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  “What? The Soviet Union? Travis, have you gone mad? Or do you still hope 

to find vestiges of the New Jerusalem over there?” 

“Wally, don’t forget you’re not the only one who’s read Solzhenitsyn’s 

Gulags. And I’ve read about those gulags in contexts you’ve never heard of – 

but never mind that. Lenin and Stalin definitively killed any hope that a 

humane new civilisation would be built up. No, I simply want to get a taste 

of life over there. I’m grateful to Gorbachov that it’s possible now.” 

“My friend, your greeny aspirations are going to crash on their nose 

there. The pure-souled red comrades treat the environment worse even than 

our capitalist hyenas.” 

“Wally, please understand, I don’t want to go there as some sort of 

political or ecological pilgrim to a holy place. But I’m bored in Australia. I’m 

twenty-eight, I’ve never been overseas, I want to experience life somewhere 

else. And I don’t care if the beds are not the most comfortable in the world. 

And even you have to admit the Soviet Union is a pretty significant part of 

the world.” 

Wally dropped his gaze, then threw at Travis one of his “cunning” 

glances, reinforced by his intellectual’s hooked nose. “Youngster, I suspect I 

know very well why you’re keen to get away. Oh yes, I remember the pain ...” 

Travis said nothing. Of course Wally, who often acted like a grumpy old 

bear, had his sensitive side. Yes, the explanation lay in one word: Belinda. 

Her departure was still a bleeding wound.  

“But listen to me, kid. You’ll have to earn some money somehow. I can’t 

send your payments over there. The Russians haven’t yet heard of bank 

accounts.” 

 Travis smiled. “Perhaps their ignorance is bliss! But don’t worry, Wally, 

I’ll support myself by teaching the imperial language. And I’ll be happy to 

send articles to The Sentinel.” 

Wally smiled half mockingly, half seriously. “From our Moscow 

correspondent Travis Siganoff ... Well, that’ll be a luxury for our modest little 

Sentinel. To be honest, I like the idea. Despite your illusions about life, 

young fella – or perhaps because of them – you do write good articles. If you 

insist on being a masochist and going to meet our rough-necked comrades, 

I’d be happy to publish your stuff. But I’d have to send the money into an 

account here.” 

 “Thanks, you cement-faced old anarchist bastard! And now I’ll leave you 

to grumble in peace.”  

“Just a moment, you green-beaked kid! What about your job teaching 

English to Asian migrants?” 

“I let my boss know a month ago. I said I’d be dropping out, at least for a 

while.” 

“Hm,” grunted Wally, “when you come back from the joyful paradise of 

the proletariat your position will probably no longer exist. Our economy is 
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doing a nosedive and the government wants to save its pennies. Teaching 

migrants is not high on anyone’s agenda, laddie, and in the next year there’ll 

be more sackings than hirings.” 

“Well, if it’s like that, I’ll find something else.” 

“Yes,” Wally conceded grumpily, “you’ll find something. But I’ve never 

understood why such a clever young fella didn’t study medicine or law or 

something else that gives you a fat bank balance. A bit of teaching and the 

few miserable dollars I can afford to pay you. Is that all? Are you lacking 

ambition, kiddo?” 

“Wally, stop your nonsense! You are a wonderful example – you live from 

the few miserable dollars the paper brings in after you’ve paid your bills. 

And why? Because – and stop pulling faces, you silly old bugger – you’re an 

old-fashioned idealist who is prepared to put up with poverty because he’s 

convinced that our boring press needs an alternative. I don’t even have your 

motives for staying poor. I simply never knew what I really wanted to do, so I 

drifted into teaching. And writing for your paper, where I can say what I like 

and not worry about editorial censorship – that gives me satisfaction.” 

 “And can you live from that? Buy a house?” 

“It’s enough.” Travis did not want to add that Belinda in her library 

earned more than he did.  

Wally gave a conspiratorial smile. Yes, he and Travis were two of a kind, 

not really interested in money. “I like you because you’re eccentric, laddie.” 

“And you’re totally normal, I suppose,” Travis grinned back. 

Travis got up to leave, but turned back to his elder friend. “One detail of 

my visa would amuse you too. I didn’t tell you, but I asked for a visa in 

February. I waited. Nothing happened. I wrote to the Soviet consulate in 

Canberra. Nothing still. Months passed. I contacted people in Kiev, where I 

intend living. One of them had a brilliant idea. I should ask for a visa not as 

a teacher of English, but as a biznesman who will teach biznes inglish. Sure 

enough, two weeks later the visa came, that is, yesterday. In August. 

