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  A Preface to this Edition


  1


  In a Free State was conceived in 1969 as a sequence about displacement. There was to be a central novel, set in Africa, with shorter surrounding matter from other
  places: two fragments from the writers journal in the Mediterranean and Egypt, and two Indian-immigrant tales (Indian Indian, and Trinidad Indian) from London and Washington. The shorter
  pieces from these varied places were intended to reinforce and to throw a universal light on the African material.


  The programme was clear enough to me, but it turned out to be confusing for other people; and the inclination of Diana Athill, my more than sympathetic reader at the publisher Andr
  Deutsch, was to publish the African novel on its own. For a number of reasons I didnt like that idea. I was fresh from the labour of the book. I liked the theme of displacement; I liked the
  varied backgrounds. Some of the smaller pieces which Diana was willing to throw away hadnt come easily (I had spent three months, working every day, on the revision of one of the immigrant
  tales). And, above all, I had the idea (which would seem strange to people today) that, since in the main novel I was writing about English expatriates in Africa, and since no one of my background
  had done so before, it was important for me to define myself. There were not many like me on the literary scene (a handful of Caribbean authors, in the main one-book folk, most already going
  silent) and I had found, in my thirteen or fourteen years as a published writer, that my background, and my far-away material, had often been contentious issues for publishers, editors, and
  reviewers. Dianas attitude seemed to be that this was no longer so; but she was prejudiced in my favour.


  Diana did not press; the book was published as written. It won the third Booker Prize; and though the Booker in 1971 was not as big as it later became  the original Booker idea was to
  reward worthwhile books that might be overlooked  the book sold well. And as a result Dianas first idea for a shorter book, without the supporting pieces, fell away. But then, as the
  years passed and the Booker receded, and the world changed, and I felt myself less of an oddity as a writer, I grew to think as Diana had thought. I felt that the central novel was muffled and
  diminished by the surrounding material and I began to think that the novel should be published on its own. And this is what, thirty-seven years after its first publication, Picador is doing in this
  edition, while continuing to publish the fuller version.


  


  2


  In a Free State, as sequence, as novel, was conceived and written during a period of intense personal depression that lasted two or three years. It was the last such
  period in my life; afterwards I was to know serenity. At the time, of course, I had no idea that this serenity was close. And this freezing depression of the writers  as much as
  Africa, and perhaps more than Africa  touches everyone in the novel, the bar-boys, the waiters, and even the Africans seen on the road.


  The idea of displacement didnt come out of nothing. It reflected my personal situation. In 19645 I had bought a small 1840s house in south London. While it was being done up,
  modestly (large sections of the house were left untouched), I lived in a residential hotel in the Greenwich area. I had no book to keep me creatively occupied. Every terrible day I could reflect on
  my floating condition. Towards the end of the year, 1965, I got started on a book; and at the same time there came an offer from an American foundation to go to East Africa. I went to Africa; spent
  nine months there, and finished my book.


  When I came back to England I got started on a colonial history of Trinidad. I thought of this as a simple labour. But the subject was engrossing; there was so much about the past of my island I
  didnt know; the details from the slave time were so awful, so horribly fascinating, it was like looking at another place. It made for a great, taxing labour that took all of two years.
  During this labour a kind of madness struck me. Having, after great trouble, found a house, I thought that at the end of this new book I should sell my house, leave England, and live a wandering
  life. I had an idea, light-headed, never examined in any detail, that the new book was going to be successful and would support me.


  It didnt, of course, work out like that. Little, Brown, the American publishers who had commissioned the Trinidad book, didnt like what I had written, what I had made of the
  subject. It took some time for news of their rejection to reach me (this would have been my agents doing); and so it happened that just a few months after I had left England and started on
  my wandering life I found myself high and dry. As always in a crisis (in those days), my thoughts turned to writing. I began to write the novel of In a Free State.


  Three years before, in East Africa, I had often done the spectacular day-long drive from Kampala in Uganda to Nairobi in Kenya. After a day or two in Nairobi at the colonial-style Norfolk Hotel
  or the newer Panafrica, I would drive back to Kampala. At the end of one of these drives the idea had come unbidden to me (I was working on another book): A narrative could be hung on this
  journey. This was all the idea with which I had begun the new book. But that idea had begun to bring memories, landscapes, and many pieces of contemporary African history.


  My wandering life had at this stage taken me to Victoria, British Columbia. A friend had rented a wonderful clean apartment for me in a brand-new building, and had also rented furniture and
  china and cutlery. It was a perfect setting for work. Victoria was an old-fashioned civil place. There were Chinese or Korean greengrocers; a good second-hand bookshop. I liked going in for coffee
  in the morning; and after lunch I went in the other direction to a riding school, hoping to develop this skill to replace my difficult callisthenics before it was too late (this didnt
  happen). After dinner I walked to the sea. There was a little cove in which, quite mysteriously, as it seemed to me, many long fir logs or poles had been trapped; they tossed with the disturbance
  of the sea outside, but there seemed no way for them to escape. I could look at the scene for a long time.


  And then one day I had nothing to write about. I had come to the end of what I had in my head. Everything about Victoria became then like poison. There was nothing for me to do, but go back to
  England. I had no house, of course. I stayed in one of the serviced apartments in Dolphin Square. It was expensive, and there was nothing to wait for. After a short while we went to stay with my
  wifes aunt in the town of Gloucester. She lived in a semi-detached house with a nervous cat that had been abused before it had been rescued by her.


