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BAIKONUR, 24 MAY 1961





Radin’s reaction was instinctive – he was too far away to see anything in detail – but he knew at once that something was wrong. He tried telling himself it was anxiety, an attack of nerves brought on by his condition, but something within him had sensed a fault and its message was unavoidable.


‘Stop the car.’


He wound down the window, the blast of heat momentarily sucking the air out of his lungs and leaving him breathless, and reached for the binoculars on the seat beside him. His damaged hands fumbled clumsily with the viewfinder while he adjusted the focus. He swept past empty expanses of steppe, hardened and dusty grey in the morning light, until he saw the bleached concrete of the vast hangar where they assembled the machines. There, to the left, dwarfing the buildings surrounding it, was the launch tower, the metal arms of its gantries supporting a huge steel column that glinted in the sunlight. Wisps of evaporation hovered around the chambers of the auxiliary engines clipped to the base. The biggest rocket ever built sat cold and immobile over the concrete fire trench, pointing towards the stars.


Two years before this vast machine had sprung into being as an idea in his head. With his team of experts he had worked with manic energy to create a rocket powerful enough to lift two, even four men into space on journeys to the moon and back, and then beyond, perhaps one day to the planets. He had not spared himself, nor those who worked with him, as if he knew that somewhere within his body the cancer was stirring, and this project would be his last. Those first few lines on a piece of paper had been transformed into a craft of breathtaking power and beauty. Now it stood before him, in all its shining glory, ready for its first flight. In a few hours, thousands of gallons of nitric acid and hydrazine would be transformed by the five engines into a white heat powerful enough to lift his giant rocket clear of the earth’s gravitational pull. He would watch it soar into the mysterious blackness of the heavens, its trail of fire and smoke tapering away into nothingness, the only clues to its existence the radio signals charting its progress into the unknown.


A steel basilica, his creation, his monument.


He looked again, this time with a more rational eye, carefully travelling the distance from the nose cone to the engine nozzles. There at the base, he detected a minute wisp of condensation, the tell-tale sign of escaping nitric acid. A fuel leak: easy to miss if you didn’t know what you were looking for, impossible to ignore once you’d spotted it. A real danger. His inner eye had been right after all.


‘Do you have a short-wave radio?’ he asked his driver.


‘No, sir.’


‘Drive on as fast as you can.’


Nitric acid might be stable but it was corrosive. Keep it in the tanks for too long and you risked it eating its way through a valve or the lining of the fuel chamber. Start the firing procedure and a single spark could ignite a catastrophic conflagration. There was no question about what should be done. The launch must be stopped, the tanks drained, the process begun again.


The car raced down the rough concrete road that cut like an arrow through what remained of the scrubby grasslands. The poor suspension made his lower spine ache. Shifting his position gave him no release from the incessant burning that smouldered in his back. The two or three white pills he was prescribed each day granted him only temporary remission. Every morning he pleaded for the dose to be increased – ten, twenty pills a day, what did it matter how many, so long as they brought relief? But his doctors, standing by his bedside, wrapped in the immunity of their white coats, shook their heads and denied him what he craved. They were worried about side effects, they said. His kidneys might give out.


So what if his kidneys were destroyed? He was never going to recover from his illness, they all knew that, but the truth failed to change their mind. Some bureaucrat in Moscow, who’d probably never suffered anything worse than toothache, had given instructions to keep him alive as long as they could, and his doctors feared the consequences of failing. Damn them! Would no one assume responsibility for his death? Was he not meant to die?


The car came to a halt outside the control centre, a concrete building poorly conceived and badly built. The driver got out, opened the boot of the car, assembled the wheelchair and helped Radin into it.


‘Where to?’


‘The control room.’


Still clasping his binoculars, he was pushed through the automatic doors, into the lift and up to the top floor. He saw before him rows of faces concentrated on terminals whose screens flickered with telemetry read-outs as the countdown progressed. The fans suspended from the ceiling made little impression on the heat that had built up in the badly ventilated room. He was aware of its intensity on the surface of his skin, but his bones remained beyond the reach of warmth.


‘Comrade Director.’ His former assistant, Voroshilov, was unable to conceal his surprise. ‘We were not expecting you. We were not told you were coming.’


What can they have said about his condition? He’d never missed a launch in the past. Why should he miss this one? He had been ill for a few weeks, and in that time they had forgotten who he was. How quickly absence robs you of your power.


‘I want General Ulansky. Where is he?’


‘Outside, sir.’


‘Outside?’ What the hell was he doing outside? He should be here, in this room, now. This was where you controlled the launch process, not standing on the tarmac apron like a policeman directing traffic. The man must be out of his mind to be away from his post at a time like this.


‘Get me a radio telephone. I want to speak to him.’


Over the years he had watched Ulansky pilot his way up the military hierarchy, a politician more than a soldier, a man with few administrative abilities who had exploited every connection he had to gain control of this secret rocket establishment. The Cosmodrome at Baikonur was a temporary stepping-stone on his journey to the heights of power. How could Moscow support a man he wouldn’t trust to tie his shoelace? It was insanity to let him loose on a project of this complexity. Radin had protested at his appointment, citing Ulansky’s inexperience. Within days he’d received a reply from an official in some department in the Kremlin extolling the merits of General Ulansky, hero of the Soviet Union, a man of courage and vision, with a record of selfless service to the state. Radin had stopped reading at that point because he knew that the real message was that Ulansky had powerful support. No point in pursuing a battle you can’t win. He’d thrown the letter in the waste-paper basket.


‘Sergei?’ There was a crackled acknowledgement at the other end of the radio telephone. ‘This is Viktor. There’s a leak in fuel tank B. The launch must be stopped at once.’


The reply was incomprehensible, a continuous ribbon of indistinguishable sounds crackling in his ear.


‘I can’t hear what he’s saying,’ Radin said desperately. ‘Take me down to the launch pad.’


He was rushed into the lift once more, down to the ground floor and out into the raging heat. Ulansky was sitting in a folding chair, a director on a film set, the star of his drama the huge inanimate object on the launch pad. All he lacked was a megaphone and a camera.


‘Sergei.’


‘Viktor?’ Ulansky sounded surprised. ‘I thought you were in hospital.’


‘Look over there.’ Radin pointed urgently to the base of the craft. ‘Tank B. Can you see the leak?’


‘Where?’


Radin handed him the binoculars. ‘You’ve got to stop the launch.’


The launch termination procedure was documented, and Ulansky knew that. In the event of a leak, the countdown is halted, the fuel is drained, non-flammable oxygen is piped through the tanks to clear the vapours. Later, technicians in protective suits are sent in to make the spacecraft safe. Only then can the refuelling process begin.


‘Emptying the fuel tanks and refuelling will take at least forty-eight hours. I don’t have that time at my disposal.’


‘What difference does forty-eight hours make?’


‘My instructions do not allow me to delay the launch by more than twelve hours, Viktor.’


Radin knew what that phrase meant. Over the years he had done his best to stop scientific research being used for political spectacle but it was a campaign he’d never been able to win. He heard the pride in Ulansky’s voice and he despised him for it, just as he despised the source of the instruction, the belligerent, uneducated peasant who sooner or later would lead them into an unnecessary conflict with the West, the consequences of which would be disastrous, unthinkable. It was a good thing he wouldn’t be around to witness it.


‘I don’t give a damn about your instructions,’ Radin said angrily. ‘I demand that you delay the launch. There’s more at stake here than the reputation of a few politicians. If you don’t act now, there’s a huge risk of an explosion.’


Radin registered the concern on the faces of the officials who surrounded them, and sensed their relief at his presence. They had no doubts about the seriousness of the situation. ‘You can’t ignore the leak, Sergei. You must do as I say.’


‘I’ll halt the countdown for an hour while we investigate.’


‘It’s not enough time to complete the necessary test procedures.’


‘An hour’s all I’m giving you, Viktor.’


Reluctantly Radin let himself be wheeled back into the control room. His hope was that when the engineers saw how serious the leak was, they’d report to Ulansky that the craft wasn’t safe to fly. Then he’d have no choice but to cancel the launch. That was the only prudent course of action: stop now before something worse happened.


‘Would you like to sit here, sir?’ Voroshilov was offering him an armchair near the window.


‘I’ll stay where I am,’ Radin replied, tapping the arm of his wheelchair. He needed the protection of the sheepskin cover to prevent the sharp edges of his hip bones shearing their way through his thin buttocks.


‘Can we get you anything?’


He shook his head. He wanted to say a lorry load of painkillers but even the faithful Voroshilov might mistake his joke and report his request to his doctors, and then he’d be given a lecture about responsibility or some other nonsensical subject. Sometimes he thought dying was the best way to escape all that pious rubbish … if only he could die quickly.


He was left, safe behind the reinforced glass of the window through which he could watch the launch of his rocket. He marvelled once more at its grace and shape. His creature was as beautiful as any cathedral, its dark nose cone pointing towards the stars like a spire, the bodywork housing the engines a buttressed tower, the only difference being that the power of his creation was there to glorify man, not an unknown and unknowable deity.


