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THIS BOOK IS FOR:
Philip Caputo, Doug Fix, Larry Leffel, and Bret Lott;  and for my parents, all of them

I told the Turk he was a gentleman.
I told the Russian that his Tartar veins
Bled pure Parisian ichor; and he purred. 
The Congress doesn’t purr. I think it swears.
You’re young—you’ll swear too ere you’ve reached the end.
The End! God help you, if there be a God.

—RUDYARD KIPLING, “One Viceroy Resigns”

Acclaim for Tom Bissell’s
Chasing the Sea
“An astonishing book. Both hilarious and deeply disturbing, it’s a crash  course in the history, ecology, and politics of a region that seems as  remote—and as desolate—as one of the lesser moons of Saturn.”
—The San Diego Union-Tribune
“Fantastic. . . . Bissell proves at the age of 29 he is a maestro of the genre.  Read this book and it will be difficult to imagine not traipsing after him  wherever he may go in the future.” 
—Austin American-Statesman
“The narrative is propelled by a strong literary sensibility and Bissell’s  droll, self-deprecating humor. . . . A splendid debut.”
—The Boston Globe
“If you don’t think you want to read a book about Uzbekistan, think  again. Line by line, Chasing the Sea is as smart and funny and entertaining a travel book as you’ll find anywhere; and behind the lines are  real passion and a wholly justified outrage over one of the world’s greatest political and environmental catastrophes. Tom Bissell is a terrifically  sympathetic young writer. Give yourself a treat and read him.”
—Jonathan Franzen
“[Bissell] is an adept tale-teller, and Chasing the Sea is a treasure box of  history, folklore, social criticism and digressions on politics and economics.” 
—Newsday
“Bissell offers a sensitive and erudite picture of this fascinating country,  ambitiously engaging a broad sweep of history that encompasses Genghis Khan in the 13th century, Timur in the 14th century, and the  Soviet and post-Soviet eras. . . . Achieves an engaging honesty.”
—Far East Economic Review
“A bravura exploration of the Aral Sea’s dusty remains.”
—Men’s Journal
“Arresting . . . anything but dry history. . . . Bissell proves himself an apt  ecologist, memoirist and historian, bringing readers on a memorable,  and even joyous, ride.” 
—The Journal News
“A subtly amusing narrative. . . . Bissell is young; his first book proclaims  that he’s a writer to watch.”
—National Geographic Adventure Magazine
“I’ve earmarked nearly every page of this extraordinary travelogue,  drawn back again and again to savor the dervish spin of Tom Bissell’s  prose. . . . Can Chasing the Sea truly be Bissell’s first book?”
—Bob Shacochis
“A beguiling debut.” 
—Esquire
“A literate, elegiac account of travels in the outback of Uzbekistan, tracing the origins and consequences of one of the world’s most devastating  ecological disasters. . . . First-rate in every regard: to be put alongside  such classics on the region as Through Khiva to Golden Samarkand and  The Road to Oxiana.” 
—Kirkus Reviews (starred)
“Fluent and lively prose. . . . Bissell is observant, funny, intelligent, and a  vigorous writer. . . . But Mr. Bissell doesn’t write as an expert or a historian; he calls himself an ‘adventure journalist,’ and in Chasing the Sea  he has brought back an adventure worth sharing.”
—The New York Sun
“Tom Bissell’s book is bittersweet and hurts in the way that exceptional  writing should. . . . Shockingly thoughtful and informed. . . . There are  moments in which one cannot help but laugh aloud. . . . This book is  not to be missed.” 
—Peace Corps Writers
“An intriguing look at a region that has long been under the heel of  tyrants, from Genghis Khan to Joseph Stalin. . . . A marvelous book  that reads like an adventure novel.” 
—The Toronto Sun
“Startlingly clever. . . . Bissell pulls his reader into the world of Uzbekistan and never completely lets go. In the end, we are left feeling the persistent tug of a tell-tale phantom limb.” 
—The Daily Michigan
“The book could have been marketed as Nick Hornby Goes to Hell. . . .  This is painful stuff, but brilliantly captured.” 
— The Eye (Toronto)
“[Bissell] displays an impressive knowledge of the history of the region.  . . . Brilliantly written and incisive.”
—Richmond Times-Dispatch
“An ambitious work. . . . An informed, subtle, and humorous take on a  country that for decades has been relegated to the back pages of history.”
—Moscow Times
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Author’s Note
I am not a scholar. My knowledge of the culture, history, and people of  Central Asia in general and Uzbekistan in particular falls far short of comprehensive, and what I have learned has been thanks to the guidance  of many other authorities, though any mistakes in what follows are my  own. Furthermore, my working knowledge of the Russian language has  faded to functional nonexistence, even if I was at one time a devoted  pupil of what Vladimir Nabokov once witheringly described as the  “Kak-vy-pozhivaete-ya-pozhivayu-khorosho” (How-are-you-I-am-fine)  school of Russian speaking. My knowledge of Uzbek, a branch of the  Altaic language family that includes Turkish, is stronger, though I suspect my ideal conversational partner would be an unusually bright  Uzbek toddler. How and why I came to write this book deserve some  explanation.
As a United States Peace Corps volunteer, I served as an English  teacher in the Republic of Uzbekistan in the mid-1990s. I left after seven  months, or about nineteen months short of my expected stay. This is  called, rather killingly, an “early termination of service.” My reasons for  leaving were emotional and complicated. In other words, I lost my mind.  But the strange, savage beauty of the country stayed with me, and shortly   after I returned to the United States, I found myself writing short stories  set in Uzbekistan. I was done with the place, but, axiomatically, it was  not done with me.
I have never regretted leaving Uzbekistan. In fact, I soon profited by  doing so, lucking in to a position at a New York publishing firm—a  world that would, for most of my twenties, become my career. My premature departure from Uzbekistan is, nonetheless, probably the single  biggest failure of my life. It is with a peculiar convergence of emotion  that one looks back upon a failure that, as it turns out, had no meaningfully negative personal consequences at all. It leads to a heart-nibbling  sort of reflection that leaves one racked with a sense of inadequacy difficult to explain to oneself, much less anyone else. This is the best explanation I have for why, no matter how many months or years I wedged  between myself and my experience in Uzbekistan, my gathering obsession with this odd, fascinating, and in some ways unwelcoming section  of the world soon burned beyond its sandy perimeters. Reading about  Uzbekistan in the Economist or in one-paragraph acorns occasionally  squirreled away in the New York Times was no longer enough. I wanted  to go back. What began as a proposed magazine piece for Harper’s Magazine about the Aral Sea, one of the largest ecological disasters in the  world, soon became this book.