  I found the setting restful. On my second day I got out my Victoria manuscript and, braving the cats unhappiness, sat down in the sitting room to read. I liked what I read. I saw that,
  six weeks or so before, it was simple nerves that had stopped me going on. I saw now how I could go on. I began to write again. I had intended to stay in Gloucester for only a few days; I found
  myself staying for many months. At night there were the sounds of a railway marshalling yard, far enough away to be welcome and comforting.


  This is the background of the book the reader now holds in his hand. The setting and history is a mixture of Kenya, Uganda, and Rwanda. Africa changes only slowly. If I were sitting down to
  write again about the matter of this book I would create the same setting.


  In the second half of the novel, after a strange night in a decrepit and now pointless colonial hotel, the main characters prepare to drive home. There is a valley below the main road. The land
  is muddy and down there, in the mud, with huts smoking with afternoon fires, African women are tilling the land. They are bent at the waist, but straight-legged. It seems an immemorial scene, and
  the driver of the fleeing car, overwhelmed by the phantasmagoria of the landscape and his own meaninglessness in it, has the idea, which he knows to be strange but which he still cherishes, that at
  the next bend the modern road he is using will have become an antiquity, overgrown, impassable, while the timeless life of the valley continues below as it did when the road was a living thing.


  This little moment was not written in the book I presented to Andr Deutsch. It had been worked over by me for some days and then abandoned as being too mystical, not in keeping with the
  rest of the narrative. Many years later I changed my mind. I thought I should use that moment, but I found then that it no longer existed: the manuscript and the original working pages of the book
  had been destroyed by the warehouse where they had been sent for safe-keeping.


  October 2007
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  1


  IN THIS COUNTRY in Africa there was a president and there was also a king. They belonged to different tribes. The enmity of the tribes was old, and with
  independence their anxieties about one another became acute. The king and the president intrigued with the local representatives of white governments. The white men who were appealed to liked the
  king personally. But the president was stronger; the new army was wholly his, of his tribe; and the white men decided that the president was to be supported. So that at last, this weekend, the
  president was able to send his army against the kings people.


  The territory of the kings people lay to the south and was still known by its colonial name of the Southern Collectorate. It was there that Bobby worked, as an administrative officer in
  one of the departments of the central government. But during this week of crisis he had been in the capital, four hundred miles away, attending a seminar on community development; and in the
  capital there was no sign of war or crisis. The seminar had more English participants than African; the Africans were well-dressed and dignified, with little to say; and the seminar ended on Sunday
  with a buffet lunch in a half-acre garden in what was still an English suburb.


  It was like another Sunday in the capital, which, in spite of the white exodus to South Africa and in spite of deportations, remained an English-Indian creation in the African wilderness. It
  owed nothing to African skill; it required none. Not far from the capital were bush villages, half-day excursions for tourists. But in the capital Africa showed only in the semi-tropical suburban
  gardens, in the tourist-shop displays of carvings and leather goods and souvenir drums and spears, and in the awkward liveried boys in the new tourist hotels, where the white or Israeli supervisors
  were never far away. Africa here was dcor. Glamour for the white visitor and expatriate; glamour too for the African, the man flushed out from the bush, to whom, in the city, with
  independence, civilization appeared to have been granted complete. It was still a colonial city, with a colonial glamour. Everyone in it was far from home.


  *


  In the bar of the New Shropshire, once white, now the capitals interracial pick-up spot, with a reputation for racial incidents, the white men wore open
  shirts and drank beer. The Africans drank shorter, prettier drinks with cocktail sticks and wore English-made Daks suits. Their hair was parted low on the left and piled up on the right, in the
  style known to city Africans as the English style.


  The Africans were young, in their twenties, and plump. They could read and write, and were high civil servants, politicians or the relations of politicians, non-executive directors and managing
  directors of recently opened branches of big international corporations. They were the new men of the country and they saw themselves as men of power. They hadnt paid for the suits they
  wore; in some cases they had had the drapers deported. They came to the New Shropshire to be seen and noted by white people, however transient; to be courted; to make trouble. There were no
  Asiatics in the bar: the liberations it offered were only for black and white.


  Bobby was wearing a saffron cotton shirt of a type that had begun to be known as a native shirt. It was like a smock, with short, wide sleeves and a low open neck; the fabric, with
  its bold native pattern in black and red, was designed and woven in Holland.


  The small young African at Bobbys table was not a native. He was, as he had quickly let Bobby know, a Zulu, a refugee from South Africa. He was in light-blue trousers and a plain white
  shirt, and he was further distinguished from the other Africans in the bar by his cloth cap, of a plaid pattern, with which, as he slumped low in his chair, he continually played, now putting it on
  and pulling it over his eyes, now using it as a fan, now holding it against his chest and kneading it with his small hands, as though performing an isometric exercise.


  Conversation with the Zulu wasnt easy. There too he was fidgety. The king and the president, sabotage in South Africa, seminars, tourists, the natives: he hopped from subject to subject,
  never committing himself, never relating one thing to another. And the cloth cap was like part of his elusiveness. The cap made the Zulu appear now as a dandy, now as an exploited labourer from the
  South African mines, now as an American minstrel, and sometimes even as the revolutionary he had told Bobby he was.


  They had been together for more than an hour. It was nearly half-past ten; it was getting late for Bobby. Then, after a silence, during which they had both been looking at the rest of the bar,
  the Zulu said, In this town there are even white whores now.


  Bobby, looking at his beer, sipping his beer, not hurrying himself, refusing to meet the Zulus eyes, was glad that the talk had at last touched sex.


  It isnt nice, the Zulu said.


  What isnt nice?