The excitement he felt, a mixture of awe and fascination at the rocker’s scale and complexity, provided momentary compensation for the pain deep in his back that was now his permanent companion. He would not live to see the fulfilment of his dreams, the day when men would ride routinely into the sky perched precariously on top of his fiery monster, but at least he had set them on their journey. That much was secure. Whatever they did with his memory when he was dead, whether they vilified or glorified him, he knew what he had achieved and that was all that mattered.


Fly, he whispered to himself. Fly for me.


He picked up his binoculars and once more looked closely at his craft. To his horror, he saw ground staff climbing all over the base of the rocket, ant-like figures armed with spanners looking for valves to tighten. What the hell was going on? He’d assumed Ulansky would investigate the leak before trying to repair it. This was madness. Even the movements of the technicians betrayed their uncertainty with this appalling break in procedure. In the distance he saw a group of government officials, air-force officers and senior scientists, nearly a hundred of them, taking their seats in a specially constructed stand to watch the launch – more evidence of Ulanksy’s reluctance to accept any delay. The show must go on because the audience had arrived. The launch of his rocket had a significance beyond the scientific achievement of getting so many tons of metal into the air: it was a lead part in a political drama, a gesture on an international stage, directed by the Kremlin against its enemies in Washington.


‘Tell General Ulansky I want to see him now. At once.’


His words were lost in a sudden roar of sound. Through the metal and leather of his chair he felt a deep vibration as if a huge drill was working its way through solid rock directly beneath him. The world was shaking his chair, the floor on which it stood, the walls of the control centre. He heard a terrifying noise, a deep, thunderous roar. He saw a white flash and then sharp tongues of blue flame burst from the nozzles of the main engine. Somehow the lower stage of the rocket had ignited, rupturing the oxidiser tank. He saw the auxiliary rockets ignite, the giant pods straining at the clamps that held them to the body of the craft. Clouds of white smoke blasted into the fire trench, to be directed away from the launch pad as his dream was swallowed up in its own fire. He saw terror and panic spread among the figures scattering around the base of the rocket as they tried to escape, only to disappear into the rapidly spreading inferno.


In seconds the great steel structure was straining and shuddering on its pad as the gantries, shaken loose by the contained thrust of the engines, toppled to the ground. He saw flames shoot up the outside of the lower fuel chambers; he saw the explosion at the base of the second stage shatter the steel cladding and the bolts and struts that locked the two halves of the rocket together. For a moment, the upper section shuddered and vibrated, then agonisingly slowly it fell sideways, crashing to the ground, its spilled fuel exploding into a raging torrent of fire.


It seemed to Radin as if he was watching the sun burst in front of him, explosion after explosion, each fire generating another in an endless chain of conflagration. The expanding fireball swept forward with a ferocious velocity, fed by thousands of gallons of rocket fuel, consuming everything in its path: steel, concrete, tarmac, human flesh. He heard the angry roar of a world exploding in a fury of destruction as the last of his dreams was swept away into clouds of billowing black smoke blown outwards with the force of each explosion, turning day into night.
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My dear friend (the note from Viktor Radin reads), come quickly. My uninvited guest is greedy. Soon there will be nothing left for him to devour. There are last things to be settled between us.





The car slows as the driver turns off the road and down an avenue flanked by maple trees. They round a bend and there is the house, remote, austere, but unlike so many Berlin has seen in his life there are no bars on the windows, no guards at the door. There is no security because none is needed. The dying have nowhere to escape to.


He walks into the building: deserted and shadowy corridors, the distant squeak of unseen rubber soles on shiny linoleum, a merciful coolness. A woman in nurse’s uniform appears from an inner office. He presents his identity papers.


‘You are expected. Come with me, please.’


She leads him through a darkened day room shuttered against the glare of the sun. Patients sleep in chairs, their mouths gaping open, or stare sightlessly at the walls, all waiting for their lives to end. This is a house of death. It is filled with old men and the inescapable smells of excrement, cleaning fluid and overcooked vegetables. He feels uncomfortable walking past the dying, but they take no notice of him and once he is out on the veranda, he can breathe again. Down wooden steps, into the garden and the brightness and heat of the afternoon revive him.


Viktor Radin is sitting in a wheelchair under an oak tree, apparently asleep, a rug around his knees. Always small, he is now a diminished, childlike figure, the pale waxy skin on his face barely concealing the sharp outline of his skull.


‘He’s been looking forward to your visit,’ the nurse says as they walk across the grass. ‘Don’t be upset at his condition. This is not a good day. But then no day is good now. We see that he suffers no pain.’ She bends down to whisper in Radin’s ear. ‘Your visitor is here, Professor.’


‘Who?’ Radin awakes with a start, uncertain where he is.


‘It’s me, Viktor. Andrei.’


‘Andrei. At last. I’ve been waiting for you.’


A parody of a hand reaches out to his, the fingers swollen, misshapen and apparently boneless. Berlin takes it briefly, hating the soft spongy feeling that serves as an awful reminder of what Viktor suffered so many years ago. The skeleton breaks into a smile revealing pale gums and worn, yellow teeth between dry, flaky lips. ‘Welcome to the last station on the line.’


The nurse settles him, adjusting his pillows, altering the position of his wheelchair so that it remains out of the sun. She looks at her watch. ‘Half an hour,’ she says to Berlin. ‘He tires easily.’


‘How are you, Viktor?’ Berlin takes off his jacket and sits down on the grass. It is a question he hardly needs to ask. There is no doubt about Radin’s condition.


‘You find me as you see me, a man on the edge of the greatest mystery of life. As a scientist, I can say there is a certain interest in observing the process of dying at such close quarters. My only regret is that when it is all over I will not be able to write up my experience for the benefit of those who die after me.’


Berlin is shocked at his frailty. Since he last saw him he has wasted to nothing. He seems lighter than air. One breath of wind and Radin would disappear.


Radin reaches for Berlin’s arm. ‘The truth is, Andrei, I do not like to witness my own decline. I wish it were over. But I am glad you are here. Thank you for answering my plea so quickly.’ He struggles to change his position in his chair. ‘I need a cigarette.’


Berlin offers one to Radin, who grasps it with both hands and carefully places it between his lips, where it will stay until he has smoked it down to a sodden butt.


‘How are you, where have you been?’ Radin smiles again, the skin stretching thin and transparent across his face. ‘Tell me everything about yourself.’


‘There’s little to tell,’ Berlin says. ‘I teach, I lecture, I do research. What else does an academic historian do?’


‘He writes articles in learned journals, he publishes books, and if he is lucky he goes abroad for conferences. Occasionally, I hope, he dreams.’


Berlin smiles. ‘Leipzig in May. Since then, nothing, and nothing planned. No luck and no dreams either. Very barren in all departments.’


‘No dreams? What’s come over you?’


‘What is there left to dream about, Viktor?’


‘In my situation, I agree, there is only time for memories and regrets. But you’re young, Andrei, you have a future to look forward to. Or are you afraid to dream about what may be?’


This is dangerous territory. The state of his mind is not a fit subject for a dying man’s curiosity, even when that man is as close to him as Viktor. If he reveals that he has not dreamed for longer than he can remember, that he has written nothing for months, worse, that he has no desire to write anything, he will be subjected to a merciless interrogation. That must be avoided.


‘You didn’t get me here to talk about myself, Viktor.’ For his own protection, he must steer Radin’s interest back to the reason for his visit. ‘Your note said we had matters to discuss.’ He cannot bring himself to use the phrase ‘last things’.


Radin nods in agreement.


‘I want you to tuck in my blanket.’ This is more like the Radin he knows, giving instructions, reordering the world. ‘As you bend over me, I shall give you an envelope. You are to conceal it at once and you must show it to no one. Is that understood?’


‘Of course.’


Berlin gets to his feet and hovers over Radin’s wheelchair. He might be dying but he hasn’t lost any of his reckless determination to outwit the system when it stands in the way of what he wants to do.


‘Now.’


Berlin bends forward, tucks in the rug and receives the envelope. He slips it into his pocket. ‘There – that wasn’t difficult, was it?’ He is humouring the old man out of respect for their years of friendship.


Radin ignores him. ‘You now have in your possession a report from the senior flight engineer at Baikonur. You will find that its technical content lies far beyond the competence of a historian like yourself, but even a brief glance will confirm its importance as a historical document. Engineer Kuzmin describes more than a hundred faults in the equipment of my rocket, not one of which had been attended to by the time of the launch on 24 May. On that day my rocket did not fly to the stars as I had planned, it exploded on the launch pad, killing two hundred scientists, engineers, senior military and government officials, as well as the director of the Cosmodrome at Baikonur. Kuzmin was one of those who lost their lives.’


‘This is the first I’ve heard of such an event.’


‘That doesn’t surprise me. Since when does bad news travel well in this country?’ Radin coughs harshly. ‘It was a disaster of huge proportions that was wholly avoidable. This rocket was twice as powerful as that which took Gagarin into space. It is the source of power that will take men to the moon well before this decade is out. The consequences of this failure are catastrophic for our space programme, which has been set back by well over a year, probably two. I will not be around to guide it to success. Are you surprised I am fearful of the future?’