What follows is not history, though it makes use of history and  attempts to honor it. It is not straight reportage, either. It is not a memoir, a form I am not typically inclined to admire, especially when written  by people under the age of thirty. It is not a travel guide, a form to which  Uzbekistan has already been excellently subject (see Calum MacLeod  and Bradley Mayhew’s superb Uzbekistan: The Golden Road to  Samarkand). I did not visit nearly enough places in Uzbekistan (Khiva!  How on earth did I manage to miss Khiva!) to write a proper travel book,  nor did I journey there with that intent. This book is finally and most  emphatically not “an impressionistic record” of what I encountered.  Impressionism, in its literary mask, not only fails to note the emperor’s  nudity but quite often provides him with a blurry new set of clothes—  allowing George Bernard Shaw, for instance, to tell us all what a topping  chap Joseph Stalin really was. What I hope this book provides is a personal, idiosyncratic account of a place and a people and the problems  and conflicts they share—problems most Americans, let us pray, will  never experience firsthand. Perhaps it might also stand as a simpler story   of how a faraway land once caused one young man to unravel and, years  later, helped him find and reassemble a mislaid, broken part of himself.
Most of all, I hope I have written a testimony to the perils of ignoring what, as a boy, I knew as “the larger world.” When I began this book,  I found sad significance in the fact that only a handful of general-interest  books about Central Asia and Uzbekistan were in print. Now, of course,  this has changed, much as in England in the mid-1800s, when the bloody  events unfolding in the region kept bookstalls packed with titles promising Central Asian intrigue and adventure. Ideally, the writing now pouring out of Central Asia will forestall future Western neglect of this  perennially ignored region.
The world, finally, is no longer large, and to ignore it likely requires  more effort than simply to take notice. Now that we have suffered this  truth, and suffered it deeply, we might take care to remember how comparatively fortunate we are as Americans. Any attempt to recognize  American “luckiness” will, I do not doubt, terrify many, anger some, and  offer others mind-cleansing reassurance. Three things this recognition is  not, and should never be: a call to arms, a lullaby, or a reason to stay  home.
T.C.B.
New York City
October 10, 2002
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One
No English
Anyone parted from his land will weep seven years. Whoever   is parted from his tribe will weep until he dies.
— CENTRAL ASIAN PROVERB
APRIL 2001
The night was hot or cold, depending on where one stood. In this it was  not unlike swimming in the ocean and feeling across one’s belly an amniotic warmth followed immediately by a freezing underwater gale. I paced  around on the tarmac, examining the plane that had touched us down  safely in Tashkent, the capital of Uzbekistan. The flight in was much  fuller than I had expected, and my fellow passengers had disembarked.  Most were, like me, standing on the tarmac and looking at the plane.  It was dark, and there was not much else to look at. The plane was a  fine gold-and-black Lufthansa jumbo jet. Lufthansa was the least dicey  airline to fly into Tashkent, though Uzbekistan Airways, the national  airline, was also quite good—internationally. Uzbekistan Airways’s  international flights employed Boeing and British-made jets easily as  splendid as Lufthansa’s. Uzbekistan was the only former Soviet republic  other than Russia to have ever been allowed regular direct flights into the  United States, something of which it was deservedly proud. On internal  flights, however, Uzbekistan Airways sealed its passengers inside shaky old Russian-made Aeroflot propjets. One rumor I hoped to confirm on  this trip was that, before takeoff on these internal flights, Uzbekistan   Airways stewardesses poured everyone a heaping shot of vodka, including the captain. Including themselves.
Everything smelled hotly of fuel. It was as though we were downwind from a grounded F-15 with its engine at full burn. I remembered  this smell. The last time I had smelled Tashkent was as a freshly arrived  Peace Corps volunteer with hopes of teaching the natives English. I was  not much of a traveler at the time. I used words like “natives.” This was  five years previous.
We had arrived in Tashkent at night. In 1996, only five years after  Uzbekistan declared its independence from the Soviet Union, Tashkent’s  airport seemed ominously dark. When we landed and rolled toward the  terminal, I saw that some of the runway lights were flickering. A few were  burned out completely. Three-wheeled trucks of strange vehicular provenance sat abandoned along the runway. I remember that some of them  were on fire, but this could be an enhanced memory. We deplaned and  waited in clubbed silence on the tarmac. After a while a rickety metal  tram arrived to haul us to the terminal. Inside the tram it was cattle-car  dark and cold. It was a terrible joke—not mildly funny or even distracting—when, as the tram lurched toward the terminal, I began humming  the theme to Schindler’s List.
Now I waited for that same tram, upon that same tarmac, at that  same airport. I looked around at my fellow passengers. Every pair of eyes  shone with the glassy overlay of the seven-hour flight from Frankfurt.  Every face was thick with sleeplessness. Many blue-jeaned and sweatshirted Germans idled around. I leaned over and asked a British man  with whom I had chatted a bit on the plane, “What’s with the Germans?”  and rolling his eyes he answered, “Tour groups.” Three tour groups, in  fact. It seemed that, for reasons unknown, Germans love Central Asia. I  later learned that they are, per capita, its most frequent tourists. Lingering on the crowd’s edges were several slumped Uzbek or Turkish businessmen. They seemed tired, dignified, and quietly unhappy. I looked  around. No one, with the exception of the Germans, appeared very  happy, not even the young Russian-speaking Uzbeks in jean jackets and  stylish black shoes carrying bags of duty-free booze and cigarettes. They  looked over at me with lavish pouts and fading sullen eyes, still fried  from having spent their weekend discothequeing in some glamorous  international capital. Not typical citizens of Uzbekistan, needless to say.  I wondered if they were government ministers’ kids, seedlings of the   vlasti (the unopposable few who controlled Soviet politics, culture, and  society, and who in most of the former Soviet republics survived wholly  intact), or the spawn of the Uzbek mafiya. Before I left on this trip, an  Uzbek friend now living in Kentucky had sprung upon me the following  koan: The economy in Uzbekistan was much, much worse today than in  1996, he said, but people were living better. I spent several nights  attempting to comb the logic snarls from that sentence. Now, looking at nineteen-year-olds loaded up with importny loot, I had an idea of what  he meant.
Those who were living better today were living better than anyone  here had ever lived, better even than the Soviet bosses who in the 1970s  had cruised around Tashkent in black Volgas with gray-curtained windows hiding the whores in the back seat. But ten years of corrupt,  hybridized capitalismoid development was slowly teaching Uzbekistan’s  people that such lifestyles did not exist for those who had no “in,” no  clan, no muscle. No matter what average citizens of Uzbekistan did, no  matter how good or honest or hardworking they were, the prestige-goods  economy would remain beyond reach.
Two trams pulled up, their red running lights blinking. The tram I  labored aboard was no cold, dark cattle car but a brightly lit Cobus 3000  with comfortable cushioned seats. It pleased me to see that Tashkent’s  airport seemed less eschatological than I remembered. Some of the  buildings near the main terminal still looked slightly shelled, but several  new buildings were going up.
The Germans had annexed Tram One, and Tram Two seemed drab  in its silence. Some Russian was spoken, quietly, behind me. I turned. A  young Uzbek mother in a leather jacket crouched and played peekaboo  with her daughter. Her husband, a straphanging Uzbek wearing a gold  watch, looked down at them and smiled with weary contentment. A cell  phone blipped Mozart. Several people reached into their pockets, but  only one withdrew. He was large, thick-necked, shaven-headed, Slavic.  He glanced at the number on the phone’s LCD, frowned, and put the  phone back into his pocket. It rang a few more times and stopped.