  Look. The Zulu sat up, his cap on his head, and put his hand to his hip pocket, thrusting forward his small but well-developed chest as he did so, tight within the white shirt. He
  took out a wallet and flipped his thumb through many new banknotes. I could go now to places where this would make me welcome. I dont think it is nice.


  Bobby thought: this boy is a whore. Bobby was nervous of African whores in hotel bars. But he prepared to bargain. He said, You are a brave man. Going about with all that cash. I never
  carry more than sixty or eighty shillings on me.


  You need two hundred to do anything in this town.


  A hundred at the outside is enough for me.


  Enjoy it.


  Bobby looked up and held the Zulus gaze. The Zulu didnt flinch. It was Bobby who looked away.


  Bobby said, You South Africans are all arrogant.


  We are not like your natives here. These people are the most ignorant people in the world. Look at them.


  Bobby looked at the Zulu. So small for a Zulu. You must be careful what you say. They might deport you.


  The Zulu fanned himself with his cap and turned away. Why do these white people want to be with the natives? A couple of years ago the natives couldnt even come in here. Now look.
  It isnt nice. I dont think it is nice.


  It must be different in South Africa, Bobby said.


  What do you want to hear, mister? Listen, Ill tell you. I did pretty well in South Africa. I bought my whisky. I had my women. Youd be surprised.


  I can see that many people would find you attractive.


  Ill tell you. The Zulus voice dropped. His tone became conspiratorial as he began to give the names of South African politicians with whose wives and daughters he had
  slept.


  Bobby, looking at the Zulus tense little face, the eyes that held such hurt, felt compassion and excitement. It was the African thrill: Bobby forgot his nervousness.


  South Africans, the Zulu said, raising his voice again. Over here they never leave you alone. They always look for you. You from South Africa? Im tired
  of being accosted by them.


  I dont blame them.


  I thought you were South African when you came in.


  Me!


  They always sit with me. They always want to start a conversation.


  What a nice cap.


  Bobby leaned to touch the plaid cap, and for a while they held the cap together, Bobby fingering the material, the Zulu allowing the cap to be fingered.


  Bobby said, Do you like my new shirt?


  I wouldnt be seen dead in one of those native shirts.


  Its the colour. We cant wear the lovely colours you can wear.


  The Zulus eyes hardened. Bobbys fingers edged along the cap until they were next to the Zulus. Then he looked down at the fingers, pink beside black.


  When I born again  Bobby stopped. He had begun to talk pidgin; that wouldnt do with the Zulu. He looked up. If I come into the world again I want to come with
  your colour. His voice was low. On the plaid cap his fingers moved until they were over one of the Zulus.


  The Zulu didnt stir. His face, when he lifted it to Bobbys, was without expression. Bobbys blue eyes went moist and seemed to stare; his thin lips trembled and seemed set in
  a half-smile. There was silence between the two men. Then, without moving his hand or changing his expression, the Zulu spat in Bobbys face.


  For a second or so Bobbys fingers remained on the Zulus. Then he took his hand away, found his handkerchief, dabbed at his face; and when he put away the handkerchief his eyes were
  still staring at the Zulu, his lips still seemed set in their half-smile. The Zulu never moved.


  The bar had seen. Blacks stared, whites looked away. Conversation faltered, then recovered.


  Bobby got up. The Zulu continued to stare, into space now, never changing the level of his gaze. Deliberately, Bobby moved his chair back. Then, plump and sacrificial-looking in his loose,
  dancing native shirt, not looking down, left arm at his side, right arm jerking from the elbow, he walked with a fixed smile towards the door.


  The Zulu sank lower in his armchair. He put on his cap and took it off; he pressed his chin into his neck, opened his mouth, closed his mouth. His face had been taut and expressionless; now it
  had the calm of a child. This was what remained of his revolution: these visits to the New Shropshire, this fishing for white men. In the capital the Zulu was a solitary, without employment, living
  on a small dole from an American foundation. In this part of Africa the Americans  or simply Americans  supported everything.


  The liveried barboy, remembering his duties, ran after Bobby with the bill. He stopped Bobby in the doorway, beside the large native drum, part of the new decorations of the New Shropshire.
  Bobby, at first not hearing, then relieved that it was only the boy, overacted confusion. Feeling below the yellow native shirt for his wallet, in the hip pocket of his soft light-grey flannel
  trousers, he smiled, as at a private joke, without looking at the boys face. He gave the boy a twenty-shilling note. Then, absurd chivalry overcoming him, he gave the boy another note, to
  pay for the Zulus drinks as well; and he didnt wait for change.


  *


  In the lobby there was the new official photograph of the president. It had appeared in the city only that weekend. In the old photographs the president wore a headdress of the
  kings tribe, a gift of the king at the time of independence, a symbol of the unity of the tribes. The new photograph showed the president without the headdress, in jacket, shirt and tie,
  with his hair done in the English style. The bloated cheeks shone in the studio lights; the hard opaque eyes looked directly at the camera. Africans were said to attribute a magical power to the
  presidents eyes; and the eyes seemed to know their reputation.


  From the floodlit forecourt of the New Shropshire  the rock garden, the white flagpole with the limp national flag  Bobby drove down the sloping drive to the dark highway. At night
  in every suburb the bush began there, on the highway. Every week men of the forest came to settle in the usurped city. They brought only the skills of the forest; they found no room; and at night
  they prowled the citys unenclosed spaces. There were many frightening stories. Normally Bobby scoffed, rejecting, as much as the stories, the expatriates who told them. But now he drove very
  fast, down the bush-lined highways, past the wide roundabouts, through the bumpy lanes of the Indian bazaar  houses, shops and warehouses  to the city centre, with its complex one-way
  system, its half-dozen skyscrapers dark above the bright square and the wide dusty car-park.