‘Has there been an investigation into the causes of the accident?’


Radin shakes his head. ‘The official report, if such a thing exists, will blame the failure of this launch on mistakes of judgement by Engineer Kuzmin, to which he will have conveniently confessed before he died. That is a complete fabrication. Kuzmin is being made to shoulder the blame because he is unable to answer for himself. If I were not in the state I am, I would defend his memory. He was a good engineer, one of the best. Once more the guilty escape censure while the innocent stand unjustly condemned.’


The effort of speaking is visibly exhausting Radin. He slumps forward, his chin on his chest, his eyes closed, all his energies concentrated on the relentless need to finish what he has so carefully prepared.


‘Kuzmin knew that the level of risk had long passed any point I would have considered acceptable. Had I known then what I know now, I would have delayed the launch, probably by weeks. But he and his team, all experienced professionals, did nothing. Why? That is the question to which we must find the answer. They could not come to me because I was in hospital in Moscow. They appear not to have raised their concerns with Ulansky. Was it because they knew the only voices he would listen to were his political masters in Moscow, who have no understanding of the processes of scientific development? Ulansky paid for his ignorance by dying in the disaster, but that does nothing to restore the balance. He should never have been there in the first place. For all I know, his successor may be equally inept.’


Radin falters. His mouth opens but no words come. He looks momentarily panic-stricken, as if he has lost the power of speech. Then his faltering voice returns.


‘How many times have good men known the truth and failed to act because they were afraid? How many times have men with no talent risen up our hierarchy of power to positions for which they are hopelessly ill-equipped? Answer those questions honestly and you will know how far we have allowed ourselves to be corrupted.’


Is this the madness of the dying who, as they slip beyond the sanctions of the reach of the world, no longer have any need of caution? Or is Viktor seeing the truth with the sharp clarity of a mind no longer troubled by the daily struggles of life?


‘If we conceal what we know to be true because we are afraid to declare it,’ Viktor is saying, ‘then we are allowing self-deception to threaten our present and our future. We live and breathe lies because we are too tired, too cynical or too fearful to do otherwise. If lies are all we teach our children, then we will perpetuate the cycle. Where are the men and women with the courage to tell us what we know in our hearts to be true, that if we are to avoid disasters like the one I witnessed, we must change our ways or we will destroy ourselves?’


‘Have you had a good talk, Professor?’ The nurse, a smiling, motherly woman, has returned.


‘My friend is tired of my ramblings, nurse. He has been waiting impatiently for your arrival.’


‘You’ve been out in the sun long enough.’ She stands behind the wheelchair and turns it towards the house. ‘Time for your rest.’


‘I will have long enough to rest when I am dead.’


‘What nonsense,’ the nurse says. ‘You’re not to talk like that. We’ll have you back on your feet in no time.’


‘We will not meet again, Andrei.’ Radin extends his hand in a gesture of farewell. ‘Goodbye, my friend. Goodbye. I have enjoyed our friendship. Remember my words when I am gone.’


For one brief moment, their fingers touch. 


2


If Kate has slept at all, she is unaware of it. She has long ago lost count of the number of times she has looked at her watch. It is now ten past two. In twelve hours, she calculates, she will be on a plane, Moscow will be disappearing in the September haze and with it a whole year of her life will come abruptly to an end. It is hardly credible that by the evening of this day, whose dawn will shortly appear, she will be back at home in York, and the time she had fought so hard for will be no more than memories, and with each day that passes those memories will fade.


The body beside hers stirs, mutters a few incomprehensible words and turns over. She looks at his face, his pale skin, the blue veins on his closed eyelids, his fair hair that never behaves, the soft lobes of his ears. In her mind she sees them together at the departure gate, clinging to each other, holding on to that last warmth of contact before the terrible winter of parting, saying the only words that can offer any comfort – their lives are bound together for ever, their love is indissoluble, it will overcome any barrier that tries to keep them apart – distance, time, even the power of political ideology. Their love will never die, they will tell each other again and again in those last desperate seconds. It will never ever die.


Whatever she may say to convince herself now, she knows that the moment she says goodbye her heart will break and her life will be over.


*


‘Moscow? I’m not sure I like that idea, Kate.’


That was where it had begun, in York, almost eighteen months ago. Her father had been dubious about the notion of Kate studying in Moscow, just as he had once been dubious about Kate leaving the local grammar school and enrolling in the Northern Musical Academy. Other people’s children played musical instruments, but their ambitions went as far as a place in the school orchestra. None of them wanted to be a professional musician. Why should his daughter be different to other girls her age? What was so special about Kate? Over a lifetime Dick Buchanan had developed the habit of opposing what he couldn’t understand and Moscow, like his daughter’s musical ability, was well beyond the limits of his comprehension.


‘I wouldn’t go there unless I was pushed,’ he said gloomily, in the hope that his response might put her off. He was afraid to oppose her wishes more openly. ‘And it would have to be a mighty hard shove even to get me to think about it.’


The Moscow Conservatoire was superior to any similar music school in the West, Kate’s teachers at the Academy had argued patiently on her behalf, after a tearful interview with Kate, who had made them well aware of the obstacles she faced at home. The closed society of Stalin’s time was long gone, they added, in an effort to gain Mr Buchanan’s support for their star pupil. The Soviet Union was beginning to open up. Western pupils were welcomed at the Conservatoire. Yevgeny Vinogradoff, who had heard Kate play in London and had expressed his wish that she become his pupil, was one of the leading cellists of the younger generation. He taught only a few specially chosen students each year. To be invited to become his pupil was a rare honour, a genuine recognition of Kate’s talent. It was an opportunity she couldn’t let pass, not if she was serious about her ambition to play professionally.


‘It’s not the teachers I’m against, I am sure Mr Vinogradoff knows what he’s doing,’ her father told Kate. ‘It’s the location. Moscow’s a bloody awful place.’


‘Not if you aren’t Russian,’ Kate had replied, her optimism invented that moment in response to her father’s ignorance of a city she knew he had never visited, only imagined with his prejudiced eye. ‘Anyway, I won’t be away for long, just a few months, less than a year.’


Wasn’t anything bearable for a year, particularly if you were working with a musician as outstanding as Vinogradoff?


The argument had ground on during the spring and early summer, Kate sticking single-mindedly to her wish to go to Moscow. In the end her father had relented because he didn’t want to hinder the development of an ability he found so difficult to understand but of which secretly he was proud. It was unlikely, he maintained to her teachers when she was out of earshot, that his daughter would be good enough to become a concert performer, but if her heart was set upon it, then he didn’t want to be the one to oppose her. Better she find out the hard way that she wasn’t up to it.


‘If you don’t like Moscow,’ he said after telling her of his change of mind, ‘you can always pack it in and come home.’


Later, as they said goodbye at the airport, he had briefly held her hand and said: ‘I shall miss you, Kate. Take care of yourself.’


It was the closest he had come since her mother had died to expressing affection for her, and she had tears in her eyes as she boarded the aircraft.


*


Ten to three. Kate turns over restlessly, the sheet tangled and uncomfortable.


If the man I love is in Moscow, her night mind suddenly proposes, then I should follow my heart and stay here with him.


Her more rational self, caught unawares by this unexpected idea, takes time to regain control. She has promised her father she will return home. There is no escaping that obligation. Her visa will run out soon. To pretend she could have a life here is self-deception, if not madness. The authorities will never let her stay, however hard she pleads. There is no more stony heart than the bureaucrat acting under instructions that allow no deviations from the rulebook, and in Moscow there are regiments of such heartless men and women. She dries her eyes on the corner of the sheet.


No, she must count herself lucky that in this year that is almost over she has discovered the love that will sustain her all her life. She will celebrate it in every note she plays, every concert she gives. She will dedicate every hour of practice to this man who is sleeping beside her. Every day her music will call to him across space and time and somehow – how? – he will hear her message. Even if she cannot speak to him or touch him, he will hear in the sound of her cello that she loves him still, loves him always. She will work tirelessly so that they can be together, even if only fleetingly for a day or two in some foreign city. Better a life of brief moments of intense happiness than to live without love.


In the darkness he reaches out and holds her. Her tears spill over onto his shoulder.


‘Don’t cry,’ he says. ‘Please don’t cry.’


The tumult in her mind means she is unable to hear a word.


*


Moscow, she imagines as the plane lumbers heavily out of Heathrow Airport on a rainswept September morning and sets its course east, will be a dark and hostile city. The thought fills her with anxiety. She has in her bag a guide to the city that she has not dared look at, an unopened Russian phrasebook and a potted explanation of Marxist-Leninism, whose first page she has found incomprehensible. What the rest is like she daren’t imagine. But she has brought them with her none the less. As the plane bumps its way through the last ragged edges of cloud and levels out, she stares at the brightest of blue skies, her preconceptions of the country she is heading for nourished by familiar images from films she has seen, books she has read, ideas she has accumulated from newspapers and the radio.