Next to me was a young man wearing blue jeans and a flea-market  dress shirt the color and texture of a tennis ball. His birdish thinness  ceded a strange prominence to his otherwise normal-sized Adam’s apple.  The piping of his wraparound insectoid sunglasses was a bright iguana  green. His chopped hair was purposefully messy. Everything about him   suggested: American. He was enjoying a pose of which traveling Americans seem fond. This pose broadcast, roughly, I am an American, and   you are an American, and we are both in a strange place. Despite that, I  am not going to speak to you or make myself available in any way. I  wondered if he was a Peace Corps volunteer fresh from a reefer-fueled  jaunt across Thailand. Maybe he was an employ of one of the hipper  agencies like Human Rights Watch. Maybe he was the “cool” Christian  in some evangelical platoon spreading the Word to Central Asians. But  he was returning to what he regarded as home—that much was obvious.  He had the careless look of someone comfortable enough in a foreign  environment not to worry anymore about looking like he belonged.
“Hey,” I said.
He looked over at me. I could see nothing behind his tinted lenses.  His mouth did not move.
“Do you live in Tashkent?”
He shook his head. His Adam’s apple bobbed, then sank, its transit  appearing somehow painful.
“Do you work here?”
“No English,” he said suddenly.
“I’m sorry?”
He unplugged from himself a small flesh-colored earpiece. For the  first time I heard the tinny sound of synthesized R&B. “No English,” he  said again. That everything about this young man suggested American  should have been the first thing to tell me he was not an American.
“Oh,” I told him. “Sorry.”
He replugged his earpiece. “No problem.”
A few moments later the tram stopped with an angry hydraulic hiss.  The doors levered open. We filed into a long gray hallway that fed into the terminal. Tram One had beaten us here and already the end of the  tunnel was clogged with humanity. Customs. Uzbekistan had for a time  been one of the most difficult former Soviet republics to get into. This  was not xenophobia. Rather, it reflected a long, complicated ignorance  of how the mechanics of international travel were handled. Stalin had  from the early 1930s until his death in 1953 sealed off Central Asia not  only to other nations but to the Soviet people themselves. The legendarily stalwart adventurer Gustav Krist said in the 1930s that he “would  sooner pay a call on the Devil and his mother-in-law in Hell” than travel  through Central Asia without the proper papers. Travel here during that   time often resulted in tragedy. Post-Stalin, there were two types of visitors to Uzbekistan: young banana-republic Communists from the Afro,  Arab, and Asian worlds of Successful Socialist Modernization, who were  flown to Tashkent, the New Showcase City of Modern Communism, in  order to witness What the Future Held; and those few tourists who  decided to endure a journey in this isolated, wildly unpredictable part of  the world. The latter were almost always a part of the Soviet travel  agency Intourist’s forced marches through what the authorities allowed  to be recognized as Uzbekistan’s cultural highlights (very little Islam,  much anonymous peasant striving, and only the most architecturally  unignorable mosques). Uzbekistan, prior to its independence, had rarely  seen its consciousness touched by the notion of individual, unauthorized  travel. Even Uzbektourism, the infinitely more relaxed successor to  Intourist, had for a time in the early 1990s demanded that all visitors  present an invitation from an Uzbek host and documented proof of one’s  HIV-negative status. But things had changed. Provided you were a citizen  of the United States, entry into Uzbekistan now required nothing more  than an easily obtainable visa.
After thirty minutes my turn came. My passport was kept in a black  pouch I wore on a rope around my neck. I did this so no one would suspect that I had other, more important documents stashed upon my person, which, point of fact, I did. I approached the glass cube in which a  young blond Russian customs official sat pianoing his fingers. I pushed  my passport through the slot. The Russian retrieved it and cracked it  open. He consulted the screen of his very, very old computer, then looked  at me with coldly official eyes. That Russians have cold eyes is a cliché,  but it is true. To gaze into this blond Russian’s eyes was like being  stabbed with an icicle. He was wearing the spruce-green fatigues of the  Uzbek military, his breast stamped with Uzbekistan’s tri-bar flag, a  strange but not unpleasing combination of sky blue, white, and kelly  green. An Islamic crescent was found in the top bar’s far left corner. To  see an unconditionally Slavic face in such proximity to one of Islam’s  most potent emblems was affecting. I smiled at him, hoping he would  assume from the smile’s vacuity my tranquil ignorance of the Russian  language and ask me nothing.
I needed to avert the possibility of questions because I had $6,300  strapped in a money belt against my lower abdomen, only $4,000 of  which was mine, only $500 of which I planned on declaring. Along with   that $6,300 was a letter from a representative of the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) to the wife of an Uzbek journalist I will call Omad,  who was in the fourth year of his imprisonment by the Uzbek authorities for publishing a parody of the nutritionless prose style of Uzbekistan’s president, Islam Abduganievich Karimov. Omad was also dying of cancer. I was to make contact with Omad’s wife, give her the letter and  $2,000, then quickly take my leave. We needed to meet somewhere private, as her phone and home were no doubt bugged, and we needed to  meet in a way that would not tip off those monitoring her. Otherwise,  minutes after I left, a “tax official” would show up. One complication:  She was not expecting me. Another: I had absolutely no experience doing  anything of this sort. CPJ had asked me to mule the money after learning  of my trip through a friend of a friend, and I agreed mostly because of  my respect for the organization. Adding to that, I had another letter  stashed away in my luggage, this one from a Washington, D.C., lawyer to  the daughter of an Uzbek official in the United States who was trying to  defect—a difficult thing to do, it turns out, between nations with good  diplomatic relations, as the United States and Uzbekistan enjoyed even in  the spring of 2001. This potential defector was working stateside, on  official business of the Uzbek government, and happened to be looking  in to the possibility of becoming an American citizen when, two months  before, his daughter, who lived in Tashkent, telephoned him in a panic.  Men had just broken in to his apartment, she said hysterically, and  burgled his papers and things.
He was accused, he later learned, of violating Article 159 of the Penal Code, i.e., “anticonstitutional activity,” i.e., government overthrow.  After a 1999 bombing in Tashkent, a miniaturized Great Terror was  launched at observant Muslims and democratic reformers. Most were  innocent, and many had been tortured into confessing various antigovernment plots. President Karimov had gone on a much-publicized hajj  when polite Islam was fashionable in newly independent Central Asia,  but a decade later he loathed and feared the faith, brutalizing even those  Muslims unmoved by the idea of neo-Mohammedan rule. Democratic  reformers did not fare much better, even though Karimov always cited  democracy as the desired end point of Uzbekistan’s development. Many  others had fallen into this dragnet. When Uzbekistan’s former ambassador to the United States became interested in defecting to America, for  instance, his daughter, Nadira Khidoiatova, was soon arrested on drug-smuggling charges. Khidoiatova was pregnant, and under Uzbek law was  therefore supposed to have been released on bond. The Uzbek authorities  sidestepped this nicety by forcibly aborting her fetus. The former ambassador, for his part, now lived under protection in the United States.
