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Ismail Kadare, born in 1936 in the mountain town of Gjirokastër, near the Greek border, is Albania’s best-known poet and novelist. Since the appearance of The General of the Dead Army in 1965, Kadare has published scores of stories and novels that make up a panorama of Albanian history linked by a constant meditation on the nature of the human consequences of dictatorship. Kadare’s works brought him into frequent conflict with the authorities from 1945 to 1985. In 1990 he sought political asylum in France, and now divides his time between Paris and Tirana. He is the winner of the inaugural Man Booker International Prize.
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THE FILE ON H

 

I

THE DIPLOMATIC bag from the Royal Albanian Legation in Washington, DC, arrived on a gloomy winter’s day, of the kind that nature bestows with particular prodigality on the capital cities of small and backward states. It contained visa applications from two Irishmen settled in New York, together with a covering note which described the applicants first as “folklorists”, then as “alleged folklorists”. Everything else about them was rather sketchy. It seemed they knew a little Albanian, that they were intending to travel the country in search of ancient Albanian heroic songs, and that they would bring a quantity of filing cards and maps relating mainly to the Northern Zone, the area where they proposed to base themselves. In addition, and this was the most amazing thing, they would be bringing with them instruments that recorded voice and sound – weird, previously unheard-of contraptions that were called tape-recorders and which, as the Legation officials explained, had only just been invented and made available. The covering note concluded: “One cannot rule out the possibility that the two visitors are spies.”

A fortnight after the arrival of the Washington bag, and just a week before the Irishmen were due to land, the Minister of the Interior wrote to the governor of the city of N—, repeating more or less exactly what the Legation staff had written to him, save that where the Legation staff had said: “One cannot rule out the possibility that . . .” he wrote: “Apparently, these visitors are spies”. All the same, the Minister went on, the men should be observed with the greatest discretion so as not to alert them in the slightest, and, generally speaking, the authorities of N— were to behave in such a manner as to make the foreigners feel quite at home.

The Minister smiled to himself as he thought of the surprise that the governor would have on reading his last sentence. “You nincompoop!” he said contemptuously. “In your godforsaken hole, how could you understand anything about affairs of state?” The window of the Minister’s office allowed him to survey the roof of the Foreign Ministry. He was well aware that envoys from his neighbouring ministry were scouring the capitals of Europe in search of some kind of hackwriter or pseudo-historian who might be commissioned to write a biography of the king. “Sure, sure,” he was fond of repeating, “those Foreign Office chaps are proper educated fellows. So they get to do the glamorous jobs, such as tracking down a biographer and so on, but when there’s business to be done, like picking up high-class tarts in Paris bars for the monarch or raising a catamite for the Speaker, or sorting all manner of sleazy business, then who do they turn to? Why, to me, the Minister of the Interior!” In spite of everything, he would end up scoring a point over those Foreign Office pansies. If it was he and not they who managed to turn up the king’s prospective biographer, then that would shut them up once and for all! He thought of it every time there were foreigners in Albania, but no really promising opportunity had cropped up so far. But these Irish scholars seemed just about made for the job, especially as they were suspected of being spies. He would leave them alone for a while to get on with their business, and then, with a bit of luck, he would catch them in flagrante (the latter phrase summoning up a picture in his mind’s eye of a conjugal bed in which one of the foreigners would be discovered in the most rudimentary attire, in the company of a woman). Then it would be his turn to deal with them. “Come this way, my lambs. Let’s forget about heroic songs, tapregorders and suchlike for a while, all right? Sit down, let’s talk things over. You’re going to do something for your friend. You don’t want to? Well, upon my soul, you’re going to make me show you how angry your friend can get. Ah, I see, you’ve decided to be reasonable. That’s just dandy! Now we’re talking. What your friend needs won’t be hard for you to do at all. You’re scholars, aren’t you? Your file says that you studied at Har . . . Har . . . Harvard. Yes? Excellent! Take a seat, please. Your friend will bring you paper and pencils, he’ll get you honey, girls, whatever. But take care! You mustn’t make him angry! You’re going to write the life – the biography, as people say these days – of the monarch. That’s what your friend needs you to do.”

The Minister sealed the envelope addressed to the governor with a sense of satisfaction, and then hit the wax so hard that the seal jumped and made two imprints. The governor received the envelope two days later towards ten in the morning, and glanced at the seal for a second before breaking it. Experience had taught him that marks of that kind were only ever made by a hand moved by fear, or by anger.

When he read the note inside he felt relieved. Nothing of the sort, he said to himself, then lifted the receiver to give his wife the news.