Will the buildings be ugly concrete boxes so huge that the Streets are always cast in shadow? Will there be signs of industrialisation everywhere, vast factories, chimneys belching smoke, the boom and roar of the thunderous march of Soviet heavy industry? Will she see on all the buildings brightly coloured posters illustrating happy, smiling workers milling steel or digging coal miles underground? Fulfilment in the Soviet Union is derived from finding one’s true identity through working for the great process of building a socialist state. What is good for the masses is good for the individual. She has learned that much, at least. Will the people walk by in the street, eyes averted, the women’s heads covered in faded scarves, their children pale and subdued, a population walking on tiptoe, under the vigilant eye of the KGB, who watch aggressively for signs of errant behaviour that betray the malign intentions of the enemies of the state?


Sheremetevo Airport, an ugly building rising up out of the dusk as the plane taxies towards it, confirms her fears. It is a cliché of communist architecture, just what she has been expecting. An army officer comes on board the plane to collect passports – she feels immediately nervous giving up, even for a short time, the only proof of her identity. The officer senses her reluctance and snatches her passport from her. His angry expression makes Kate feel she has already committed some crime by wishing to enter the country. Her anxiety mounts.


Once through customs, her instructions are to look for a man holding a placard with her name on it. Nervously she searches the jostling crowd in the arrivals hall. Why do they stare at her so? Not many names are being held up – the plane was half-empty – but not one of them is hers. Has she been forgotten? What will she do if she cannot find him? Eventually she spots a piratical figure with a black beard and moustache, a cigarette stuck to his lips. He carries a small card on which someone has spelled her name incorrectly. He looks hopefully in her direction. Can she trust him? She has a sudden vision of being kidnapped, taken gagged and bound to an apartment in Moscow where she is drugged and forced to become the mistress of a bloated drunken communist official more than twice her age. For a moment she is paralysed, unable to move. She takes control of herself again and follows the pirate to the car. He neither smiles nor speaks English. She tries her elementary Russian but he chooses not to understand. It is growing dark, and the night air stings her cheeks with cold. Autumn in Moscow is already well advanced.


He drives her to the students’ hostel in Malaya Gruzinskaya Street. The streets are too dimly lit to see much. Moscow under the cover of night retains its mystery. The morning will reveal it in all its expected awfulness. She is met by a Czech girl, Pryska, with limited English who has been deputed to show her round. She goes to bed that night in a room she will share with another student, a singer from Volgorod called Natasha who has not yet arrived, with her suitcases unpacked, her clothes hanging in the wardrobe leaving, she hopes, enough space for her companion. She lies in an unfamiliar bed, exhausted by her fears but still sleepless, wondering why she agreed to come here. Her father was right. Why did she listen to the siren voices of her teachers? She hears the noise of other students talking late into the night. Someone plays a piano. She is disturbed by sudden laughter. She sleeps uneasily. The fearful city inhabits her dreams. She is miserable and alone; her passport lost, she is unable ever to return home. She has got what she wanted but she is not sure of the wisdom of her decision.


The following day she is collected by the same unsmiling driver, still smoking what looks like the same cigarette. She trusts him now and greets him with a smile that is not returned. The morning is clear, the light sharp and the cold has gone. Her journey takes her through tree-lined boulevards. The leaves are already on the turn. How many trees there are, and parks: so much more green than she had expected, though she is surprised by the lack of flowers. Where are the brutal buildings, the huge posters, the dark streets deprived of sunlight, the smoking factories she expected? The Moscow that she sees is unexpectedly a nineteenth-century city: there are very few cars in its wide streets. Occasionally she sees a gigantic lorry rumbling its way along the enormous highways of the city, or a black official car racing down the central reservation. A number of buildings are topped by an illuminated star; on others a hammer and sickle have been carved out of stone or made in brick, or a red flag hangs limply in the warm air. In the middle distance she spots three tall chimneys, painted in thick red and white stripes, gushing white smoke. There are no other signs of Soviet industry close by.


Suddenly she passes the ancient citadel on its hill, the Kremlin with its dazzling golden domes, its flags and stars, surrounded by its blood-red wall of swallowtail battlements looking out over the Moscow River. In the months that follow she will come to know these buildings that as yet have no name: the Trinity Tower, the Palace of Congresses, the State Armoury, the Patriarch’s Palace, the Cathedral of the Assumption, and beyond, the Mausoleum in Red Square where Lenin and Stalin are buried. Her spirits rise. It is a magical vision, and she can imagine music being played inside these walls.


‘Kremlin,’ her driver says, pointing. It is the first word he has spoken to her. Still there is no smile.


Vinogradoff is as she remembered him, tall, grinning and dressed in a baggy black suit at least one size too big. He comes out to greet her on the steps of the Conservatoire. He holds out his arms and kisses her warmly on both cheeks.


‘Welcome,’ he says in English. ‘We are so pleased you are here. This is a great day for all of us.’


He applauds her suddenly and a few others join in. A young student, a girl her own age, comes forward and presents her with a bouquet of flowers. Vinogradoff grins possessively, puts his arm through hers and leads her into the Conservatoire. She hears a singer practising her scales. Someone is playing a violin. This is familiar territory. She is back in a world she knows. She feels at home. Her Moscow adventure has begun.
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Gerard Pountney, ex-Foreign Office lackey, ex-leader writer on a national daily, briefly ex-Moscow correspondent for the same newspaper, sits alone in front of the editing machine and watches his reincarnation on the monitor. His former lives have mercifully been jettisoned into a past that, with each day that passes, slips ever further into a memory that can be harmlessly suppressed. On the screen he sees a reinvented and revitalised version of himself, and he congratulates himself on his good fortune. He experiences a pleasing glow of satisfaction.


‘Behind me,’ his screen image is saying, ‘is the famous Brandenburg Gate that separates East from West in the divided city of Berlin. On one side is the Kurfürstendamm, a street of well-stocked shops, cafés full of people, cars, bicycles, a street teeming with life as we in the West know it. Plenty to buy, plenty to eat, plenty to do. Over there is the Unter den Linden, its buildings mostly empty, many still carrying the unrepaired scars of a war that ended more than fifteen years ago. Its streets have few shops or cafés, and fewer people. It presents a desolate spectacle. This is where East meets West, and it is not a happy encounter.’


The camera, travelling secretly in a car along the eastern sector of the city, records the empty streets, the uncared-for buildings blackened with age, fleetingly picks up huge and brightly painted posters with incongruous images of healthy young men and women striding towards the ‘radiant future’ of socialism, their example exhorting the local population to a life of ever greater dedication and sacrifice. It is a forlorn message playing to an empty house.


‘Is this the socialist paradise that the posters proclaim? Is this the promised communist Utopia? Well, the citizens of the German Democratic Republic don’t think so. They give their verdict each day by crossing the border to the West in their thousands, never to return. We are witnessing a massive migration. On this evidence alone, capitalism and democracy are an irresistible combination.’


Pountney is walking down the Kurfürstendamm now, and the camera retreats in front of him. ‘Who are these people who are voting with their feet? They are drawn from the entire spectrum of East German society: scientists, teachers, doctors, labourers, engineers, economists, accountants, students, the very people on whom a modern economy depends. These men and women are the human resources East Germany can ill afford to lose. Between 1949 and today, nearly two million people have migrated west from the GDR. Nearly two hundred thousand have left in the last year alone. That is why the streets are empty, and why the national economy underperforms. The consequences of this stunning rejection of communism for the future of East Germany are grim.’


The camera sweeps past a line at the Marienfeld Camp in West Berlin, showing people of all ages, complete families in some cases, staring steadfastly into the lens, their patient expressions betraying none of their fears. They are in transit between one world and another. Their futures are blank sheets waiting to be filled with the hopes and dreams that drove them to gamble with their lives escaping from the GDR and which, for the present, they dare not allow themselves to revive. While they have no official identity, their lives are suspended. They are powerless to do anything but wait, the fate of refugees everywhere.


‘These people are typical of those who have fled. Young and old alike, disillusioned by the communist experiment, unable to see a clear future for themselves or their families, all now seek a better life in the West.’


He is standing in front of the crowd, talking to the camera once more. ‘Imagine the agony of taking the decision to leave your roots and your possessions, in some cases elderly members of your family whom you may never see again, a decision based on the hope that what awaits you can surely be no worse than what you have left behind and will probably be much better. These people at this camp represent two million such decisions. For the courage of those decisions they must command our respect.’


The angle changes. The camera looks over Pountney’s shoulder at a panorama of Berlin.


‘If that is the personal story, what about the political? The people are demanding a better standard of living from their government. They will wait no longer. They want it now. That is precisely what East Germany’s command economy is unable to deliver. Unless the East German authorities can stop this exodus of people on whose skills their future must be based, the situation can only get worse.’


He turns to the camera. ‘The propaganda has failed. The poster platitudes urging you to sacrifice the present in return for the promise of a better future are no longer believed. How long before the GDR acts? Can the authorities close the border? Can those who want to leave be stopped by force? These are the questions preoccupying both the East and the West. The answers, when they come, could prove dangerous for us all.’