This background is to provide some sense of the panic our own  potential defector must have felt before going into hiding. He had made  contact with a second-year law student at Georgetown, who was trying  to figure out, pro bono, how his first and only client could reasonably  seek political asylum here. He needed to get the man’s daughter a letter,  asking her to write back a detailed brief on the circumstances as she  understood them. The whole situation seemed incredibly murky, to say  the least, and because my involvement stemmed merely from a response  to a post left on the Returned Peace Corps Volunteers Web site, I hesitated. But Mr. Georgetown lawyered me into agreeing. My task was simple. Any mail coming to the potential defector’s daughter from anyplace  other than Tashkent, with anything on it other than authentic Uzbek  handwriting, would be opened by the authorities screening her mail. All I  had to do was find someone to address the letter, come up with a convincing fake address, and pop it into a mailbox. I was not even doing  anything politically untoward, when I thought about it, though my relative innocence would have been difficult to clarify with the Uzbek  authorities.
It did not matter. The blond Russian customs official said nothing to  me, stamped my passport, nodded curtly, and waved me through into the  highly relative freedom of the Federal Republic of Uzbekistan.
Like medicine or pornography, Uzbekistan is a subject in which a person  is either deeply versed or utterly ignorant. Other than the basics of the  Uzbek language, I learned virtually nothing about Uzbekistan unrelated  to my immediate surroundings while living there. In the fall of 1996,  while my fellow volunteers and I underwent our Peace Corps training,  Uzbekistan was suffering its largest agricultural shortfall in history. I  knew nothing about this. Nor did I know about the potentially climacteric deals with Western companies such as McDonald’s melting into air  because of the Uzbek government’s devotion to nativistic, strong-arm  economics. I did not know much about Uzbekistan’s president or, in fact,   anything at all about the Uzbek government. I was especially ignorant of  the strange tendency of disgraced government ministers to spectacularly  defenestrate themselves.
Whatever I did come to learn about Central Asia occurred after I left.  My knowledge was tumored with particular growths: the Aral Sea, the  Soviet war in Afghanistan, the Great Game. This was because after I  returned home I wrote short stories involving each of these topics and  had done a large amount of research. When writing I tried to keep whatever I learned very light—stories less within the anthropological tradition and more within the tradition of, say, Typee, which was written by  Melville after spending four weeks among his Polynesian subjects,  though he claimed it was four months.
It is widely known that the Peace Corps attracts more larval writers  than any postbaccalaureate option save for our infinite master of fine  arts programs. Some of these writers go on to write professionally, and  often their first books are crucially informed by their Peace Corps experience. Prominent Peace Corps writers include Paul Theroux, Bob Shacochis, Starling Lawrence, Kent Haruf, Reginald McKnight, Mark  Jacobs, George Packer, Mary-Ann Tirone Smith, Jeffrey Tayler, Richard  Wiley, Melanie Sumner, Norman Rush, Marnie Mueller, Bill Moyers,  Moritz Thomsen . . . and these are the writers I am able to think of  quickly, without consulting any of the Peace Corps’s embarrassingly  inspiring propaganda on the subject. (“Not born early enough to be  writers in Paris during the Twenties, or old enough to write the great  World War II novel . . . we are bringing the world back home with our  prose and poetry.” Thought I was kidding?) Why writers seem tempera-mentally drawn to Peace Corps service leads into caverns too numerous  and complicated to spelunk here. One safe generalization about Peace  Corps writers is that they are usually less committed to the organization’s ideals than they are to their own experiential development. Writers  are people made happiest by working at the manageable level of a  sentence, after all, not rebuilding the colonial wreckage of Africa or  disinfecting South America of gringo pathogens.
One of the benefits of the Peace Corps has been its indirect generation of a powerful forelimb to American literature, a literature determined to strip the exotic of its assumed exoticism. I am aware of only  one Peace Corps washout who published a full memoir about the experience. The washout distinction is meaningless, though, for George   Packer’s The Village of Waiting is as beautiful as anything published by a  Peace Corps writer. But Packer served more than twice as long as I did  before cracking up, and from the sound of it endured far worse privation  in Togo than anything I went through in Uzbekistan. (Several people in  Packer’s village perished every year from walking through its perimeter  of grass and stepping on green mambas, and one of his fellow volunteers  was actually murdered.) Almost every year sees the publication of a new  volume of Peace Corps literature. Some are brooding tales of dirty water  and corrupt police and the spurting arteries of butchered barnyard animals. Others document the painful journey many Peace Corps volunteers undertake, a journey that concludes with the understanding that  one kind of life is no more “genuine” than any other. Sadness sees no  declensional breakdown relative to the material wealth of the sufferer.  This is often followed by the appalled aftershock that this understanding  has not allowed one to feel better at all. One can easily imagine, then, the  hope of every Peace Corps writer: One day, I will write and publish   something about my country of service. Of course, most do not. Those  lucky enough to do so are regarded as the recipients of freakishly good  fortune. Any competitive envy is usually dissolved if the work is good  and true, as it is characteristic of Peace Corps volunteers to be generous  to those who render the experience accurately, who get it right. Getting it  right is an extremely difficult thing to do if you cut and run, as I did, after  seven measly months of service. This was roughly what occupied my mind as I cleared Uzbek customs. I was, quite simply, terrified. But then I  realized something, something I had over all these other Peace Corps  writers:
Whatever I was going to write about had not yet even happened.
The terminal’s reception and baggage-claim area had a dim, close feel.  Its ceiling and hard gray rivet-patterned floor seemed too close to each  other. Most of my fellow passengers were smoking and waiting around  the thigh-high luggage conveyer belt that snaked through the building  before vanishing at each end into a rubber-curtained portal. This was an  improvement over 1996 baggage claim, which was found in a small,  inhospitable enclosure, three walls of which were chain-link fence. Baggage was ostensibly to slide down a short, forty-five-degree-angled metal   track and into its owner’s arms. On the night we arrived, the track’s  metal runners had been sticky and the entrepôt quickly clogged with  forty Americans’ duffel bags and soft-shell luggage. Some locals quickly  climbed up on the track, laughing and clearing baggage, while we all  stood around and watched, stupidly grateful.
After ten minutes our flight’s luggage was still not rotating on the  conveyer belt. The floor had by now seen more than a few dropped cigarettes ground out against it. I walked over to where the belt vanished  behind the rubber curtain, lifted it, and peered into the airport’s womb.  It looked like a big warehouse. Far, far away, in grainy orange light, two  figures heaved large items at each other. I let the rubber curtain fall heavily back into place and turned to face the airport’s front entrance. Behind  its bank of windows was a thick crowd of people and a blue-black sky  giving way to morning. Somewhere within this crowd were, I hoped,  Natasha and Oleg, my Tashkent hosts.
Then, suddenly, standing next to me—an American. He looked  straight ahead, toward the hole from which our luggage would any  minute be emerging. I had not seen him on the plane or outside it. It was  hard to reckon how he had escaped notice. He was an older man with  thinning brown-gray hair. His face seemed heavy and burdened, an udder  of flesh dangling beneath his chin. He turned to me with an unfamiliar  smile. At this point I saw his nose. On the flank that had been turned  away from me was a large . . . I did not know. The growth was topped  with a little volcanic crater and looked twice as white as the rest of his  face. A tumor, perhaps, or a benign growth, or maybe nothing more than  a harmless congenital birth defect. Whatever it was, it looked like something one would need to scrape off the bottom of a sailboat with a spade.
“Hey,” I said, nodding once.