  In the cramped lobby of his hotel there was again the new photograph of the president, between English fox-hunting prints. The hotel, built in colonial days, was where up-country government
  officers like Bobby were lodged when they came to the capital on government business. It looked older than it was. Rough timber merged into mock-Tudor: the hotel was partly pioneer,
  partly suburban, still English, home from home. Bobby didnt like it. His room, which had an open fireplace, was white and furry, with white walls, white sheepskin rugs, a white candlewick
  bedspread and a zebra-skin pouffe.


  The evening was over, the week was over. This was his last night in the capital; early in the morning he was driving back to the Collectorate. His packing had already been done. He left a tip
  for the roomboy in an envelope. Soon he was in bed. He was quite calm.


  *


  Africa was for Bobby the empty spaces, the safe adventure of long fatiguing drives on open roads, the other Africans, boys built like men. You want lift? You big boy, you
  no go school? No, no, you no frighten. Look, I give you shilling. You hold my hand. Look, my colour, your colour. I give you shilling buy schoolbooks. Buy books, learn read, get big job. When I
  born again I want your colour. You no frighten. You want five shillings? Sweet infantilism, almost without language: in language lay mockery and self-disgust.


  All week, while being the government officer at the seminar, he had rehearsed that drive back to the Collectorate. But then, at the buffet lunch, he had been asked to give Linda a lift back; and
  he couldnt refuse. Linda was one of the compound wives from the Collectorate, one of those who lived in the government compound. She had flown up to the capital with her
  husband, who was taking part in the seminar; but she wasnt flying back with him. Bobby knew Linda and her husband and had even been once to dinner at their house; but after three years they
  were still no more than acquaintances. It was one of those difficult half-relationships, with uncertainty rather than suspicion on both sides. So the prospect of adventure had vanished; and the
  drive, which had promised so much, seemed likely to be full of strain.


  Disappointment rather than need, then, had sent Bobby to the New Shropshire. And even while he was making his preparations to go out he had known that the evening wouldnt end well. He
  didnt like places like the New Shropshire. He didnt have the bar-room skills, the bar-room toughness. Instinct had told him, from the first exchange of glances, that the Zulu was only
  a tease. But he had gone to the table and committed himself. He didnt like African whores. A whore in Africa was a boy who wanted more than five shillings; any boy who wanted more than five
  was dealing only in money, and was wrong. Bobby had decided that long ago; but he had started to bargain with the Zulu.


  That evening he had broken all his rules; the evening had shown how right his rules were. He felt no bitterness, no hurt. He didnt blame the Zulu, he didnt blame Linda. Before
  Africa, the incident of the evening might have driven him out adventuring for hours more in dangerous places; and then in his room might have driven him to a further act of excess and
  self-mortification. But now he knew that the mood would pass, the morning would come. Even with Linda as his passenger, the drive remained.


  He was awakened by a sound as of crowing cocks. It came from the lane at the side of the hotel. It was one of the sounds of the African night: a prowler had been disturbed, the African hue and
  cry was being raised. Later, he saw himself again in a place like the New Shropshire. He was on his back and the liveried boy was standing above him; but he couldnt raise his head to see the
  boys face, to see whether the face laughed. His head was aching; the pain began to shoot and then it was as if his head were exploding. Even when he awakened, the pain remained, the sense of
  the drained head. It was some time before he fell asleep again. And when next he was awakened, by the helicopter circling near, then far, then so close it seemed to be directly over the hotel, it
  was well past five, light in the white room, and time to get up.


  


  2


  YAK-YAK-YAK-YAK. The helicopter, flying low, as if examining the hotel car-park, drowned the braying of the burglar alarm on Bobbys car as Bobby
  unlocked the door. Bobby, feeling himself examined, didnt look up. The helicopter hovered, then rose again at an angle.


  In the bazaar area, through which Bobby had driven so recklessly the previous evening, the shops and warehouses of concrete and corrugated iron were closed; the long Indian names on plain
  signboards looked as cramped as the buildings. When the road left the bazaar it ran beside a wide dry gully, cool now, but promising dust and glare later; and then, the gully disappearing, the road
  became a dual-carriageway with flowers and shrubs on the central reservation.


  The Union Club had been founded by some Indians in colonial days as a multi-racial club; it was the only club in the capital that admitted Africans. After independence the Indian founders had
  been deported, the club seized and turned into a hotel for tourists. The garden was a wild dry tangle around a bare yard. And in the main doorway, level to the dusty ground, below a cantilevered
  concrete slab, Linda stood beside her ivory-coloured suitcase and waved.


  She was cheerful, with no early-morning strain on her thin face. No need to ask what had kept her overnight in the capital. Her cream shirt hung out of her blue trousers, which were a little
  loose around her narrow, low hips; her hair was in a pale-brown scarf. In those clothes, and below that concrete slab, she looked small, boyish, half-made. She was hardly good-looking, and she
  showed her age; but in the Collectorate compound she had a reputation as a man-eater. Bobby had heard appalling stories about Linda. As appalling, he thought, getting out of the car, as the stories
  she must have heard about him.


  With loud words in the empty yard, they fell on one another, conducting this meeting, their first without witnesses, as though they had witnesses; so that all at once, after silence and tension,
  they were like actors in a play, neither really listening to the other, Linda tinkling, apologetic, grateful, explaining, Bobby simultaneously rejecting explanations and gratitude and fussing
  tremendously with the ivory-coloured suitcase, as with a stage property.