The programme’s theme music rises as the image of Gerry Pountney fades under the closing credits. He stretches in his chair. Not bad. Not bad at all, even though he says it himself. He looks at his watch. Time for lunch. A good morning’s work. He smiles to himself. He is indeed a fortunate man.


4


‘I have to tell the committee that I’m not happy with the choice of Andrei Berlin,’ Bill Gant said, making his first contribution to the afternoon’s discussion. ‘I’m not disputing his academic reputation. That, as we all know, is well established. It’s simply that I find myself unable to shift the feeling that he’s not the right man.’


Until his intervention, Marion Blackwell had assumed Bill Gant’s brooding silence signalled assent, and that the meeting was going her way. After all, he’d supported her proposal when they’d talked about it last Wednesday, and she’d had no reason to suppose he’d shift his position in the days that followed. His sudden change of heart was unexpected and the damage to her case potentially great.


‘You were in favour when we talked before, Bill. What’s changed your mind?’


The hint of intimacy in her reference to a previous conversation was a slip that Michael Scott’s sensitive antennae would not miss. He gave her a sidelong look. She must be more careful in future. Especially where Bill was concerned.


‘When all’s said and done, the man’s a communist.’ Gant was looking down at the table. Was he deliberately avoiding catching her eye? ‘He stands for everything we oppose. That’s what I’m wrestling with. Berlin’s a risky choice.’


‘Isn’t that the point?’ Marion addressed her appeal to the other members of the committee. ‘We want to revive these lectures, not send them to an early grave, which is where they’ll end up if we don’t do something about them. Let’s have a speaker who’ll stir up a bit of controversy. Let’s have someone whose ideas will make us sit up and test our own beliefs. Isn’t that why we’re all here? To kick some life into this event?’


‘Bravo, Marion.’ Michael Scott smiled mockingly at her. ‘Very passionate, dear. Very con brio.’


She’d known all along that Michael Scott would be difficult. She hadn’t expected him to take pleasure in her discomfort. She felt herself colouring. Her neck always went red and blotchy when she was angry. She should have worn a scarf with her shirt.


‘Am I alone in being sceptical of his academic distinction?’ Scott continued. ‘I see it as a smokescreen intended to obscure the fact that Berlin is a loyal apologist for a vile regime. We’re fooling ourselves if we imagine his hands are clean.’


‘How can you say that, Michael? Berlin’s an academic with a growing reputation who’s not regarded as an apologist for anyone.’


‘A successful historian in the Soviet Union who is not in thrall to the regime is a paradox, Marion, and as you know better than most, having attended my lectures when you were an undergraduate, paradox became a casualty of Soviet society in 1917 along with irony, compassion, freedom of expression, truth and so many other attributes of the civilised world that Lenin took exception to. Bill’s got it right for once. Berlin is as much a part of that obnoxious regime as the head of the KGB or the governor of one of their slave camps. Why should we invite a spokesman for a political system we openly condemn and provide him with a platform to preach Bolshevism to our impressionable young? It’s asking for trouble.’


Her scheme was disintegrating before her eyes. It wasn’t difficult to do the mathematics. Two definite votes against. She had to get Bill to change his mind or her position was desperate. Her candidate would be voted out.


‘You’re keeping your counsel close to your chest, Peter,’ the chairman said, turning to Peter Chadwick. ‘Where do you stand on this issue?’


Chadwick drained his cup of tea with a theatrical gesture. She didn’t know him well enough to be sure of his support. He was an elusive man, a medievalist, with a couple of good books to his name. Their paths had hardly crossed. Where he stood on the Berlin issue was hard to predict.


‘Michael’s theory about contaminating the young doesn’t hold water for a moment,’ Chadwick replied dismissively. ‘I think we can trust our pupils to know their own minds and judge Berlin accordingly.’


He was on her side. She could have kissed him for it. Michael Scott was furious. He leaned across the table in his anxiety to put Chadwick right.


‘If you’d been at this university as many years as I have, Peter, you wouldn’t fall into the trap of making a generalisation that can be so easily refuted. The point to remember about the young is that that is precisely what they are. To be young is by definition to lack judgement. Take them too close to the fire and they will always burn themselves.’


‘Marion’s position is valid, Michael,’ Chadwick replied. Beneath his unemotional demeanour, she sensed his deep dislike of Scott. ‘We must either have a speaker who’ll put the Blake-Thomas lectures back on their feet, or we must drop this event from the university calendar, dissolve this committee and call it a day. Berlin’s a courageous choice and I commend Marion for proposing him. I don’t agree with his ideas but that doesn’t mean he shouldn’t be heard. Surely we’re all strong enough to cope with a challenge to our beliefs, particularly from a Marxist historian? You make it sound as if we’d crumble after a paragraph, Michael. I can only assume you’re being mischievous.’


‘Bill?’ The chairman turned to Gant. Marion could tell from Gant’s expression that he hadn’t been swayed by Chadwick’s arguments. Her heart sank.


‘Nothing I’ve heard makes me want to change my mind,’ Gant said nervously.


‘I think we know where you stand, Michael.’


‘I’ve said all I need to say, Chairman.’


They were split down the middle. Two for, two against. The casting vote would go to Eastman as chairman. This was an outcome she hadn’t banked on. Well, if you’re going to go down, better to go down fighting.


‘Andrei Berlin would be a splendid choice,’ she said, addressing her remarks to Professor Eastman. ‘Michael and Bill are showing a great lack of imagination. I think we’d find undergraduates queuing all the way up Mill Lane to get in to hear him. Why not create a little controversy for once? Why not challenge a few beliefs? Where’s the harm in that? Perhaps some of us have become too comfortable in our habits of thought’ – this looking at Michael Scott – ‘and a bit of stirring up might be good for the system.’


Bill wouldn’t like that, but so what? She’d show him she wasn’t going to be crushed by the reactionary opinions of men like Michael Scott.


‘Marion’s right,’ Chadwick said. He was doing his best to get Eastman into Marion’s camp. ‘It would do the Department good to have such a controversial speaker. Show the world that historians are not all deaf to contemporary issues.’


The clock in First Court struck four. Eastman reached for the leather-bound minute book which lay in front of him. He opened it and flicked through the pages. Marion knew he was looking for the Articles of Association.


‘Well, Chairman,’ Michael Scott said sourly, ‘it looks as if the future of the Blake-Thomas lectures lies in your hands. What do you say to that?’


Professor Eastman was approaching eighty. He remained chairman of the committee because he was the last surviving member of the university to have known Blake-Thomas’s daughters. They had lived in spinsterly splendour in a sandstone mansion in Madingley Road, devotedly protecting their father’s reputation. They had entrusted their father’s bequest to Eastman’s care because, before his death more than fifty years ago, Blake-Thomas had declared that the then youthful Eastman was the best historian of his generation, which meant he was nominating Eastman as his heir. Time had not been kind to Blake-Thomas’s approach to social history, nor to Eastman’s reputation. He was now regarded as unfashionable. Therefore hardly likely to support Berlin. Marion felt depressed.


Eastman took his pipe out of his mouth and looked thoughtful.


‘The Blake-Thomas lectures are an important platform from which over the years men of all creeds and beliefs have spoken their mind. In this university we are rightly proud of our traditions of independence of thought and freedom of speech. We have the intellectual courage to listen to unfamiliar arguments with an open mind, submit them to rigorous scrutiny and to judge them on their merits. I’ve followed your positions with great care this afternoon. It cannot be denied that Berlin is a Marxist, nor that he is one of the leading younger historians in the Soviet Union. His work is coloured by the dubious philosophy, not to say dogma, of a regime to which we are totally opposed. Although I don’t agree with much of it, I consider Dr Berlin’s Legacies of History to be a major interpretative work, and I am not alone in my verdict.’


He paused for moment, drawing as much drama as he could out of the situation.


‘I am persuaded that Berlin is a serious candidate. Asking him to speak is in the true Blake-Thomas tradition. Therefore I cast my vote, which under Article Twelve of the Rules and Regulations I am constitutionally allowed to do’ – here he held up in full view of the committee the minute book – ‘in support of Marion Blackwell and her candidate, Andrei Berlin.’ He looked round the table, pleased with his judgement. ‘And that, I think, takes care of the business of the day, does it not?’ 
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Berlin sat enclosed in a pool of light cast by the reading lamp on his desk, his mind floating in an unfamiliar world of acronyms, technical terms and baffling scientific calculations.


Engineer Kuzmin had painstakingly assembled information on each incident that had occurred in the construction of Radin’s rocket: spring clips that did not spring, hatches that did not close, sealants that did not seal, screws that did not fit flush as they were designed to do, engine clips that broke under stress. He had logged every fault, the date and time of its discovery; he had described the nature of each malfunction and marked the failure of each test; he had recorded estimates of the time needed for repairs or the process necessary to get the equipment to work. He gave the dates for his submission of each of many reports detailing his findings.