“How are you?” he said, fully facing me now. I had no time to answer  before he asked, “Think our luggage is ever gonna show?” His voice was  adenoidal, almost a honk, a little as though it were being funneled  through a large duck call. This failed to obscure his southern accent. He  waved his hand at nothing in particular. “What do you suppose they’re  doing back there?”
“Not sure,” I said. “I went and looked—”
“I saw that.”
“—but I didn’t see much.”
He took this in, staring at the floor so hard I could nearly hear him  thinking. After a long pause he looked up. “You here long?”
Six weeks, I told him, and learned that he was here for the same  amount of time. Journalist, I told him, and learned he was an engineer  here to supervise work at a Tashkent tractor factory. He had traveled  around plenty. Japan. Saudi Arabia. Germany. Never Central Asia,  though. His wife was worried! But it was fine. He was staying at the Bumi  Hotel, formerly Le Meridien Tashkent, formerly the Tata. This had been  one of Tashkent’s premium hotels in 1996, though I understood a large  shiny Inter-Continental and a new Sheraton were battling for that distinction, giving the Bumi over to a seamier reputation. Still, six weeks in  the Bumi. I had stayed in the Bumi once, as a birthday treat for myself. It  vacuumed out my wallet at the rate of $210 a night. Forty-two days  × $210 = $8,820 for advice from a nice man with a nostril barnacle. I  wondered if this factory was turning out solid-gold tractors inlaid with  palladium.
“Tractors,” I said.
“Well, we’ll see. My company—it’s a joint venture. Russian-managed. We’re not certain—there are concerns, you know. I’m here to  make sure we’re all on the same page.”
“For six weeks.”
“Six weeks.”
This suddenly sounded like a much longer time when I imagined  spending it strolling across the same factory floor day after day, communicating through intermediaries whose interests were absolutely best  served by telling you everything but the truth. We looked at each other  and sighed. Then, a harsh buzz. A clacking, hesitant, metal-against-metal sound, as though a massive, ancient robot were awakening. The  belt started moving. One by one, pieces of luggage appeared, only to be  whisked away immediately and rushed over to the nearby row of X-ray  machines. My southern friend and I hung back, watching the growing  luggage scrum. We laughed, laughed some more, and then stopped  laughing when all the luggage had been claimed and we were still standing there.
Everything I needed was in my luggage. I had packed two pairs of  pants, one pair of shorts, six T-shirts, one dress shirt, ten pairs of socks  and underwear, two guidebooks, a copy of Middlemarch, five research-crammed spiral notebooks, various toiletries and journalistic accouterments, a flashlight, gifts for my old host family, three boxes of Imodium,  five bottles of Pepto-Bismol, an emergency medical kit, and thirty-five  cans of Skoal mint smokeless tobacco. I wondered why I had not at least  thought to stuff an extra pair of underwear into my carry-on.
My southern friend stormed off to confront the first Uzbek within  sight, an airport employee in blue coveralls standing next to the empty,  quietly rotating luggage belt, totally absorbed by his own hand. My  southern friend pointed at all the passengers walking away with their  luggage, then at the conveyer belt, then into the bowels of the airport,  and then over at me. A few other luggageless wretches were sidling  alongside the column I was leaning against. Most were German. My  southern friend complained without pause while the Uzbek’s head shook  metronomically. Finally, I walked over. “He doesn’t know English,” my  southern friend said, turning away. He seemed more sad than angry.
I remembered the Uzbek word for baggage: bagaj. “Where is our  baggage?” I asked the man. He answered in Russian. This was the language of response eight times out of ten if one speaks Uzbek, even  impeccable Uzbek, to an ethnic Uzbek, particularly an older ethnic  Uzbek, who until ten years ago would have never before experienced a  Central Asian outsider, much less an American, even attempt to speak  his language. The airport worker’s answer was no doubt a sensible one,  but the two hours I had spent on the plane cramming over five-year-old  notebooks filled with Russian vocabulary lists had not left me with the  communication skills the situation demanded. The more I had looked at  the notes, in fact, the stupider I felt. I had known these once. I knew the  Russian word for “pebble”! Pronunciation was also a lost cause. Though  Russian is a highly phonetic language—the words sound the way they are  spelled—a word’s stressed syllable is very important and often hard to  discern, and Russians take unseemly delight in laughing at those who  botch it up. Equally demonic are Russian verbs, as flamboyantly irregular  as they are impossible to conjugate. Indeed, as I had tried on the plane to  remember the proper conjugative breakdown of the Russian modal verb  meaning “can,” I pondered who of sound linguistic mind would devise a  language riddled with such complicated tenses and irregular verbs and  rules governing prepositional usage slightly less intricate than plane  geometry. And then I remembered that the simple past of “to go” is  “went” and the perfect tense is “has gone,” and after that I tried to parse   the precise differences between “through” and “into” and “throughout”  and “among.” This was before I had even begun to think about the crack  party at which English spelling was concocted.
The rest of the baggageless now joined us. Some were muttering in  displeasure, and the airport worker was growing boyish with unease.  One of the four or five locals whose luggage had not yet arrived said  something conciliatory to him in Russian. They did not seem particularly worried. With that the airport worker withdrew, climbing through  the rubber-curtained portal and vanishing into the airport’s bowels. I  turned to see another Uzbek man, mustached, wearing a black suit and  carrying a plastic yellow walkie-talkie, striding across the baggage-claim  area.
My southern friend, recognizing authority when he saw it, intercepted him and shook his hand with incoherent need. “Where is your  luggage, yes?” the Uzbek man said to him, his awkward diction neutralized by his almost complete lack of an accent. “No problem. Luggage is  coming.” The Uzbek’s walkie-talkie chirred, and he spoke into it in  brusque, frowning Russian. When the walkie-talkie dropped to his side,  he shrugged. “Slow trucks.”
I took a seat on the floor. Slow trucks. My southern friend, trying  hard to be reasonable, looked down at me and smirked. “Efficient,” he  said, the word packed with ugly submeaning. One would like to think of  “efficient” as a concept as normative as weather: cold was cold everywhere, rain was rain, sunlight sunlight. Efficient: slow trucks were most  certainly not efficient, not anywhere. But not for nothing, it seemed to  me, was efficiency, in the guise of highly punctual trains, always the  caveat used to excuse totalitarian regimes. Perhaps “efficient” was what  separated totalitarianism from its lesser, more watery sibling authoritarianism. Most authoritarian societies, like Uzbekistan’s or those of  Africa, were not nearly rich or organized enough to graduate into the  sleek ambitions of the pitilessly totalitarian. Of course, America was the  most efficient nation on earth, and only the most deluded would dare  suggest it is totalitarian. But tyranny, like efficiency, does not mean just  one thing. Both are a set of cultural practices, beliefs, products; like an  aging patriarch, both excrete full significance only when surrounded by  offspring. American tyranny—the soft, corporate tyranny of Must-See  TV—was appreciable only while living within it. From without, it was  too ludicrous even to waste thought upon, and, needless to say, not even   in the same solar system as Sudanese tyranny or Iraqi tyranny or even  Uzbek tyranny. “Efficiency” had to be similarly bracketed and nationalized. Because whatever was happening right now, it made perfect sense to  the airport worker and the Uzbek man with the walkie-talkie. It was not  inefficient to them.