  Yak-yak-yak-yak.


  Silenced, they both looked up. The men in the helicopter were white.


  They are looking for the king, Linda said, when the helicopter moved away. They say hes in the capital. He got away from the Collectorate in one of those African
  taxis. In some sort of disguise.


  Last nights expatriate gossip: Bobby began to be depressed about his passenger. Over rocks and broken pavement they bumped out of the yard.


  I hope they havent done anything too awful to the poor wives, Linda said. Her manner was still affected. Were you persona very grata in that
  quarter?


  Not very. Im not a great one for high society.


  She giggled, out of her own cheerfulness.


  Bobby set his face. He decided to be sombre, to give nothing away. He had shown goodwill and that was enough for the time being.


  Sombrely, then, he drove along the dual-carriageway; and sombrely many minutes later he took the gentle curves of the suburban road, with its wide grass verges, hedges, big houses, big gardens,
  with here and there now a barefoot yard-boy in khaki.


  You wouldnt believe you were in Africa, Linda said. Its so much like England here.


  Its a little grander than the England I know.


  She didnt answer. And for some time she said nothing.


  He felt he had been too aggressive. He said, Of course, they didnt allow Africans to live here.


  They had their servants, Bobby.


  Servants, yes. She caught him unprepared. He hadnt expected her to be so provocative so early. He said, with the calm grim satisfaction of a man prophesying the racial
  holocaust, I suppose that is why someone like John Mubende-Mbarara has refused to move out of the native quarter.


  How well you pronounce those names.


  Bobbys sombreness turned to gloom. Well, he wont come to you. If you want to see his work you have to go to him. In the native quarter.


  Linda said, When Johnny M. began, he was a good primitive painter and we all loved his paintings of his familys lovely ribby cattle. But he churned out so many of those he got to
  be a little better than primitive. Now hes only bad. So I dont suppose it matters if he does continue to paint his cattle in the native quarter.


  Thats been said before.


  About him living in the native quarter?


  About his painting. Bobby hated himself for answering.


  Hes got awfully fat, Linda said.


  Bobby decided to say no more. He decided again to be sombre and this time not to be drawn.


  *


  Suburban gardens gave way to African urban allotments with fewer trees, and at the edge of the town the land felt open and the light was like the light that announces the
  nearness of the ocean. Here, serving both town and wilderness, weathered painted hoardings on tall poles showed laughing Africans smoking cigarettes, drinking soft drinks and using sewing
  machines.


  Allotments turned to smallholdings and secondary bush. A few Africans were about, most on foot, one or two on old bicycles. Their clothes were patched with large oblongs of red, blue, yellow,
  green; it was a local style. Bobby was on the point of saying something about the African colour-sense. But he held back; it was too close to the subject of the painter.


  The land began to slope; the view became more extensive. The Indian-English town felt far away already. To one side of the road the land was hummocked, as with grassed-over anthills. Each hump
  marked the site of a tree that had been felled. Wasteland now, emptiness; but here, until just seventy years before, Africans like those on the road had lived, hidden from the world, in the shelter
  of their forests.


  Yak-yak. At first only a distant drone, the helicopter was quickly overhead; and for a while it stayed, touched now with the morning light, killing the noise of the car and the feel of
  its engine. The road curved downhill, now in yellow light, now in damp shadow. The helicopter receded, the sound of wind and motor-car tyres returned.


  From beside mounds of fruit and vegetables heavy-limbed African boys ran out into the road, holding up cauliflowers and cabbages. There had been accidents here; offending motorists had been
  manhandled by enraged crowds, gathering swiftly from the roadside bush. Bobby slowed down. He hunched over the wheel and gave a slow, low wave to the first boy. The boy didnt respond, but
  Bobby continued to smile and wave until he had passed all the boys. Then, remembering Linda, he went sombre again.


  She was serene, full of her own cheerfulness. And when she said, Did you notice the size of those cauliflowers? it was as though she didnt know they were quarrelling.


  He said, grimly, Yes, I noticed the size of the cauliflowers.


  Its something that surprised me.


  Oh?


  Its foolish really, but I never thought they would have fields. I somehow imagined they would all be living in the jungle. When Martin said we were being posted to the Southern
  Collectorate I imagined the compound would be in a little clearing in the forest. I never thought there would be roads and houses and shops 


  And radios.


  It was ridiculous. I knew it was ridiculous, but I sort of saw them leaning on their spears under a tree and standing around one of those big old-fashioned sets. His Masters
  Voice.


  Bobby said, Do you remember that American from the foundation who came out to encourage us to keep statistics or something? I took him out for a drive one day, and as soon as we were out
  of the town he was terrified. He kept on asking, Wheres the Congo? Is that the Congo? He was absolutely terrified all the time.


  The road was now cut into a hill and the curves were sharp. A sign said: Beware of Fallen Rocks.


  Thats one of my favourite road-signs, Bobby said. I always look for it.


  So precise.


  Isnt it?


  His sombreness had gone; it would be hard now for him to reassume it. Already he and Linda had become travellers together, sensitive to the sights, finding conversation in everything.


  I love being out this early, Linda said. It reminds me of summer mornings in England. Though in England I never liked the summer, I must say.


  Oh?


  I always felt I should be enjoying myself, but I never seemed to. The day would go on and on, and I could never find much to do. The summer always made me feel I was missing a lot. I
  preferred the autumn. I was much more in control then. To me autumn is the great season of renewal. All very girlish, Im sure.