Reports of these malfunctions, Kuzmin wrote, had been persistently ignored by senior officials in Baikonur. Requests for re-testing when vital components had failed were rejected so often that his staff no longer considered such requests worth making. Repeated appeals to extend the launch schedule to allow more time for the completion of essential tasks had been dismissed out of hand. The Ministry in Moscow had issued its instruction. The launch was to take place on time as planned. Kuzmin’s fear was that it would be a disaster.


Even in Kuzmin’s flat scientific style, Berlin could trace his deep dejection at a situation over whose solution he could have no influence. His response was mirrored by his account of the reaction of his staff, their initial concerns rapidly turning to incredulity at the indifference of those in authority to what they reported, then despair as the list of untended faults grew larger, and finally resignation at the impossibility of doing what they knew needed to be done. What was the point of reporting anything? Kuzmin asked helplessly, when the pleas of his team went unanswered because no one in authority was prepared to listen to voices from below, except to damn them unjustly as reactionary saboteurs.


‘Unless some action is taken to reinstate essential control procedures and recognise the difficulties of working on new technologies that cannot always be made to perform faultlessly on time,’ he warned finally, ‘and unless we allow ourselves more time for testing, we will put our space programme in jeopardy. We will suffer disasters in future as we have done in the past, and we will lose our lead in space technology to the Americans.’


He was writing this account solely for the Chief Designer, who, he knew, would be disheartened by the evidence of the decline in standards that had set in so quickly since his ill-health had taken him away from Baikonur. Had he still been present, Kuzmin was sure that none of this would have happened. The new directorate appeared to have little understanding of or sympathy for the complexities of building a rocket on this scale. In desperation, Kuzmin was begging Radin to use his influence to intervene to ensure that the launch was postponed until every detail had been fixed.


Berlin admired the man’s courage. Such outspoken remarks were rare. No wonder he had written the report only for Radin. Who else would believe him? It was a bitter irony that the disaster he had predicted had taken his life.


Only one mystery remained. Why had Radin given him this report? Information of this kind was an unwelcome gift. It could prove dangerous to know too much. A warning bell rang in Berlin’s head. He may have known Radin for years, he may have loved him like a father, but he must still be careful. Viktor did nothing without a purpose. Even on his deathbed he was capable of ensnaring Berlin in some hare-brained scheme.


Where are the voices of truth, Viktor had asked, the men and women with the courage to tell us what we know in our hearts to be true? If Viktor was appealing to some better self that he imagined lived within him, then he was mistaken. Berlin was a historian. Historians recorded events, analysed motives, made judgements, debated their importance. They were not actors in their own drama.


That was a concept Viktor could never understand because his life was a perpetual drama and he was its leading player. He was driven by a vision that never released him from its grasp. His imagination might soar to the stars but it never stretched far enough to accept the plain fact that not everyone was like him – had it done so, Berlin believed, his achievements would have been much less. If Viktor was appealing to him to do something, he had chosen the wrong man. Berlin felt relieved. He could not respond because he had no ability to do so. Action lay outside his competence. Therefore he should feel no guilt for ignoring a dying man’s appeal. He was off the hook.
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At first Kate had hated Moscow. In those early days, a week in that gloomy, heartless city seemed an eternity, a year a sentence without reprieve, even though the Moscow she found was not what she had expected. The heart of the city was not ugly concrete blocks as she’d imagined: its buildings were well proportioned, there were wide avenues and parks, churches, museums and libraries. The metro stations were like underground temples. What depressed her was the neglect, the disrepair, the tawdriness of the place. Was she the only one who longed for restoration and a coat of paint? Did the citizens of Moscow really need the ever-present icons of Stalin and Lenin and the ubiquitous red stars perched on the top of building after building to remind them they lived in the Soviet Republic? Wouldn’t they respond to other colours in their lives, other icons?


If the path to socialism brought universal benefits, why were there daily queues of women and old people outside the shops? Why were there so few goods for sale? One week you might be able to buy milk but not butter, the next some scraggy meat but no vegetables. And fruit – how infrequently she found any fruit. She was not surprised by the sad demeanour of the people in the street, but why were they reluctant to look you in the eye – what did they think she might do to them? Why were their clothes so shabby, their skin so pallid? When she went on the tram, why did the old women point at her blonde hair and move away? In her letters home she concealed her unhappiness from her father. Every day she wondered how she would see out the month, let alone the year.


*


‘That wasn’t right. I’m sorry.’ Kate breaks off before he can say anything, her voice petulant and troubled. ‘I’ll play it again.’


She is playing the second movement of Dvořák’s Cello Concerto. She knows she should let Vinogradoff comment on her performance but in her irritation at the quality of her playing she can’t help herself. Better that she should tell him she knows she hasn’t got it right than let him assume she thinks any different. She goes back a couple of bars and repeats the phrase, but the effect is no better. Despondently, she waits for his comment. She is sure it will be critical.


‘The mistake was in your head, Kate. You play fine the first time. Sometimes, I think you are hard on yourself without reason.’


Her lessons with Vinogradoff take place each week either alone in his cramped apartment, where they are now, or with other students at the Conservatoire. To her surprise he refuses to play the cello with her. He prefers to make his points on the piano.


‘If I play for you on the cello,’ he explained at their first lesson, ‘perhaps I will then hear myself in your performance. That is not why you are here, is it?’


Just as well, she thinks. I can copy anything you do, I can mimic you to perfection. One night in her third week at Malaya Gruzinskaya Street she had drunk more than she should have and made the other students laugh by giving a ‘Vinogradoff performance’. Not only had she played like him, but she had reproduced his physical mannerisms as well, the nervous pull at the lips, the way he bowed forward over the instrument one moment and then leaned away from it the next. Afterwards, she was ashamed of what she’d done, and she hoped it would never get back to Vinogradoff. But it had made her life a little easier, and had diminished the suspicion with which the other Eastern Bloc students regarded her.


‘Just for an evening,’ she wrote to her father, remembering the laughter and applause, ‘the ice between us seemed to thaw a little.’


‘I don’t seem able to make it sound the way I hear it in my head.’


The admission is made with more passion than she has intended. Will he understand her irritation with her own performance? She is desperate to show him what she is capable of. Why can’t she feel at ease in his presence? In the few weeks since her arrival in Moscow, Vinogradoff has not heard her play as he did when he came to London. Something is lacking and it frustrates her, making her lose confidence. She blames this on the strange city she has chosen to study in, so very different to anything she has encountered before.


‘You are trying too hard to show us what you can do, Kate,’ he tells her in his slow, accented English. ‘Please understand, you have nothing to prove. You would not be here if we did not believe that you could become a true musician. Have confidence in yourself. Trust the musicianship you carry inside you. When you play, you must release this gift you have been given so we may all share in it.’


‘It is so much harder to play here than at home,’ she tells him in a sudden moment of confession. In this alien city, the familiar certainties of her life have deserted her. Her mind is permanently in turmoil.


‘It never ceases to be hard for any of us,’ Vinogradoff says, assuming her comment is philosophical. ‘You must work at the talent you have. You are among friends here. That is important. We are your musical friends.’ He smiles encouragingly at her. ‘Do you feel ready to play this at your recital?’


Each student is encouraged to play in the informal recitals that take place in the Conservatoire every fortnight. So far she has avoided performing before an audience on the grounds that she has not yet settled in. Vinogradoff has endorsed her refusal. She must play only when she feels she is ready. She knows he does not want her to play in public until she has overcome the inhibition he senses in her. This is the first time he has brought up the subject.


‘Do you think I should?’


‘It’s a difficult piece; it demands courage,’ he replies. ‘Why not show them you are brave enough?’


‘I’m not sure I am at the moment,’ Kate replies, knowing this isn’t the answer he wants. ‘My courage seems to be in short supply these days.’ Vinogradoff says nothing. He looks at her with his sad, hooded eyes. How she hates to disappoint him. ‘May I think about it?’


‘Please,’ he says, ‘think positively. It is an important step.’


Whatever encouragement he gives her, she is not yet the master of this music. Something in it still escapes her. Vinogradoff is right. She must find the courage to play before an audience if she is to win his approval. First, she has to overcome her own fears.
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‘He was smiling, Gerry.’ Julius Bomberg was working himself up into a rage of indignation. ‘The bastard was actually smiling as he said it.’


They were lunching in the staff canteen. In his passion to express his views, Bomberg had upset his glass of water with a flamboyant wave of his arm. The plate of shepherd’s pie that he had hardly touched now appeared to be floating on his tray. He seemed not to notice. He cared little for food and he resented the time it took to eat it. His energies, fuelled by cheroots and his own noxious brew of black coffee, had greater ambitions to satisfy than filling his stomach.


‘He wasn’t smiling, Julius. He was grimacing.’


‘Same thing,’ Bomberg said dismissively. ‘A colonel in the British Army sat there in front of the camera, cool as you like, and said that if we have to go to war with the Soviets over Berlin, we will do so and damn the consequences.’ Bomberg looks for a response but Pountney says nothing. ‘You can’t deny he said that, can you, Gerry?’


‘How can I? It’s there on film.’


‘The man wants to go to war, Gerry. He wants to fight. He’s typical of the military on both sides. Bursting to get their hands round each other’s throats and damn the rest of us. How can you possibly drop something as good as that? You’re crazy. You’re cutting the best bit.’


