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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




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 tramroute; 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 basrelief 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 LeviStrauss; 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.




 

 

 

 

CUSTOMER’S TRAVEL PLAN




	DATE	..	FLIGHT	..	DEPART 	....	TIME	..	ARRIVE	..	TIME

	13 SEP		CF155		LONDON HR		10:40		SLAKA		14:30

	26 SEP		BA231		SLAKA		13:30		LONDON HR		15:25





Please note that all times indicated are local.






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 airport-like, 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 pimple-sized 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 Zürich (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 ice-cap, 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
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