  I wouldnt say girlish. I would say unusual. I once had a psychiatrist who thought we were all reminded of death in October. He said that as soon as he realized this he stopped
  being rheumatic in the winter. Of course at the same time hed put in central heating.


  I somehow thought, Bobby, that you would have a psychiatrist. She was being bright again. Tell me exactly what was wrong.


  He said, calmly, I had a breakdown at Oxford.


  He had spoken too calmly. Linda remained bright. Ive long wanted to ask someone who had one. Exactly what is a breakdown?


  It was something he had defined more than once. But he pretended to fumble for the words. A breakdown. Its like watching yourself die. Well, not die. Its like watching
  yourself become a ghost.


  She matched his tone. Did it last long?


  Eighteen months.


  She was impressed. He could tell.


  With a chuckle, as though speaking to a child, he said, Look at that lovely tree. She obeyed. And when the tree had been looked at, he said, solemnly again, Africa saved my
  life. As though it was a complete statement, explaining everything; as though he was at once punishing and forgiving all who misunderstood him.


  She was stilled. She could find nothing to say.


  *


  This was the famous view. This was the openness the sky had been promising. The land dropped and dropped. The continent here was gigantically flawed. The eye lost itself in the
  colourless distances of the wide valley, dissolving in every direction in cloud and haze.


  Linda said, Africa, Africa.


  Shall we stop and have a look?


  He pulled in where the verge widened. They got out of the car.


  So cool, Linda said.


  You wouldnt believe you were almost on the Equator.


  They had both seen the view many times and neither of them wanted to say anything that the other might have heard before or anything that was too fanciful.


  Its the clouds that do it, Linda said at last. When we first came out Martin took photographs of clouds all the time.


  I never knew Martin was a photographer.


  He wasnt. Hed just got himself a camera. He used to use my name when he sent the film off to be processed, so that no one at Kodak would think hed taken the pictures.
  I suppose they must get an awful lot of junk. After he got tired of clouds he began crawling about on his hands and knees snapping toadstools and the tiniest wildflowers he could find. The camera
  wasnt built for that. All he got were greeny-brown blurs. The people at Kodak dutifully sent every blur back, addressed to me.


  They were in danger of forgetting the view.


  So cool here, Bobby said.


  A white Volkswagen went past, travelling out of the town. A white man was at the wheel. He blew his horn long and hard when he saw Bobby and Linda, and accelerated down the hill.


  I wonder who hes showing off to, Bobby said.


  Linda found this very funny.


  Its absurd, Bobby said, when they were sitting in the car again, but I feel all this  he indicated the great valley  belongs to
  me.


  She had been close to laughter. Now she leaned forward and laughed. It is absurd, Bobby. When you say it like that.


  But you know what I mean. I couldnt bear looking at this if I didnt know that I was going to look at it again. You know, he said, sitting up, as stiff as a driving
  pupil, looking left and right, driving off, I never knew a place like Africa existed. I wasnt interested. I suppose, like you, I thought of tribesmen and spears. And of course I knew
  about South Africa.


  Ive just thought. We havent heard the helicopter for some time.


  Helicopters dont have much of a range. Its almost the only thing I learned in the Air Force.


  Bobby!


  Just National Service.


  Do you think theyve got the king?


  It must be awful for him, Bobby said, having to run from the wogs. I am in a minority on this, I know, but I always found him embarrassing. He was far too English for me.
  Well see what his smart London friends do for him now. Such a foolish man. I feel sure some of them put him up to all this talk of secession and so on.


  I say, awfully stuffy here, with all these wogs, what?


  And they found it very charming and funny. I never did, I must say. You know, theres going to be an awful lot of ill-informed criticism. And we wont be exempt. Serving
  dictatorial African regimes and so on.


  Its something that worries Martin, Linda said.


  Oh?


  The criticism.


  I am here to serve, Bobby said. Im not here to tell them how to run their country. Theres been too much of that. What sort of government the Africans choose to
  have is none of my business. It doesnt alter the fact that they need food and schools and hospitals. People who dont want to serve have no business here. That sounds brutal, but
  thats how I see it.


  She didnt respond.


  It isnt a popular attitude, I know, he said. What is it our Duchess says?


  Duchess?


  Thats how I call her.


  You mean Doris Marshall?


  I bend over black-wards. Isnt that what she says?


  Linda smiled.


  Very original, Bobby said. But I dont know why we think the Africans dont have eyes. You think the Africans dont know that the Marshalls are on the old
  South African railroad?


  Shes South African.


  As she tells everybody, Bobby said.


  And proud of it, my dear.


  When I was steddying ittykit in Suffafrica 


  Thats it, Linda said. Youve got it exactly. And theres this thing about glove-box. Do you know about that?


  You mean you dont say glove-compartment.


  You always say glove-box.


  Because its ittykit in Suffafrica, my dear.


  Thats it, thats it, Linda said.


  I think the sooner they finish putting the screws on Denis Marshall and send the two of them packing to South Africa, the better for everybody.


  She rearranged the scarf around her hair and rolled down the window a little.


  Its almost cold, she said, and took a deep breath. Thats the nice thing about the capital. The open fires.


  After the way they had just been talking, this expatriate commonplace disappointed him. He said, The nicest thing about the capital is this. This drive back. I dont think
  Ill ever get tired of it.


  Stop it. Youll make me sad.


  Theres a splendid thing I read by Somerset Maugham somewhere. Hes not much admired now, I know. But he said that if you wanted only the best and held out for it, really held
  out, you usually got it. I must say Ive begun to feel like that. I feel we can always do what we really want to do.


  Its easy for you now, Bobby. But you were saying there was a time when you didnt even know a place like Africa existed.