Imagine me as a businessman. I’ve never owned a share in my life, I haven’t 

the faintest notion what a blue chip is, I’ve no interest in buying property – 

and I’m supposed to teach the Russians about business!” 

Travis laughed, and Wally shook his head in mock severity. “See, you’ve 

already betrayed your iron-firm principles. Well, good luck ... Hey, wait a 

minute. Are you going over to that big land of gulags because of your funny 

name? Siganoff. Obviously Russian. Are you going to look for your roots?” 

“No. Never thought of it. My strange name. They say my Russian 

grandfather – his name was Tsiganov – arrived in Australia in the 1920’s. No 

Australian bureaucrat he spoke too could ever manage to spell his name 

properly, so he changed it. I’d prefer the original version, but I’m stuck with 

the present form.” 
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“Well, Tsiganov ...” Wally tried hard to sound like a Russian, “good luck. 

I’m looking forward to your articles. By the way, you said you’ve got contacts 

in Kiev. How is that possible?” 

“Hm, through a penfriend there I know some people ...” 

Somewhat abruptly Travis walked out of the tiny editorial room of The 

Sentinel. He went along the narrow corridor and was soon on the street. He 

looked back and saw once more how urgently Wally’s modest building 

needed paint. But Wally gave little attention to such needs, and probably 

had no money for such luxuries.  

Wally Kennedy was someone Travis thought he understood, and he liked 

the old chap. Perhaps he was an anachronism among the noisy cars and 

trucks roaring along the street, driven by people with strained faces. Where 

were they in such a hurry to get to? It was good that people like Wally still 

existed. 

Travis gave a last look at the building with the old-fashioned sign 

announcing The Sentinel. The paper, he remembered, had an edition of no 

more than 3,000 and could exist because the subscriptions were backed up 

by donations from admirers of the crusty but decent owner who had taken 

over from his father. At one time The Sentinel had been read by many 

thousands, mostly Communists, when the party was somewhat marginal 

but could not be totally ignored. But the schism, when Moscow and Beijing 

became enemies and split the movement throughout the world, had 

drastically limited subscriptions. Supporters of the Chinese line called Tom 

Kennedy and his allies puppets of the Kremlin.  

When Wally was a young man he temporarily supported his father and 

the Moscow loyalists, but when the father died in 1969 Wally himself had 

become disillusioned – he had not, he emphasised, given up on the struggle 

for a more just world, but was sickened by the monstrous systems that 

pretended to be promoting that ideal. He condemned both the Russian and 

Chinese parties as chauvinistic forms of old dictatorships. Wally little by 

little became an anarchist, but he made The Sentinel a forum for all sorts of 

alternative ideas. He even published articles by a Scientologist, after 

correcting the spelling and grammar. Once he accepted an article from an 

interesting man who swore he had been abducted by extraterrestrials and 

then sent back to earth to deliver messages to humanity. Wally found a lot 

of good commonsense in those “messages”. Wally grumblingly accepted 

advertisements, knowing well that they gave the slim margin that allowed 

him to keep his paper going. But the ads had to be in accord with his 

“dissident” outlook, a rare commodity in a modern capitalist society. 

 

^^^ 
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Wally had correctly guessed that the fiasco of his relationship with 

Belinda was the basic motive for Travis to leave the country. But even to 

Wally Travis had not said he was not merely fleeing from unhappiness; he 

hoped he was fleeing to a new chance of happiness.  

Travis slipped his right hand into his chest pocket and pulled out the 

photo of Marina. He looked at it with longing, and at the same time he 

acutely observed from some distance the man doing the yearning.  

Marina. What did he really know about her? On all of her photos she 

was attractive, and the one of her on the beach at Sochi in a bathing 

costume revealed an appealing feminine figure. Travis regretted that for him 

a woman’s looks were so important, though he knew that after a while the 

difference between beauty and homeliness becomes blurred. Yes, Belinda 

was certainly a beautiful woman. 

Belinda. Thinking about her still disturbed him. Not so much the 

thoughts as the picture of that attractive face with its sparkling blue eyes, 

her blonde hair, and her lovely rounded body. That she could prefer another 

man Travis had regarded as no competition at all, that really hurt. 

Walking along the footpath next to the howling traffic Travis had to 

admit he had been arrogant. Unconsciously he had really believed he had 

brought more to the union than had Belinda. At school he had been the 

admired dux, she only a pretty middle-of-the-class student. He was the 

champion athlete, she at best a blonde ornament to any team. Yes, at school 

he could probably have won the heart of any girl – his mates said that – so 

he made no attempts to win any. At uni the situation had been similar; he 

had been an acknowledged star in the lecture rooms and on the basketball 

courts. But after a time the huge anonymity of the university had made him 

feel lonely. So when he finally saw Belinda again at a student concert, it was 

as though he was returning home. His attention obviously thrilled her, and 

soon they were an established pair. Marriage seemed the logical next step. 