The walkie-talkie Uzbek paced solemnly while we waited. Those  who had received their luggage had mostly cleared Security, and the wall  of people waiting outside had diffused considerably. I did not even  bother trying to find my hosts now. It was past five o’clock in the morning. My eyes stung with exhaustion, though thanks to the odd biophysics  of jet lag I was not tired. My southern friend, his accent armed, dangerous, and on the loose, was by now angry enough to seek me out for the  sole purpose of exploding: “Just whut in green hail iz goin awn back  thayer?”
The Uzbek airport worker appeared, unsmiling but carrying two  large, touristy suitcases. A pair of Germans broke away in tandem toward  him. Behind the first Uzbek came a second, smiling Uzbek, also carrying  luggage. The slow truck had, evidently, arrived. I tried not to look too  relieved when I hung my large black duffel across my shoulder, mostly  because my southern friend was at this point upset enough to induce a  stroke. His bag was still missing and he was ranting, cursing those whose  luggage had arrived. When I wished him good luck, he smiled hopelessly  and blew a long raspberry. Several people looked over at him, then at me.  Quickly, I made some space between us. While Uzbeks were not as far  removed from the surrounding world as, say, an eighteenth-century  Bantu, one still felt here the responsibilities of ambassadorship. Uzbekistan was probably as isolated as was possible for an industrialized  nation to be. The impressions one left still meant something. Stories of  early contact between the region and the West were not always reassuring. Westerners traveling through Central Asia in the early 1800s often  had to don “oriental” dress, passing themselves off as Indian holy men  or horse traders from the Indus mountains. Central Asians, having no  idea what such creatures might look like, accepted the disguises with  shrugs. The subterfuge was necessary because of the Turkmen and  Uzbek manhunters who captured and sold into slavery any European  they could get their hands on. “Slave” derives from “Slav,” after all, and  indeed thousands of Russians were kidnapped and sold into Central  Asian slavery before the vile trade’s formal abolition in 1873. Isolation?   In the Uzbek city of Khiva, as late as 1840, an Englishman on a mission  to free these slaves was shocked to learn that Khivans had no idea what an “Englishman” was. More incredibly, only 120 years ago, a mountain  warlord in Tajikistan shared his notion with the British explorer Sir Francis Younghusband that India, Russia, and China were neighboring tribes.
I did not want to be regarded as belonging to my southern friend’s  tribe. As a tourist, one always wishes to be regarded as different than other tourists. A troubling paradox of travel is how consistently superior  one feels toward foreigners while at the same time wishing desperately to  be accepted by them as unrepresentative of the qualities that make one  foreign in the first place. No wonder Americans ignore each other.
Judolike, I flipped my huge black bag off my shoulder onto the X-ray  machine. Its operator, a thin Uzbek wearing a strange yacht-harborish  cap, looked down at my bag and then up at me. He pushed a button and  my bag disappeared into the large machine. He said something to me.
“Shto?” I said. (“What?” in Russian.)
He repeated himself.
“Uh. Ozbekchi, iltimos?” (“Uzbek, please?” in Uzbek.)
Frustration passed over his face. He repeated himself, eyes closed, in  Uzbek.
“Hm.”
Eyes popping open, exploding, in English: “Your baggage claim  ticket! Where is your baggage claim ticket?”
At that moment, I looked up to see Natasha—a small, owlish  woman—cresting the helm of the thinned crowd, by now mostly comprised of hopeful taxi drivers. Above her head she held with both hands a  white placemat-sized sign that read TOM. She was looking at me expectantly, though not completely confidently. I waved at her once, all wrist.  Natasha nodded, gave me a relieved thumbs-up, then stashed her sign  behind her back.
Where had I put my baggage claim ticket?
The sun was coming up, a gentle pink light setting sail across the wide  deserted boulevards of early-morning Tashkent. Natasha and I relaxed  in the back seat, each of us using my bag as an armrest, while Oleg and  Kamran, the owner of the car, argued about something in Russian in the   front. Kamran was driving at a speed I would approximate at 310 miles  per hour.
Kamran was very brown-skinned for an Uzbek, almost caramel-colored, farmer-colored. Upon his head was a black doppa, the embroidered four-cornered skullcap worn by traditional-minded Uzbek men,  similar to a Turkish fez but squatter and without the tasseled pom-pom.  Kamran had the uniformly thick build of a tackling dummy. Even while  driving, he projected immovability. The downward chopping motion he  used to stress certain key conversational points seemed potentially  deadly. One word he said to Oleg as we sped down a large street was  accompanied by an unusually harsh chop: “Vazhnyi, vazhnyi.” Much  later that night, in bed, peering at the atomic print of my Russian-English dictionary, I would learn this word meant  “important” or “significant.”
Oleg flitted away Kamran’s concerns with a sneer. (Only Russians  can disagree with you in such a violent manner that you feel not only disagreed with but despised—and yet you never for one moment doubt that  Russian’s genuine affection. How this is managed is best left to a parapsychologist.) Oleg was around forty-five, with long, stringy broom-colored hair. His features had a sharp, mantislike extremeness, and his  wide lipless mouth was filled with a metallic blast of gold teeth, as is the  style in Central Asia.
In response to his brush-off, Kamran said something cutting to Oleg.  Oleg pushed an oily drapery of hair behind his ear and stared at Kamran for two blocks before bursting into speech in the same combustible manner in which a diva bursts into song. Natasha laughed and patted me on  the leg. Her Oleg was a bit of a cutup, it seemed. My mouth pulled into a  vacant, nitrous-oxided smile. Natasha wore a helmet of short blond hair  and large plastic-framed glasses. Her head was slightly outsized, like a  baby chick’s. She was regarding me now, smirking. She turned to Kamran  and Oleg and shared with them the comedy of my incomprehension.  When we came to a red light, Kamran whirled around in his bucket seat.  “You know Uzbek?” he asked in Uzbek.
“A little,” I said.
“Peace Corps taught you Uzbek?”
I told Kamran that, yes, the Peace Corps taught me Uzbek.
His eyes narrowed, as though he already knew the answer to his next  question and was seeking only to test my honesty. “No Russian?”
To respond to this in Uzbek was going to require phraseological deep  drilling. Already my brain’s language derricks neared collapse. A few  very silent seconds later I managed, “If I wanted—no— needed Russian  language—yes. Peace Corps said yes—study Russian please. But not serious. Uzbek language they gave us serious.”
“Tombek!” Kamran said, righting himself in his seat and gunning his  mufflerless Lada across the intersection. This -bek Kamran attached to  my name was an Uzbek suffix of endearment, and had kingly overtones.  Kamran pounded at eleven and one on his steering wheel, hooting, while  Oleg and Natasha smiled the strained way one does when bored by a  close friend’s familiar antics. Kamran started chopping in conversational  emphasis again. “Tombek is very smart! Tombek’s Uzbek accent is very  beautiful!”