She picked up the telephone under her customary cloud of melancholy, condensed from dozens of disappointments when, on hearing the same bell ring, she had rushed to it in the hope of hearing some really uplifting news that would relieve the monotony of her life, only to hear through the perforated bakelite her husband’s trivial interrogations – “What are you doing at the moment?” “Is lunch ready?” – or even the post-master’s wife, with whom all possible subjects of gossip had been exhausted long ago, asking some silly question about making jam.

This time it turned out to be quite different. What her husband had to say was truly unbelievable, to such a degree that in her astonishment, and fearing she had misheard, she said twice over out aloud, “Two Irishmen, here? Is that what you said?”

“Yes, yes. They’re even going to stay quite some time.”

“How wonderful!”, she said, unable to contain her glee. “What good news! I was feeling so low . . .”

She had indeed spent an unutterably drab morning. The windows were streaked with rain, as they had been the day before. Seen through the dripping-wet panes, the chimney stacks on the other side of the street looked all crooked. My God, another whole day just like yesterday, she had sighed as she lay on her bed. Not a single thought managed to take shape in her mind: for the likeness of this day to the last seemed to her the clearest proof that it would be another quite useless day, a day she would gladly have done without. For a moment she thought that a day like this would be pointless for anyone on earth, then abruptly changed her mind as she realised that thousands of women, after a hard week’s work, or a family quarrel, or even just after catching cold, would envy her just for having the leisure to rest in comfort.

Such were the thoughts that went through her mind. Not many people would easily have grasped that, with all her material blessings, the attractive wife of the governor of N— was in misery in that little town. But all of a sudden the telephone had rung and the day, wound up like a string by that bell, had been transformed from a slack stretch of time into its opposite – into a day full of surprise and mystery.

“Two Irishmen here for quite some time!” she muttered, repeating her husband’s words to herself. “What a miracle! This winter will be different!” Her husband had given her to understand that he had received orders to make the foreigners feel completely at home. But of course, she thought, as she imagined straightaway the cards laid out for bridge, the fire in the hearth, the glint of flames reflected in the crystal glasses. The governor had gone on to explain that the Irishmen were also bringing strange contraptions, something like gramophones but much more modern, and she imagined herself in the arms of the one, then in the arms of the other, dancing the tango to the tune called “Jealousy”. They must be pretty young to hump around all that gear.

She ran back to the phone but as she picked up the receiver she froze. Before passing on such radiant news to the postmaster’s wife she felt the need to savour it all alone for a little longer.

There are two of them, she thought, and most likely both of them are young men. Her husband had even given her their names: they were called Max Ross and Bill Norton. He must also have been told their age. She would find a way of winkling that information out of him over lunch, without seeming to.

She moved automatically towards the bathroom. She stood for a moment in front of the cold and gleaming bathtub, then her hands reached out towards the hot-water tap. She began to undress with slow and sensual movements. She put two fingers into the water to test the temperature, then, when the tub was half full, decided to get in all at once. Quite often when her mind was occupied with thoughts of a particular kind she would soak herself in her bath so as to let her imagination wander freely.

As she lay stretched out with half-closed eyes, she watched the water rise and cover her body. That is how the dead are buried, she found herself thinking, but she cut off that thought, as she always did whenever a macabre or even just a painful idea came into her head. No, no! she said to herself. It was far too soon to indulge in such imaginings. She was still youthful, she was only thirty-two. Wasn’t she expecting a miraculous event, the arrival of those two foreigners? She said their names aloud to herself again: Max Ross and Bill Norton. They were proper European names. Years before, she had been quite right to change her unattractively oriental-sounding forename, Mukadez, to Daisy. Most people had forgotten, and some were even unaware that she had once had a different name; but when anyone who remembered used her old name, whether absent-mindedly or maliciously, she considered that person immediately as belonging to the enemy camp. Daisy was a name that sounded well. Who knows what those two would have felt if they had known that a young woman called Daisy was thinking of them right now, in her bathtub? She often tried to imagine what people looked like from the sound of their names. And that is what she began to do as far as the foreigners were concerned.

Max Ross, she imagined, would have red hair and lots of it (perhaps because of the letters x and r, or even more because of the ss), whereas the other one, Bill, she rather saw with hair smoothed down, a less virile figure, but no less dangerous. She had wanted for years to meet someone with just such a name, a fluid, slightly ambiguous name, all the more attractive for being hard to pin down.

The hot water had covered her over completely now and she realised that she had forgotten to bring her bar of soap into the bath. No matter! She would just lie there and soak. Perhaps it would be even more pleasant without soap? Surely. She had noticed that in similar circumstances, lather disturbed both the clarity of the water and the flight of her fancies.