  I know now.


  I know it too. But it doesnt help. I may want to stay, but I know I cant.


  She closed the window and took a deep breath again. She gazed at the wide valley.


  She said, If I werent English I think I would like to be a Masai. So tall, those women. So elegant.


  It was a compliment to Africa: he took it as a sign of her new attitude to him. But he said, How very Kenya-settler. The romantic blacks are the backward ones.


  Are they backward? I was thinking of the manyattas or whatever they are. Like the drawings in a geography book. You know, your little hut, your tall fence, and bringing home your
  cattle for the night to protect them against marauders.


  Thats what I meant. Peter Pan in Africa.


  But doesnt the pre-man side of Africa have this effect on you sometimes?


  He didnt reply. They both became embarrassed.


  He said, I cant see you in a manyatta, I must say.


  She accepted that.


  A little later she said, Marauders. I love that word.


  The emptiness of the road couldnt now be taken for granted. Traffic to the capital was light but steady: old lorries, tankers driven by turbaned Sikhs, a few European and Asian cars,
  African-driven Peugeot estate-cars, often looking brand-new, always speeding, packed with rocking Africans.


  These Peugeot cars were the countrys long-distance taxi-buses. One, horn blaring, surprised and overtook Bobby on a steep slope. The Africans in the back turned round to smile. Linda
  looked away. The horn continued. Almost immediately the road curved and the Peugeots brake-lights came on.


  I cant understand why some people like to drive with their brakes, Bobby said.


  Linda said, For the same reason that they sell their spare tyres.


  Bend by bend, brake-lights intermittently flashing, the Peugeot pulled away.


  It was one of the things I noticed when I first came out, Linda said. Nearly everybody you met had been in an accident or knew someone who had been in an accident. There
  were so many people in splints in the compound it looked like a ski resort.


  It was an old joke, but Bobby acknowledged it. There was an accident right here not long ago. One of our Singer-Singer Sikh friends turned off his ignition, to coast down. But somehow
  that locked his steering.


  What happened?


  He ran off the road and was killed.


  Martin says they are the worst drivers.


  Whenever you see a Mercedes in the middle of the road you can be sure its an Asian at the wheel. I cant stand those shops. They dont sell the Africans a pack of
  cigarettes. They sell them just one or two cigarettes at a time. They make a fortune out of the Africans.


  A good way of getting something out of them is to say, Hello, isnt this made in South Africa? They get so terrified they virtually give you the shop free.


  She stopped then, feeling she had gone too far.


  *


  At last they were at the foot of the cliff and on the floor of the valley. The sun was getting high; the land was scrub and open; it became warm in the car. Linda rolled down
  her window a crack. At the other side of the valley the escarpment was blurred; colour there was insubstantial, like an illusion of light and distance. They were headed for that escarpment, for the
  high plateau; and the road before them was straight.


  Sixty, seventy, eighty miles an hour: without effort or thought Bobby was accelerating, drawn on by the road. Here, after the hillside windings, the adventure of the drive as speed, distance and
  tension always began. As he concentrated on the car and the black road, Bobbys sense of time became acute. Without looking at his watch he could measure off quarter-hours.


  A derelict wooden building; a warning to slow down, on a washed-out red-and-white roadside board and then in elongated white letters on the road itself. A right-angled turn over the
  narrow-gauge, desolate-looking railroad track; and the highway became the worn main road of a straggling settlement: tin and old timber, twisted hoardings, a long wire fence with danger signs
  stencilled in red, dirt branch-roads, trees rising out of dusty yards, crooked shops raised off the earth. And then, making the road narrow, an African crowd.


  They wore felt hats with conical crowns and brims pulled down low. Many were in long drooping jackets, brown or dark-grey, which looked like cast-off European clothes. Quite a few, men and
  women, were brilliantly patched. Two or three men with pencils and pads were marshalling the Africans into open lorries with high canopy-frames. Policemen in black uniforms watched.


  They are restless today, Linda said.


  Bobby, driving very slowly, let the old joke pass. Africans stared from the road and down from the lorries, their black faces featureless below their felt hats. Bobby began a low wave but
  didnt complete it. Linda, encountering stares, adjusted her scarf and looked straight ahead. Even when they had passed the crowd Bobby continued to drive slowly, anxious not to appear to be
  running away. In the rear-view mirror the blank-faced Africans with their patches and hats grew small. Out of the settlement, past a curve, Bobby checked again: the road behind showed clear.


  The light hurt. Linda put on her dark glasses. The scrub stretched in every direction and seemed to end only with the hazy mountains. In the high sky clouds grew swiftly from the merest white
  wisps, became silver and black with storm, then disintegrated and reshaped. Bobby and Linda didnt talk. It was some time before Bobby took the car up to speed again.


  Linda said, You know what theyre up to, dont you?


  Bobby didnt reply.


  They are going to swear their oaths of hate. You know what that means, dont you? You know the filthy things they are going to do? The filth they are going to eat? The blood, the
  excrement, the dirt.


  Bobby leaned over the wheel. I dont know how much of those stories one can believe.


  I believe you know. Its been going on all weekend in the capital.


  Theres an awful lot of gossip in the capital. Some people will insist on their thrills.


  Hate against the king and the kings people. And against you and me. I can do without that sort of thrill.


  I know, I know. You think oaths, you think terrorists and pangas. But thats not the issue today, thank goodness. And you know, all I believe they do is to eat a piece of
  meat. I dont think they even eat it. They just bite on it.


  Well, I suppose going up to Government House to eat dirt and hold hands and dance naked in the dark is no better and no worse than going up to sign the visitors book.


