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    After the Day of the Lie gather in select circles


    Shaking with laughter when our real deeds are mentioned.


    Czesław Miłosz, ‘Child of Europe’

  


  Prologue


  An autumn sun lit the beads of dew upon the pink tiles of Larkwood Priory, the seventeenth-century manor that had once belonged to a king’s trumpeter. For services rendered – belting out pomp for the Reformation – he’d been given a Benedictine monastery in Suffolk which he’d briskly demolished to the benefit of the local building trade, holding back enough stone and timber to erect a residence of more secular appeal. All that remained of the former abbey was a line of soaring, broken arches, the white limestone speckled with lichen and charged with the memory of cowled voices that had sung while the world lay sleeping.


  With a troubled humph, Father Anselm Duffy, jazzman, beekeeper and brooder upon life’s conundrums, put the phone down and turned away from the calefactory window that faced the glistening, tangled rooftops.


  ‘You want a lawyer?’ he complained, entering the cloister, still hearing his friend’s anxious tone.


  After the trumpeter had blown himself out – and following a noisy inheritance dispute that triggered three hundred years of real estate trade – a group of monks had returned to the quiet valley divided by a fast-flowing stream. Penniless and footsore, they’d taken a boat from Calais after the First World War, a motley band of men from different shattered nations with eyes on a wider horizon. By then the manor had crumbled from a prized asset to a maintenance headache that could only be resolved by donation to a cause deemed worthy. The monks – Gilbertines this time – had solemnly accepted the title deeds only to mislay them within a week. Far from the concerns of ownership, their minds had wandered elsewhere, slowly restoring the tiles, the thatch and the chant, helped by passers-by and well-wishers: anyone with a mind for the value of reflective living. In time, a deep music had pervaded the surrounding countryside, its pulse reaching as far as the holding cells of the Old Bailey where Anselm, then a restless barrister, made a living explaining the difference between justice and mercy.


  ‘So you don’t want a monk,’ he mumbled, with a frown.


  He opened the door that led to the reception area and paused to glower at Sylvester, Larkwood’s timeless Watchman. White-haired and ascetically thin, his bones almost pushing through his soft flesh, the old man had never fathomed the relationship between a telephone and the noise it makes to announce an incoming call. In fairness there was a large console, flashing lights and three internal lines, each with their own receiver, but Sylvester would have been baffled by anything more complex than two tins linked by string. And even then…


  ‘Sorry, Anselm,’ said the Watchman, scratching the soft down on his cranium. ‘The thing is, you don’t get any warning… do you see what I mean? It just rings.’


  ‘Sylvester,’ replied Anselm, wondering how to break the news gently, ‘the ring is the warning.’


  ‘Don’t talk nonsense.’ Sylvester shook a loose fist at the countless thousands who rang without writing first. ‘It’s folk today. They never use pen and ink. What’s wrong with paper? Stamps? Envelopes? Copperplate and decent grammar?’


  ‘Things aren’t what they once were,’ sighed Anselm.


  ‘They’re not.’


  ‘Much that was good has passed away.’


  ‘Too true.’


  ‘These are the dark times.’


  Sylvester prodded the phone as if to check it was still alive. ‘Anyway, no harm done. You got the call.’


  ‘I did. Your triumph, at least, remains.’


  Having bowed with that special ceremony reserved for Larkwood’s most frustrating yet best loved elder, Anselm stepped outdoors remembering the pithy conversation with John Fielding, the old friend whose urgent call had initially been routed to various extensions in the monastery where Anselm was least likely to be found.


  ‘I need a lawyer,’ he quoted, heading towards the woodshed.


  The phrase was laden with the past. It rang from nineteen eighty-two when Anselm had still been at the Bar and when John, booted out of Warsaw by the Communist Junta, had come back to London with a swollen jaw talking about a violent arrest in a graveyard. The real, abiding injury, however, had been out of sight. The look in John’s eye told something of the pathology but Anselm had never been able to properly construe the symptoms. Like Sylvester, he’d needed something simple to hang on to, and John had become… complicated; he wouldn’t explain. Part of him had been secretly dying; and localised death – the inner kind – had ultimately left its imprint. Dragging open the large door that hung on one valiant hinge, Anselm paused to inhale the warming aroma of dry wood shavings mingled with the zest of fresh cut timber.


  I ’d better explain in person, John had continued. You know I don’t like the phone.


  There’d been no further elaboration. John had simply asked if he could come to Larkwood that evening. I’ll make a fire, Anselm had replied, knowing from that pointed reference to the law that John intended to go back to the cold part of his life: to his secret meetings with dissident thinkers and his brush with State violence. But Anselm was also apprehensive. John’s voice had been tense, his breath catching on the line.


  ‘Why now?’ murmured Anselm, running his thumb across the dull edge of an axe. ‘What has happened to bring back that unforgotten year?’


  Lengths of wood, old and new, were stacked in different piles at opposing ends of the room. Anselm went for something green, something that was still holding sap.


  Part One


  
The Friend of the Shoemaker



  Chapter One


  


  ‘Oh no,’ snapped Ró[image: image]a. ‘It’s him again.’


  The lawyer had written formally to Madam Ró[image: image]a Mojeska. He’d telephoned, late and early. He’d left brisk messages on the answer machine. He’d written more letters. He’d trailed Ró[image: image]a around Warsaw in that battered blue 2CV, pleading his case through an open window. Undeterred by the constant refusals, he’d turned up cold and knocked on Ró[image: image]a’s door. He’d pushed lightly against the frame, with Ró[image: image]a shoving back from the other side. He’d flicked a business card through the closing gap. And now he was having another go – late on a Sunday afternoon.