I now understood why Oleg and Kamran were fighting. Kamran had earlier wondered why I did not speak Russian, as any sensible person  who had spent time in Uzbekistan should be able to do. Oleg—whose  daughter had married a Peace Corps friend of mine—had told him that  we Peace Corps volunteers were taught only Uzbek. This had made Kamran, an ethnic Uzbek, very pleased, which in turn filled the Russian Oleg  with low-grade antipathy. Kamran no doubt understood that Russian  would have been more useful to teach a group of Americans preparing to  live in his country—Russian was still Central Asia’s lingua franca—but  Uzbek was more (to use his word) “significant.” The Peace Corps’s decision to teach us Uzbek was a move to mollify Uzbek officialdom, many  members of which were, in the early 1990s, still U.S. antagonistes who  reflexively regarded Korpus Mira as one of America’s most devious Cold  War proxy weapons (which of course it was). But the question of what  language Uzbekistan was supposed to function in was not an unemotional one, nor a frivolous one, nor even (ten years after independence) a  resolved one. For seven decades the Soviet Union’s officials and academicians had belittled and disparaged the Uzbek language and changed its  alphabet not once but twice. At the time of Soviet collapse, only 4.5 percent of the ethnic Russians living in Uzbekistan claimed fluency in  Uzbek, which many Russians caustically referred to as a “kitchen language.” Upon independence, ethnic Uzbeks decisively turned the tables,  quickly passing laws decreeing that official national business was to be  conducted only in Uzbek, which angered and amused most Russians,  since the majority of “technical” Uzbek words were loaners from Russian. (One thinks of Caliban’s taunting response to Miranda: “You  taught me language and my profit on’t / Is I know how to curse.”) The  one sanctioned sop thrown to Russian was its status as the official language of “interethnic communication.” But the issue went beyond mere  interethnic communication into far trickier spheres of semantic nationalism.
Any great power in possession of Central Asia faced an intractable  problem. The region is impossible to police and defend. The famed  geopolitician Sir Halford Mackinder once wrote that Central Asia was  “the greatest natural fortress in the world.” Massive, sometimes flat,  sometimes mountainous, sometimes terrifically hot, other times frigidly  cold, plagued with thousands of miles of penetrable borders, lacking an  identifiable geographic center, and home to citizens known figuratively  and sometimes literally to cut the colonialist’s throat, Central Asia has  been the death sentence of several empires that attempted to hold on to  it. The Soviet Union, the last empire to try, had some innovative ideas to  obviate the concerns of previous empires. One of them was to rename  everything—streets, cities, towns, roads—throughout Central Asia, to  Sovietize all aspects of life and achieve lexicographical and therefore  total control over its people. The decrees wended down from hastily  organized Comintern subcommittees. Bishkek, the capital of Kyrgyzstan, would now be Frunze, after Mikhail Frunze, the Soviet military  commander who conquered and occupied numerous cities in Central  Asia previously thought unconquerable—a gambit similar to renaming  Atlanta Shermantown or the Ukraine Chernobylia. Dushanbe, in Tajikistan, would a few years later be called Stalinabad, named for a man  apparently unsatisfied with being known as the Benevolent Friend of All  Children, the Mountain Eagle, the Leader and Teacher of the Workers of  the World, and the Greatest Genius of All Time. Every large street in  every large city would now be Karl Marx Avenue. Every park would now  be Engels Park. Every new collective farm would now be named Lenin, or  October, the month of the Bolshevik Revolution. And the Soviets did this  with mind-blowing disregard for the psychological and cultural collateral damage it would cause.
How little Soviet renaming ever registered with Central Asians could  be seen by how quickly they shed their Soviet integument. Moments after independence, most prominently, Frunze referendumlessly reverted to  Bishkek, Stalinabad having changed back to Dushanbe in the de-Stalinizing Khrushchev era. There were literally thousands of smaller  examples, though it was hard to reckon whether anyone grasped the perfect irony of obliterating the Soviet presence by behaving like Soviets.
I looked out the window at the blurry horizontal scroll of Tashkent.  This was the most populous city not only in Uzbekistan but in all of Central Asia. Almost certainly it was the worldliest, most modern-seeming  metropolis in Central Asia. Unless one ventured into the Old City, one  saw here very few mosques and very little architecture older than forty or  fifty years. This was partly because Tashkent had been Russified since the  late nineteenth century and partly because the city had been flattened by  an earthquake in 1966, leaving 300,000 homeless. (The only part of  Tashkent left standing was, to observant Muslims’ harsh satisfaction, the  mosque-peppered Old City.)
We hit Shota Rustaveli Street, a highly urbane part of Tashkent,  vapor-trailing toward a middle-class neighborhood called Chilanzor on  Tashkent’s western edge, where Natasha and Oleg had an apartment. On  the street’s tree-lined side were block-long five-story apartment buildings, neutrally painted yellow or pink, with tiny gabled porches outside  each window. On the other, treeless side of the street were small electronics shops, teahouses, stores selling pirated everything, and magazins, the  Uzbek equivalent of a Quik Stop. Another Tashkent existed twenty-five  feet off the ground, a spidery, threadlike world of more cables than  seemed possible. Virtually every power line in the city—television, electricity, telephone—was run aboveground. Streaking down the boulevard’s center, dividing Shota Rustaveli’s spacious two lanes, was a track  servicing Tashkent’s tram system. This meant yet more cables. A tram  approached us now from the opposite direction, an electric foam of  white-blue sparks pouring from the contact point between the thick,  uninsulated cable and the tram’s switch-thin conduit pole.
Tashkent looked good. The air was humid and smelled lightly of wood smoke. Those few people walking down the sidewalk were dressed  stylishly, striding purposefully. People were beginning their daily unpredictable journeys to their daily predictable destinations, meetings were  solidifying, freshly washed chalkboards were drying. For one or two cool  pinkish hours, every day seems fine, thinly sunlit with potential. Even the  old Uzbek women thanklessly sweeping the sidewalks of dirt seemed  pleased.
The neighborhood of Chilanzor was tucked back behind one of   Tashkent’s larger streets, a treeish jungle of skinny broken sidewalks,  gravel alleys, tiny freestanding garages only slightly larger than the cars  they held, and at least a dozen featureless Soviet apartment buildings  arranged to have as little relation to one another as the possibilities of  community allowed. Kamran followed one of the larger alleys, nonchalantly hopped a curb, drove for thirty yards over gardens and through  playgrounds, and parked millimeters away from the dark, doorless front  entrance of Oleg and Natasha’s building.
Oleg insisted on carrying my bag to the apartment four flights up.  Kamran and I hovered behind him, talking quietly in the echoey stairwell, which stank of thick smoky urine. “What will you write about  here?” Kamran asked me.
“The Aral Sea.”
The change in Kamran’s bearing was immediate. His face lengthened. Breath shot horselike from his nostrils. He touched the lapels of his  beaten sport coat. “Very sad story. Very bad near the Aral Sea. [Something something something]”
I recognized an imperative verb form somewhere in there but had no  idea what Kamran was telling me I should do. “Yes,” I chanced. “If God  wills it.”