  She laughed. It broke the mood.


  I must say I didnt like the looks we got there, Bobby said. For a minute it made me feel we were back in the old days. I wouldve hated to be here then,
  wouldnt you?


  Oh, I dont know. I suppose I would have adjusted. I adjust very easily.


  I wonder whether we arent a little jealous of the president and his people. At a time like this we feel excluded, and naturally we resent it. Im sure we would like them a
  lot more if they were more easygoing. Like the Masai. Speaking personally, I havent found any . . . prejudice.


  Above her dark glasses her narrow forehead twitched. Oh, its easy for you, Bobby.


  What do you mean?


  I think its going to rain this afternoon. Just when we leave the tar. Im looking at those clouds piling up there. If you travel a lot with Martin you get this eye for
  clouds. That untarred bit of road is my private nightmare. Just half an hour of rain and its all mud. I cant stand skids. Its like being in an earthquake. Its the one
  thing that really makes me hysterical. That and earthquakes.


  I wouldnt say the clouds are piling up.


  Still, wouldnt it be romantic if we had to spend the night at the colonels, watching the rain come sweeping in across the lake?


  Hes very much the sort of character I prefer to keep away from. Everything I hear about him leads me to believe hes a total bore.


  Hes a very settler settler, I must say. He doesnt care for anyone.


  I suppose you mean Africans.


  Bobby. Pay attention. The first time the Marshalls went there she asked for a port and lemon.


  My dear!


  My dear. He just lifted up his scrawny arm and pointed to the door and shouted, Get out! Even the barboy jumped.


  Ittykit in Suffafrica. I forgive him that. I might almost say its a point in his favour. But why do you say its easier for me?


  Oh, Bobby, Ive gone over this so often with Martin. We appear to talk of nothing else. When I was a girl lapping up my Somerset Maugham and learning about the great world I never
  dreamt that so much of my married life would have been spent anguishing about things like terms of service.


  Ogguna Wanga-Butere is my superior, Bobby said. He is my  boss. I show him respect. And I believe he respects me.


  Im sorry, but when those names trip off your tongue like that, you make them sound very funny.


  I very much feel that Europeans have themselves to blame if theres any prejudice against them. Every day the president travels up and down, telling his people that we are needed.
  But hes no fool. He knows the old colonial hands are out to get every penny they can before they scuttle South. It makes me laugh. We lecture the Africans about corruption. But theres
  a lot of anguish and talk about prejudice when they rumble our little rackets. And not so little either. We were spending thousands on overseas baggage allowances for baggage that never went
  anywhere.


  It was nice to have, Linda said.


  She was abstracted; her good humour had gone. Her bony forehead, curving sharply from the flat, thinning hair below her scarf, had begun to shine; above her dark glasses the worry-lines were
  beginning to show.


  Busoga-Kesoro brought me the papers. He said, Bobby, this claim by Denis Marshall has been passed and paid. But we know he didnt take any baggage anywhere this last leave.
  What do we do? What could I say? I knew very well there would be talk over the coffee-cups about my disloyalty. But who are my loyalties to? I told B-K, I think this
  should go up to the minister.


  He was exaggerating his role; he was talking too much. He saw that; he saw he was losing Lindas interest. He leaned over the wheel, smiled at the road, shifted about on his seat and said,
  Where shall we stop for coffee?


  The Hunting Lodge?


  He didnt approve. But he said, What a good idea. I hear its under new management.


  She said in her new abstracted manner, After the property scare.


  The Asians did very well out of that.


  She didnt reply. He fell silent. He would have liked to abolish the impression of talkativeness, to be again, as at the beginning, the man with personality in reserve. But now the sombre
  person was she.


  The road ran black and straight between the flat scrub.


  I believe you are right, he said after a time. The clouds are piling up. At times like this one doesnt know whether to press on or to hang back.


  His manner was conciliating. She made no effort to match it. She said firmly, I want coffee.


  They looked at the road.


  Id heard, he said, that Sammy Kisenyi wasnt the easiest of men. But I didnt know that Martin was so unhappy.


  She sighed. Bobby was stilled; he leaned back against his seat. Then, stilling him further, keeping up the tension, Linda with great weary self-possession rearranged her hair and scarf.


  Far away on the road something shimmered. It was more than a mirage. They concentrated on it. A mangled dog.


  Im glad Ive seen it, Linda said. I was waiting for it. Her tone was mystical. You always have to see one.


  So youll be leaving?


  Oh, Bobby, its so different for you. In your department the work goes on and theres always something to show. But radio is radio. You have to put out programmes. And if
  youre an old radio man, as Martin is, you know when you are putting out rubbish. And surely the point of coming out here and giving up the BBC was to do something a little better than that.
  I suppose its Martins fault in a way. He was never one of the pushing P.R.O. types.


  I see that. About the radio. I do feel they overdo the politics and the speeches. There could be a little more editing.


  When I think that Martin was offered the job of Regional Director. But he said, No. This is an African country. This is a job for someone like Sammy.


  They say that Sammy had a rough time in England.


  Of course it hasnt been a disaster. There are still people in the BBC who remember Martin. When we were there on leave last year someone at the Club said to Martin, Oh, but
  youre pretty high-powered over there, arent you?


  But of course. No one spoils his career by coming out here. So you think youll be going back to England?


  One has to think of the future. But England: I dont know. Martin has put out feelers here and there. I have no doubt that something will happen.


  Im sure it will. But his question hadnt been answered. He asked, Where do you think itll be?


  He waited.


  She said, South.


  He said, My life is here.
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