The champion now had his constant admirer at home, and his loneliness 

was at an end. 

So what had gone wrong? He was loath to admit it, but in retrospect he 

knew he had disappointed her sexually. Her sexual appetite had at first 

surprised him, then somewhat disconcerted. He could recall those many 

moments when he wanted to read or write something and she wanted to 

make love. “Sweetie, we can’t spend all day in bed!” he had joked, but her 

pouting should have warned him that compromises were necessary. When 

eventually he had caught a glimpse of Grant, a uniformed officer, the man 

Belinda preferred to him, Travis summed him up instantly: a muscular 

army type who, when not killing others, was most interested in generating 

new human beings.  

So the imbalance of their sexual life must have been a factor, but could 

that explain why it had all ended so suddenly and bitterly? 
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^^^ 

 

No! He no longer wanted to brood on that. He again looked at his 

favourite photo of Marina.  

He had said nothing to Wally about Marina, partly because their                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

correspondence was in Esperanto. Only once Travis had spoken of the 

international language to Wally, and the old chap had been a bit mocking 

about “yet another of your illusions”. After that Travis had kept quiet about 

it. 

He had in fact learned the language during his first university semester. 

He had not been to classes – and would not have had time for them – but 

one of his mates had given him a small Course of Esperanto. Travis had 

some acquaintance with German and French at school, but was aware that 

even after four years he had merely scratched the surface of those 

languages. He was fascinated that Esperanto was so easy and that it allowed 

him to create his own words. He quickly worked his way through the 

Course, devoting half an hour each evening to it. On one occasion he had 

gone along to a meeting of the closest local group of Esperantists, but had 

been put off by the obvious quarrel within the group and never went back. 

Nevertheless, he wanted to use the language, and decided to correspond 

with non-English speakers. As well he had attended two congresses and 

read quite a bit of the literature. He had been agreeably surprised by the 

standard of some of the original writings. He enjoyed the poems of Kalocsay, 

Auld and Boulton, and the prose works of the comedian Schwartz, and of 

Ribillard, and above all of the Russian Litkovski.                                    

Belinda had not been a part of his life when he got to know Esperanto, 

and she had shown no interest in it later. Would a common interest like that 

have helped them to stay together? 

No, don’t even think about her, forget Belinda, he said to himself. 

He had corresponded with various people of various ages in Italy, Brazil, 

Norway, and Iran, but as soon as he saw a photo of Marina as a “penfriend 

seeker” in the review of the Global Esperanto Association, he felt like writing 

to her. The fact that that new contact came at a time when he had started to 

suspect Belinda might be seeing another man gave a certain consolatory 

erotic quality to their writing, but at first that consolation was only sporadic 

and weak.  

He had a clear memory of the moment when that erotic aspect became 

important. He felt a strong attraction to Marina, or at least to the idea that 

there was somewhere in the world a handsome woman who seemed to 

understand him. It happened very soon after Belinda’s departure. Not too 

sure he was doing the right thing, Travis had opened up his heart and 

poured out his grief to his far-off correspondent. She had answered so 
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sensibly and delicately, with so much empathy, and expressed herself so 

beautifully that he immediately imagined transferring his erotic desires to 

that woman with the penetrating brown eyes and beautiful mouth. 

His thoughts of Belinda he had to leave behind. He would soon be off to 

meet Marina. 

^^^ 

 

The day before his flight Travis phoned his parents and three siblings. 

None of the five understood why he could be interested in living in “the Evil 

Empire”, as Mr. Reagan called it. Travis made little attempt to explain it to 

them. His family had long since become peripheral in his life, and he was 

not sure whether he should do something about that. Perhaps the only way 

to get close to his parents again would be to become active once more in 

their church, and that was a price Travis would not pay. His sister Grace 

had said in some exasperation, “Travis, I wish I had your brains, but you 

don’t use them. And how are you going to earn money in that country?” His 

siblings were each preoccupied with their own careers and the education of 

their children, and Travis found it hard to make small talk with Grace, Josh, 

and Sharon. 

He returned the keys of his flat to the real estate company and spent his 

last night in Australia in a hotel room. He was grateful, as he slid into sleep, 

yearning for Marina, that he would sleep deeply. He would have to make a 

long flight and had heard stories about the impossibility of sleeping on 

planes. 

 

 