When he had shown his film to Bomberg that morning, he had not received the endorsement he expected. He was dismayed to discover Bomberg’s determination to make him include the quote from the officer in the British Zone of Berlin. Changing his mind was going to be difficult.


‘The context is wrong, Julius. My piece is about economic migration, not the risk of war with the Soviets. How the GDR will survive if this exodus continues. Talking about the likelihood of a conflict is out of place. The quote doesn’t fit.’


‘Sooner or later their government has to put a stop to this migration. They can’t sit back and do nothing while the country empties, can they?’ Bomberg was in full flow now, arms flailing, voice loud, caught up in the energy of his own indignation. ‘So they swallow Berlin into East Germany. Then what happens? The Western presence in Germany is challenged by the Soviet Union. Threat and counter-threat. Neither side will budge. East and West bid each other up in a war of nerves, each side pours in tanks, troops and high-powered generals, until armed to the teeth they stare at each other across a street in Berlin. Meanwhile, the world holds its breath. Someone sneezes. A trigger is pulled, and within seconds a shooting match begins. Each blames the other for starting the war. By the end of the first day one side threatens to explode a nuclear bomb if the other doesn’t pull back. Neither yields an inch. Next day a nuclear bomb is exploded and that’s it. There isn’t a third day because the world came to an end the day before. In a matter of moments and without thinking about it, a thousand years of European civilisation has been reduced to dust and millions are dead. And this smiling officer says keeping our troops in Berlin is worth the risk of destroying Europe and murdering its citizens. The man’s insane.’


‘He didn’t put it like that, Julius.’


‘Tell me I heard it wrong.’ Bomberg’s mockery was tangible.


‘What he said was, “If the Soviet Union denies the Allies their legal access to West Berlin, the West will have to find some way to convince them that on this issue we mean business.”’


‘Game, set and match,’ Bomberg said furiously. ‘That’s what I’m talking about. The Allies are preparing to go to war over Berlin. Doesn’t that terrify you? Doesn’t it make you think that maybe you should do something to try to stop it, like draw our audience’s attention to what’s going on?’


‘The man’s a soldier, Julius. That’s how soldiers think. It’s not policy. It’s his opinion, which isn’t unreasonable given the aggressive behaviour of the Soviets.’


‘The way he’s talking, Gerry, we could all wake up dead tomorrow and no one would know why. You’ve got to include that quote.’


‘If the situation deteriorates, there’ll be plenty of other opportunities to get the military view. We can use this clip then.’ His knowledge of Bomberg told him that if you let him bully you once, he’d never leave you alone after that. If you wanted to work with him successfully, you had to defend your corner or be swept away in the storm.


Bomberg was silent. The storm wasn’t over, it had temporarily blown itself out.


‘Look, hurry up and finish, will you, Gerry?’ Bomberg took a cheroot out of his pocket and tore off the cellophane wrapping. He put it in his mouth unlit. ‘I want to smoke this thing. We’ll carry on upstairs.’


Bomberg was calling time on lunch. Pountney hated eating with him. He’d take a couple of mouthfuls of what was on his plate, and that was that. When he was done, you were done. Pountney pushed his tray aside unfinished. The cod may have seen better days, but the sponge pudding with hot treacle sauce looked enticing. Oh well, too bad.


*


Over the previous decade, Julius Bomberg had made his reputation pushing forward the boundaries of current affairs on television. He was responsible for a number of innovations that were now setting the agenda. If there was a theme to the choice of subjects on his programmes, it was the need to expose the devious strategies the powerful used to conceal the truth from those they governed.


This national obsession with secrecy, Bomberg argued, eyes blazing behind tinted spectacles, suggested that there was something rotten in the vital organs of the government, and his job, their job – here fingers stab at Pountney and his colleagues – the raison d’être of a current affairs programme like theirs – was to prevent this sickness spreading by telling their audiences what was going on.


‘Ignore what sociologists tell you about class distinction in our society, OK? There are only two classes that matter,’ he maintained, ‘the few who are in the know and the many who aren’t. In this country, secrecy divides us even more than wealth or birth. It is the great enemy of democracy, the means by which governments of all colours exploit the governed. Secrecy is an unrecognised crime perpetrated every day against the men and women of this country by those they vote into office. Our task is to oppose by all means within our power the bureaucratic machinery of government that tries to conceal its activities from public scrutiny. Our watchwords must be scepticism, vigilance and persistence. We believe in a transparent society. We’re here to show the buggers up for the liars they are. OK?’


Pountney and Julius Bomberg had met on their first day at Cambridge. Their names were painted in white, one above the other, on a black square at the bottom of C staircase in Milton Court. Bomberg J. T. (Julius Timothy, as Pountney discovered) and Pountney G. R. (Gerard Raymond). They had rooms opposite each other, 3a and 3b, on the second landing, though Pountney saw little of his neighbour. Bomberg’s life was lived outside the college. If he slept at all – and Pountney had little evidence to suggest that he did – then it was only occasionally and during the hours that others were awake. By the end of their first term, pieces were appearing in Varsity under Bomberg’s byline.


By the end of his first year he was widely recognised as the thinly disguised author of a regular social column in the undergraduate newspaper in which he reported mockingly on the antics of what he described to Pountney at a rare meeting on their staircase as ‘Pitt Club monsters with more money than is good for them’. Those he sought to ridicule saw the appearance of their names in his column as reinforcing their status. They bayed for more. Bomberg’s success brought him the notoriety he sought. His ability to put a name in a column gave him a power over his fellow undergraduates that he relished. The scholarship boy from Hackney Downs had successfully created a persona that gave him credentials his background denied him.


‘Look, at Cambridge, you can do anything you set your mind to,’ he told Pountney as he returned late one evening from the Varsity office. ‘That’s what makes it so intoxicating. I wasn’t anybody before I came here. I wasn’t breathing. I wasn’t alive. Now I can reach for a world I never knew existed and make it mine. It’s better than dreaming.’


Pountney watched enviously from the sidelines as Bomberg slipped the moorings of his origins and reinvented himself. If he was to make the same journey (he too had dreamed of Cambridge as the stepping-stone to a new life), he would have to do it in his own way and his own time. It would take much longer, he knew, because he lacked Bomberg’s nerve and self-confidence. But with patience and care, he’d get there. He never doubted that. Patience had always been his strength.


Bomberg’s ambition tripped up only once. In his third year he ran for President of the Union. It was a step too far. He suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of a Tory with, he claimed, ‘not an original thought in his head but the right connections’. Despite this baggage, or perhaps because of it, his victor ten years later had a safe seat in the Commons. The rejection hurt Bomberg because it told him the place he had engineered in Cambridge society was less secure than he had imagined. For once his dreams had been too heavy for the foundations he had tried so carefully to lay, and without warning they had collapsed.


He took his rejection hard. For a week he hardly left his room. Then, one night, unshaven, his eyes deeply ringed, his hair unkempt and wearing a dressing gown over a pair of old corduroys, he burst into Pountney’s room and declared what he would do with the rest of his life.


‘Look, Gerry, you go and fly the flag in foreign parts,’ he said, knowing that Pountney was trying for the Foreign Office. ‘For me, the future’s in television. That’s the land I’m going to conquer, OK? Then I’ll get my own back on the bastards who did for me here.’


Pountney got a first, passed well into the Foreign Office and his own quiet adventure began. Bomberg scraped a third and disappeared from sight. He was last heard of working in television in Manchester or Glasgow – no one knew for sure – producing a children’s programme, something to do with glove puppets. He was written off by his enemies as overambitious. ‘Shot his bolt at Cambridge. The rest of his life will probably be an anticlimax. All that energy, to end up with puppets. Too bad, isn’t it? No wonder he’s gone to ground.’ Pountney said nothing. He knew better than to underestimate Bomberg. He’d surprise them all yet.


*


By the mid-fifties, Bomberg had graduated from children’s puppets to current affairs. The year after Suez – he had now risen to the role of editor of a weekly current affairs programme – he revealed that a group of councillors in a northern city had been lining their pockets for years by taking their cut on local building projects. The accused were put on trial on charges of corruption, convicted and sent to prison. A police investigation prompted by a television programme was the instrument by which justice was finally done. The verdict created headlines. Bomberg had triumphed. The apprentice years of painful obscurity and other humiliations were quickly forgotten. He was back in control, his reputation assured. This time the dream had been built on such solid foundations that it was soaring into the sky. The lesson of his humiliation at Cambridge had been well learned.


Three years later, out of the blue, he contacted Pountney, who by this time had resigned from the Foreign Office over Suez and was working for a newspaper, having in the interval written a book about the crises of 1956.


‘Look, Gerry, I read your book,’ he said on the telephone, not bothering to announce himself. It was as if they had spoken to each other only ten days before, not ten years. ‘Come and have lunch. I’ve got a proposition you’ll find irresistible, OK?’


They met in a restaurant in Audley Street. Nothing had changed over the years. Julius Bomberg was recognisably the same man he’d known at Cambridge, only more confident, harder, more ambitious.