Kamran smiled and gave me a grandfatherly touch on the scapula as  Oleg dumped my bag on his apartment’s foyer floor. What Oleg said next  I understood perfectly: “Fuck! That was heavy!” If next he said, “He has  more fucking shit in that bag than we have in this whole fucking apartment!” he did not need to. I was already thinking it. I had been told to  expect a small apartment. What shocked me—what always shocked me  about Soviet apartments—was how broken-spirited it seemed. The carpets did not cover as much as they clearly wanted to. The furniture  seemed beyond the possibilities of reupholstery. The plain red wallpaper  was lumpy and peeling dryly in every corner. A toaster-sized, intermittently color television convulsed in the corner of the living room. The  flat’s four snug rooms were arranged railroad-style, end-on-end-on-end-on-end. I had the last room. It had the only bed. I wondered where Oleg  and Natasha would sleep until I saw that the living-room couch, bleeding  spores of stuffing from every seam, had been turned into a cot. After  dragging my bag to my room—which, I was not surprised to see, had no  lock or even a catch—I returned to find that a table from the kitchen had  been hauled into the living room. Oleg was sitting there now. Natasha   was serving him soup and thick gray Russian bread. The other, still-empty table setting was obviously for me. It was nearly seven in the  morning.
Kamran had hung around to say goodbye. He hugged me, shook my  hand, and patted me on the back. “I am happy you are here, Tombek,” he  said. “You are a good boy. You will write many good things about my  nation.”
“I want that,” I said.
“God willing.”
“God willing.”
Words were coming back now, even if my grammar remained an  ebonic mangling of syntax and tense. I thanked Kamran, my hand over  my heart, Central Asian–style. Kamran bowed, his hand also over his  heart. He winked at me, called “Good luck!” in Russian to Oleg and  Natasha, and finally ducked out.
“Sit,” Natasha said in her basic English, waving her hand over the  table’s unoccupied chair, almost curtsying. “Please sit.”  Pliz seet. “Please  eat.” Pliz eet.
I knew better than to try to go to bed. Everyone in Central Asia—  whether Russian or Uzbek or Kazakh, merely religious or fanatic or  Soviet atheist, urbanite or farmer, rich or middle-class or poor—was culturally duty-bound to treat guests with as much generosity as humanly  possible. Such guerrilla hospitality made Central Asia both a pleasant  place and an exasperating one. Letting on that the shredded horse one  has just been served is simply not one’s gastronomic cup of tea can lead  to hurt feelings. Turning away a shot of blindness-inducing bathtub  vodka can run a punji stick through your host’s overblown pride. But  there was justice in the notion that hospitality should not be one-sided. If  one can expect to enjoy superlative hosts, one must be a superlative  guest.
Natasha set before me a plate piled with several hard shiny  dumplings packed with chopped mutton and onions and smothered in  sour cream. These were called manty. I liked manty, but they had once  made me ill. Next came a bowl of shurpa, a tasty meat-and-vegetable  soup. I leaned forward, letting its rich, greasy aerosol fill my nostrils.  Swirls of oil gleamed in the broth like gasoline in water. I liked shurpa,  but it had once made me ill. Next came a plate of scrambled eggs topped  with coriander and onions. A tube of meat—I knew better than to   inquire what kind of meat it was, as most in Uzbekistan seemed to regard  this question as eccentric—lay on top of my fluffy yellow eggs. I liked  meat, but it had once made me ill as well. Finally came another small  plate of cold wet chopped noodles. Noodles had never made me ill. I  started with them.
Natasha beamed and dithered next to me, her hands parceled tightly  beneath her chin. After pushing several forkfuls of noodle and egg into his mouth, Oleg looked over at his wife and smiled. He said something  and she looked down shyly. His head swiveled back toward mine, his  almost invisible blond eyebrows raised significantly. I smiled.
As my mouth filled with food, my mind began to traffic in anachronistic concerns so vivid they seemed hallucinatory. Time travel through  my taste buds. How overdue a letter my parents were, for instance. The  molten dread with which I was anticipating teaching school tomorrow.  How homesick I was. How intensely I missed L——, the woman to  whom I was, in 1996, engaged. I sat there, quietly dislocated. Natasha  worriedly asked me if everything was all right. Again I smiled and forced  down another mant.
Oleg rapped his fork against his plate and conducted my attention to  the television. Natasha wheeled it closer to the table. A music video in  Russian. Oleg twisted his hand, the universal symbol for “turn it up.”  Natasha did, and the apartment filled with Russian pop music. Oleg’s  song was a catchy number called “Dumala.” He began, then, to talk very  loudly at me. One might think that important questions such as the  duration of my trip, the places I planned on visiting, and the logistics of  my home stay would have been more usefully put to me when the television was unplugged and an English speaker present. In Oleg’s apparent  view, this could not have been more wrong.
I was, however, pleased to see that music videos had taken the Great  Leap Forward. Russian videos, such as that for “Dumala,” were always  fairly elaborate (most were produced in Moscow), but Uzbek-produced  videos had had a distinct static nature. Most often they featured the  singer in undeviating close-up as he or she lip-synched in some Tashkent  park or garden. During the song’s inevitable lyricless portion, the singer  would simply stand before the camera, smiling beatifically. Now Uzbek  videos took place in factories and forests and mansions, their cameras  ripped from their anchors, their subjects joyous with perambulation.  Some videos even contained a rumor of narrative. Was that a car chase?   Natasha changed over to a Russian channel showing a documentary  about the social structure of a duck pond, if I was not mistaken, while a  synthesizer version of “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” tinkled over the  Russian narration. Now came Russian television commercials. The first,  shilling a bottled soft drink, featured a young girl “spilling” soda all over  her face, and concluded with a final image of a soda loogie hanging off  the smiling girl’s chin. Next was a remarkably straightforward Tampax  commercial, featuring beautiful young Russian girls freely and light-heartedly bending over cars, squatting, doing splits, always camera-turned, smirking, their eyes a-sparkle, their hair as lustrous as—
“Are you tired?” Natasha asked.
Natasha’s and Oleg’s eyes were raw and grape-sized. They desperately needed some sleep. Natasha squired me back to my room, where I  remembered another matter with which I had been entrusted. Their son-in-law, my Peace Corps friend, had given me $300 to pass on to Natasha  and Natasha only. I was not allowed to let Oleg even glimpse this money.  This suggested any number of unlovely social trends suffered by my  adopted household. I reached into my hidden money belt and peeled off  three hundreds while Natasha fluffed my pillows. When she turned back  to me, I managed some incomprehensible Russian formulation such as  “From son for you because I—” Natasha quickly took the money,  thanked me, and gave me a quick squeeze good night. The money did not  seem to make her very happy. There was nothing like coming into new  money, I supposed, to remind you of your problems with old money.
And now I was in bed just before eight o’clock in the morning, awake, stomach full, luggage still packed, wearing clothes I had put on  two days ago. But I had made it in. I was here, and soon, I thought, I  would be a thousand miles away, walking along the former seashore of  the Aral Sea.
The story of the Aral Sea is a familiar twentieth-century narrative, that  of Development and Industrialization, albeit a less happy version than  the one to which we are accustomed. It begins with cotton, of which  Uzbekistan is the world’s second-largest exporter. Cotton has for  decades been Uzbekistan’s national agricultural religion, mirroring a  larger Russian trend to triumphalize the “heroic Soviet success of socialized agriculture,” which might be funny if it were not so disgusting.  Indeed, adulation of cotton extends so far into Uzbek culture that today  Tashkent
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