Through slanted eyes she looked at her white body beneath the water, with the black triangle of her pubic hair refracted into a double image. In this shifting focus she found a kind of creeping dreaminess which made everything vague and ambiguous. Though she tried not to admit it to herself, she knew that her boring provincial existence made her ripe for a sentimental adventure. It was no coincidence that a few moments ago, when the water was just reaching her waist, she had stopped herself thinking the morbid thoughts that had tried to seize her. An emotion she had caught from watching romantic movies at the cinema stimulated her imagination and, so to speak, laid down a path for it. Images of that kind ran before her eyes and she found it increasingly difficult to hold them down. Chaotically, without seeking to make her mind keep to any logical sequence, she saw herself first entangled with the hairy redhead, Max Ross, not because she was really attracted to him, but by force of circumstance, or rather by the desire to encounter the whole range of initial emotions, exhaustively and sophisticatedly (rivalry, exacerbated jealousy, etc.) before plunging fully into an affair with the other, Bill. “Oh my God!” she exclaimed suddenly, all to herself, without ceasing to look at her watercloaked body, as if it was the sight of her own nudity that had brought this thought to her mind. Just because her lover bore such a wonderful name would not prevent him making her pregnant!

She shifted awkwardly in her bath, like a sleeper turning over in bed. The gurgling of the water and the sight of the refracted curves of her body set her imagination wandering again. She saw herself, ashen-faced and visibly terrified, climbing the front steps of an ivy-covered, two-storey house. On the door was a brass plate bearing the name of the only doctor in N— and beneath it the word gynaecologist.

Daisy’s husband had agreed after years of dithering to have tests which proved that it was he who was responsible for their childlessness. Since then, Daisy could not imagine having an affair without an aftermath at the doctor’s clinic, to remove the traces.

So she would have to appear before the man who, in the gloomy cast of the town’s characters, played, or seemed to play, the role of the disillusioned doctor (for that is how provincial doctors are portrayed in films and in the stories of a Russian writer called Chekhov). “An accident?” he would ask, as his eyes travelled lasciviously over those parts of her body where not long before the drama of love had been played out but which were now as cold as the marble flags of the consulting room. And she would then think, You flabby provincial quack! How can you understand anything at all about this tragic miracle?

She shifted once more, the water rippled for a few minutes and then calmed, and once again she could see the shape of her body in all its whiteness, all anguish gone. Why did she have to let herself have such thoughts? Real joy was just around the corner, with its combination of pleasure, curiosity and mystery: she didn’t need to make herself ill ahead of time with such mental contortions. A hand of bridge, a glass of wine, the warm glow of the hearth – these thoughts brought her back from her tragic tableau. All these things were almost palpably before her eyes and would be truly present within a few days. With a sudden burst of energy she got out of the bath, put on a towelling robe, and went back to her bedroom to dress.

Outside, as if nothing special had happened, it was still a soaking wet winter’s day beneath a lead-grey sky with drizzling rain tapping out the slow rhythm of life all around. Through the dripping rain the telephone wires would soon carry the news, first to the postmaster’s wife, then to the other ladies of N—: that something sensational was in the air.

Half an hour later, after making all her calls, Daisy went once again to the front window that looked out over a whole part of the little town. Though it looked quite unchanged, she knew that beneath that apathetic roofscape her sharp-tipped news had hit targets all over the little town of N—.


II

DULL BAXHAJA, otherwise known as “The Eaves”, was the best informer on the books at N—, and so it was he who was entrusted with the task of keeping an eye on the arrival and the subsequent words and deeds of the two foreigners. He wrote up his report for the governor on the Saturday evening, that is to say on the day of their arrival. He had kicked his heels for four hours at the travel agency opposite the long-distance bus station on the look-out for suspicious characters waiting to rendezvous with the foreigners, but there was nobody who tallied even remotely with such a target. Dull’s meticulous observation of the site had revealed that apart from the usual porters there were in all nine people waiting for the bus from the capital, which only came this far once a week, namely on Saturdays. His strict attention had shown that all nine had in fact greeted relatives immediately on their arrival by the aforementioned bus service, with shows of appropriate emotions demonstrating that their waiting at the bus station had been fully justified. Save for the gypsy Haxhi Gaba, of whom the governor had perhaps heard speak, but whom the author of the present report had failed to mention since it was a well-known fact that the aforementioned regularly waited for the Saturday bus in the hope of finding amongst the travellers some person who might be inclined to slip him a few coins in return for his customary trick – your honour will pardon me the expression – namely, the performance of an impressively long sequence of farts. As your honour will presumably know, the case of the above had been investigated several times for bringing the town into intolerable disrepute, etc. etc., but as far as the author of the present report was aware it had not yet received a satisfactory solution. So therefore apart from the doings of the aforementioned gypsy nothing suspicious had been uncovered by the investigator.

