ch ch cheers.’ ‘Yes, cheers,’ says Petworth.


  There is a brief stopover in a very rainy Frankfurt, where a few of the passengers get off; the rest remain strapped in their seats, unable even to go and visit Dr Müller’s Sex Shop,
  for that intimate small present that might please her so much. There is a glimpse of autobahn, packed, as the flight resumes, and then soon they are circling and recircling a strikebound Heathrow,
  while Budgie grasps Petworth’s hand in a desperate grip: ‘These people always think they’ve got more petrol than they really have,’ she says. But the signs come on, and soon
  there is a glimpse of a red bus and they are running along the runway. They go through the long half-empty endless corridors and through the United Kingdom channel in immigration; beyond is the
  luggage hall where the carousels turn. Petworth collects a cart and goes to the turning machine with a sign marked SLAKA, where luggage vomits into view and is collected.
  The businessman in scalpels, from 21E, waves and walks off; ‘Are you coming?’ asks Budgie, holding his hand again. ‘No, my briefcase hasn’t turned
  up, they seem to be leaving it till last,’ says Petworth. ‘Well, Felix has to go straight to a debriefing at the FO,’ says Budgie, ‘So it looks like au revoir, though not, I
  trust, goodbye.’ There is another kiss, and then, in their fine clothes, the Steadimen walk out. Petworth waits for a while longer, and then goes to a desk. A clerk in a white shirt makes
  some telephone calls, and then says: ‘I’m afraid they offloaded your briefcase at Frankfurt by mistake.’ ‘Oh, no,’ says Petworth, ‘When will I get it?’
  ‘I’m afraid you won’t,’ says the clerk, ‘When they found the passenger wasn’t scheduled through the airport, their security people blew it up.’ ‘I
  see,’ says Petworth, ‘You’ll take more care of me.’ ‘Well, these days one has to be very cautious,’ says the clerk, ‘You’re entitled to make a claim,
  of course. Was there anything in it of great value?’ ‘I suppose not,’ says Stupid. He walks away, following the signs, the words, the arrows, that lead him out, through the green
  channel that means nothing to declare, into the Heathrow concourse; where, at the barrier, he sees, waving at him, his dark wife.
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