He handed the menu to Pountney. ‘I can’t be bothered to read all this. You choose, OK? I’ll have whatever you’re having, so long as it’s not offal.’


They talked briefly of the years since they’d last met. Bomberg questioned Pountney on his resignation from the Foreign Office: ‘Getting out was the best thing you ever did, Gerry. You were wasted in that organisation. God knows why they don’t abolish it’, on his book on the Suez Crisis: ‘Not enough anger, Gerry. The writer is still trapped inside the civil servant. You must learn not to be afraid of your feelings so we can know where you stand on issues. Still, I enjoyed it. Who’d imagine Gerry Pountney fighting the establishment?’ and on his divorce from Harriet and his new life with Margaret. Bomberg had already been through two wives and was now on to his third: ‘I pay more in alimony in a month than most people earn in a year.’ Finally Bomberg came round to Pountney’s reinvention as a journalist.


‘Are you happy in Fleet Street?’ Bomberg asked. There was an aggression in his question that unnerved Pountney.


‘The newspaper’s been good to me, Julius,’ he replied, the defiance in his voice a response to Bomberg’s unstated challenge. ‘I like the people and the job. It’s something I do well.’


‘I thought the anti-establishment Gerry Pountney was braver than that.’


‘Braver than what?’ Pountney was bemused.


‘Look, you resigned from the Foreign Office because you thought their policy towards Nasser and his henchmen was wrong at a time when we should have been helping the Hungarians. You wrote a book to give more permanent form to your arguments. Does it end there? Has Gerry Pountney, harrier of those more powerful than himself, shot his bolt? Is he a one-hit wonder? Does he retreat under the skirts of a newspaper whose leaders read like a government press release? Come on, Gerry. You’re worth more than that, aren’t you?’


Had Bomberg suggested lunch so he could attack him for accepting a job that had nothing to do with him? The mystery about the invitation deepened.


‘Look at it another way, Gerry,’ Bomberg continued. ‘Print’s finished, OK? Hot metal, thundering presses, restrictive practices and out-of-control unions – they’ve had their day, thank God, and not before time. The newspaper industry has begun its fatal slide to a watery grave and it’s not worth saving. Ten years from now there won’t be a newspaper business to speak of. When the ship is sinking, my advice is take to the lifeboats fast.’


‘The ship seemed pretty buoyant when I left it an hour ago.’


‘Remember what I told you all those years ago, Gerry? I was right then and I’m right now, OK? The future’s in television. Come and join the future. Come and work with me.’


Mystery solved. Lunch was a job offer. Julius was handling the subject with all the sensitivity of a charging bull.


‘I don’t need a lifebelt, Julius. I’m quite happy where I am.’


‘Look, I’m talking to you from the future. I’m offering you the chance to sail in a ship which is not only seaworthy in every department but is now beginning to get up speed and make waves.’ He paused for a moment to draw breath. ‘I want a new kind of presenter, Gerry. I want a journalist with experience of foreign affairs who can work in front of a camera, OK? You’ve been overseas, haven’t you?’


‘Moscow. For a few months. That’s all.’


‘Good enough. You’d fit the bill as well as anyone.’ Bomberg lit a cheroot and contemplated Pountney from behind a cloud of blue smoke. ‘But I get the impression you despise our brave new world. I’m right about that too, aren’t I?’


‘How can I despise what I don’t know?’


‘Show me a more self-satisfied organisation than a national newspaper.’ Bomberg laughed. ‘Most journalists I know would bite my hand off to come and work in television. They ring up every day begging for jobs. What’s holding you back?’


‘You think I bought the wrong ticket. I’m not convinced I did.’


‘The cosy confidence of Fleet Street. How I hate it. All right, I can take that argument head-on. Is television a serious medium? Can it deal with news, facts, current affairs? You may think the jury’s still out on that one. I maintain there’s no case to be answered. Television can do the job a damn sight better than most newspapers, and a damn sight quicker too. That’s the point, OK? The speed of news-gathering and broadcasting will change the world and put newspapers out of business. The power of television as a popular medium is awe-inspiring. Gerry, come and make your name with the rest of us as we pioneer this extraordinary revolution.’


*


‘Coffee?’ Bomberg was already at the machine, pouring himself a cup of what was known at the Centre as Bomberg’s ‘black poison’.


‘No thanks.’ Last time he’d drunk Bomberg’s coffee, he’d felt ill for days.


The office was a cramped and chaotic affair. Bomberg himself, a small, unprepossessing man with a sallow pock-marked face and a shock of stiff black hair beginning to grey, sat in the only armchair, an ancient cane-backed affair, out of keeping in scale and style with the rest of the office, but to which he was devoted because, he said, it was all he had inherited from his much-loved great-aunt Bella. Pountney sat in a chrome and canvas contraption, a design that was as out of date as it was uncomfortable. He had to press his outstretched feet against the table leg to prevent himself pitching onto the floor. He wondered if designers ever sat in the chairs they created.


‘OK. Let’s look at that interview again.’ Bomberg wasn’t going to give up without a fight. He set the machine and sat back to watch.


The short extract began with a shot of a uniformed colonel in the British Occupation Force replying to Pountney’s question about the future of the Allied presence in West Germany.


‘The Soviets are threatening to change the status of West Berlin by merging it with the German Democratic Republic. That would mean the Allies would be able to enter Berlin only with East German permission. Such a situation is wholly unacceptable. Not surprisingly, we would interpret such a move as an aggressive act. If we don’t oppose the Soviets on issues as fundamental as this, we will be pushed out of Berlin and possibly out of Germany. If we are to stop the Soviets having their way, we must convince them that on this issue we mean business.’


‘You mean stop them by force,’ Pountney asked from behind the camera.


‘If we have to, yes.’


The camera held the officer’s face for a moment. Was he smiling? Certainly not, Pountney concluded. He was showing the proper distaste for the possibility of conflict. Then he was gone, and Pountney once more filled the screen. He looked troubled, perplexed even. He held the microphone in front of him like a torch.


‘In a few weeks or less, the Soviets say, they will bring their sector of Berlin under GDR rule. The West cannot accept such a move without destroying its own position. In America and the Soviet Union, military budgets are suddenly being substantially increased, the first moves in the inevitable game of political brinkmanship that may bring the world ever closer to an East–West confrontation. Suddenly we are hearing talk of war. The question is, now we’ve got on this treadmill, how do we get off again?’


The clip ended. Pountney turned off the monitor.


‘That was a smile, no question,’ Bomberg said excitedly. ‘The man was enjoying himself. That’s what I object to. The British Army threatening war on the Soviet Union off its own bat is news so good that we’ve got to keep it in. You can’t possibly cut it out, Gerry. We’re going to be headline news tomorrow. God, what a bloody shambles.’


Behind the indignation, Pountney sensed Bomberg’s excitement.


4


Marion was in the bathroom when she heard the key turn in the front door. She ran quickly into the bedroom and got into bed, pulling the sheets up to her neck. It was absurd, but she still felt embarrassed if he saw her naked when he was dressed.


‘Bill?’


She knew who it was – who else had a key to her flat? – but that didn’t stop her calling out.


‘I’m late, I’m sorry. I got held up.’ He came in, carrying his jacket and eating a sandwich. ‘The bursar collared me after my supervision. Some nonsense about wanting me to join the wine committee. Of course I refused. He must know by now I’ve never joined anything in my life.’ Gant, sitting on the end of the bed, put his bicycle clips on her dressing table, a habit which always irritated her, and began half-heartedly to untie his shoes. ‘How was your morning?’


She’d had a sleepless night, debating whether to ask him why he had suddenly turned against her at the Blake-Thomas meeting. She had watched the dawn light spread across the rooftops of Cambridge and had sworn she would say nothing, but now he was here in her bedroom her irritation at his lack of any greeting – not even a perfunctory kiss – coupled with those bloody bicycle clips, pushed out of her mind the promise she had made to herself.


‘Why didn’t you support me yesterday, Bill?’


‘Berlin’s the wrong man, Marion, and it would have been dishonest to say otherwise.’ He sounded weary, reluctant to debate the issue further.


‘You were in favour when we talked last week.’


‘I said he was an interesting candidate. I wasn’t unequivocal in my support. I remember telling you that I had some reservations about Berlin and I needed time to think before I reached a decision.’


That wasn’t her recollection but she wasn’t prepared to argue about it. She hesitated. Should she close it now, forget about it, or risk a quarrel? She’d already gone too far to withdraw.


‘Why didn’t you tell me you’d changed your mind before the meeting? I’d been counting on your support. You could have telephoned me or left a message.’


‘My opposition can’t have surprised you, surely.’


‘It was a shock to hear you were against me.’ She noticed he had stopped undressing. ‘What have you got against Berlin? I don’t understand why you’re so opposed to him.’


‘I think his book was overrated.’


‘Oh, come on, Bill.’ Was this professional jealousy talking? Berlin’s achievement highlighted Bill’s failure to make anything of his academic career. ‘Legacies of History got a wonderful reception, here and in the States. We can’t all be wrong.’
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