Although his particular branch was aural, he continued in his long-winded way, he had tried to accomplish his mission as scrupulously as possible, that is to say to keep watch on the foreigners from a distance, which, in his humble opinion (if your honour will pardon such forthrightness) belonged more to the ocular branch.

So without claiming to offer advice to anyone, and certainly not to the governor, he would have thought that, for this first phase of surveillance it would perhaps have been more sensible to employ the services of his colleague Pjetër Prenushi, an old hand at the oculars, whose abilities in this branch had long been unrivalled and had reached new heights on the day when – your honour will perhaps recall – he had managed to spot from a distance of thirty metres that despite her exaggeratedly heavy make-up the wife of the French consul, on a visit to our ancient city, was making eyes at someone.

Notwithstanding the aforesaid, and never wishing to question orders from above, he felt no awkwardness about taking on a task that was perhaps not strictly within his attributions. On the contrary, deeply encouraged by the confidence that had been placed in him (even if it was perhaps on this occasion a confidence not entirely warranted on the part of your honour), he had as always spared no effort in fulfilling his mission as conscientiously as he could and in reporting the facts as laid out above with the greatest precision.

As for the two foreigners, it could not be asserted with absolute certainty that their behaviour aroused no suspicion at all. In fact, it quickly became apparent that they were not at their ease, as evidenced by their constantly turning their heads this way and that, their weary faces, their hesitant gestures, almost certainly the symptoms of the anxiety, not to say the fear, that was torturing them.

They spoke first to Haxhi Gaba, in Albanian, making mistakes that were more likely the result of confused feelings than of genuine ignorance of the language. They took the gypsy for a porter, whereas Haxhi Gaba thought he was being asked for his usual disgusting performance and was preparing to oblige, that is to say he was limbering up his whole body, so to speak, in order to expel the required quantity of air with sufficient force and sound (I must ask your honour to pardon me once again) so as to produce the sequence of farts that he imagined the two foreigners had ordered. The aforementioned was thus ready to repeat his outrageous action – which he would have perpetrated this time, without a doubt, on what could indeed have been considered an international stage – when the present author, moved solely by a sense of patriotic duty, and disregarding the fact that he was in no way authorised to do so, intervened and shooed the gypsy away.

As for the suitcases and especially the metal trunks that the foreigners were lugging with them, the present informer had some difficulty in ascertaining anything about them on the basis of mere sight, especially as it was a well known fact, as he had had cause to recall just a moment ago, that his field of action was essentially auditory, etc. etc.

On this point, whilst it was not his habit to meddle in other people’s business, his sole concern being the smooth running of affairs of State, and whilst he would not wish to put the eagle eye of his colleague Pjetër Prenushi in the slightest doubt, he felt obliged to point out that even Pjetër’s gifts would hardly have sufficed to estimate exactly the weight of the suitcases and especially of the metal trunks, and even less to establish some relationship between the aforesaid weight and their contents. That said, he would take the liberty of suggesting that it might be appropriate to seek the opinion of the man who had hauled the load on his back, to wit the porter Cute, also known as Blackie.

Blackie the porter: Suitcases? Don’t talk to me about them suitcases, for God’s sake, they nearly broke my back! I’ve been at this job forty year long, and I never carried anything that heavy before in my life. Heavier than lead, they was! What was inside them? Blow me down, I ain’t got a clue – stones, iron, maybe the devil himself, but definitely not shirts and ties. I’ll swear to that, I will. Unless they were clothes of iron, like knights of old used to wear, the sort you see in the cinema – but that were modern folk, nothing to do with suits of armour, and they didn’t look like madmen either. No, no, that weren’t no ordinary suitcase of clothing . . . Blackie can tell what’s in a case just by handling it. Soon as he hoists one up onto his back he can guess whether it’s a rich man’s case full of heavy, silver-embroidered cloth, or a padre’s or a mufti’s case, with holy books inside, bibles and korans and suchlike. Nothing misses Blackie’s eye where suitcases is concerned. He just has to stroke a case to know if it’s got a bride’s clothes in it all buoyed up with joy or a widow’s weeds weighed down with grief. Blackie’s carried a whole heap of cases, the cases of happy folk, crazy folk, exiles
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