  ‘Blast him.’


  Ró[image: image]a had only looked out of the kitchen window by chance. She’d just thrown back a Bison Grass snifter – on her doctor’s orders – and was about to rinse the glass when she glimpsed that car parked on the main road, three floors down. Which meant the lawyer must be on his way up.


  ‘There’s no stopping him,’ muttered Ró[image: image]a.


  He’s brought a sleeping bag; he won’t leave until I give in.


  Without grabbing a coat or knowing where she was going, Ró[image: image]a slammed the door behind her and ran down the corridor towards the fire escape that led to a courtyard of bins and slumped refuse sacks. She might be 80, but Ró[image: image]a could move. Every day she walked through the city going nowhere in particular. The exercise kept her strong. It burned up the energy of untold memories. They were burning now as she nipped across the yard and entered the dark passage that linked her block of flats to a neighbouring complex. She hurried close to the wall, her gaze fixed on the autumn light framed by stained concrete. A plan was forming… she’d head into town and hang around the Palace of Culture and Science. A gift from the Soviets, she liked to imagine its demolition. Stepping into the warmth and light, Ró[image: image]a paused. There were children in the quadrangle. Two girls turned the rope while a third skipped, her white dress bright and clean, flying like bunting in the wind. A boy in a tracksuit, bored and brooding, sat on a step offering advice and insults.


  ‘Do they know your story?’ came the voice.


  Ró[image: image]a turned wearily to her side. Leaning on the wall, legs crossed, hands in his tatty jean pockets, was the lawyer. He’d kept his good shoes on – Ró[image: image]a always noticed shoes and clothing; it had come with life in an orphanage, that never-forgotten world of shapeless hand-me-downs and patched elbows – and they still hadn’t been polished.


  ‘They need to hear what you have to say.’


  ‘Will you ever leave me alone?’ asked Ró[image: image]a, quietly.


  ‘I doubt it.’ The lawyer didn’t smile but his mouth made the shape in sympathy. ‘All the others have passed away. You’re the last, Ró[image: image]a. You’re the only one who knows what happened in that prison. You’re the only one who can bring justice to that most unjust time.’


  Ró[image: image]a closed her eyes. She listened to the whip of the rope as it struck the ground. She frowned as the girls counted triumphantly against the boy’s jaded mockery. A small part of her surrendered.


  Sebastian Voight, thirty-something, unshaved, and endowed with a charm as exasperating as it was unconscious, worked for the Institute of National Remembrance, a body formed, inter alia, to preserve the memory of patriotic resistance against tyranny and – coming to Mr Voight’s neck of the woods – to prosecute crimes committed by officials of the former Communist state. There was no statute of limitation: the guilty could not escape judgement; all that was required were witnesses; then the law could take its course.


  Ró[image: image]a didn’t know why Sebastian rehearsed all the technical stuff. She’d already read it in the letters, heard it from a car window and listened to the endless messages. Perhaps spelling out the government’s intentions was meant to insinuate an obligation to co-operate. Ró[image: image]a watched the slim, young man, vexed by his natural confidence, drawn to his easy, unrushed manner, almost amused by his ill-concealed watchfulness: he’d finally got Ró[image: image]a sitting down, and he was wondering if the old fish had enough strength to wriggle off the hook.


  They’d come back to Ró[image: image]a’s small flat. Tea had been made. Cherries had been washed and piled in a bowl. They sat facing each other across the dining table, Ró[image: image]a like a patient, somewhat stiff, Sebastian like a doctor on a house call, hands knitted, and arms resting on the table. His white shirt hadn’t been ironed below the collar; the blue linen jacket was loose and creased. He spoke with a low, reassuring tone.


  ‘Six months ago we came into possession of some lost documents. They were compiled by the secret police back in the eighties, ours and the East Germans’. It’s a joint archive covering joint operations against certain high profile dissidents. One of the files deals with the Shoemaker.’


  Sebastian waited a moment to see if Ró[image: image]a would react. Everyone had heard of the Shoemaker. He was one of the giants of dissident thought, an intellectual of the velvet revolution, a writer who’d helped craft the ideas and tactics that would bring down authoritarian communism. While his collected essays were required reading in every university, they’d remained in demand where they’d first appeared, on the street. Unlike other philosopher kings of East-Central Europe, however, the Shoemaker had never been crowned with political office. His identity remained unknown. Sebastian’s expectant pause dried out. Ró[image: image]a wasn’t going to take the bait and reveal his name; instead, she reached for a cherry.


  ‘The Shoemaker was the voice behind Freedom and Independence,’ resumed Sebastian, as if Ró[image: image]a didn’t know already. ‘The paper published his essays every two weeks, beginning in nineteen thirty-eight. For no apparent reason, he fell silent after twelve years… in nineteen fifty-one, during the Stalinist Terror.’


  Ró[image: image]a nodded, feeling her throat go dry.


  ‘Most people think he’d said all he had to say but then, out of the blue, he spoke again… thirty-one years later, just after martial law had been declared. Freedom and Independence suddenly appeared on the streets as if there’d been no hush. This time he dried up after eight months.’


  ‘That’s right,’ said Ró[image: image]a, finding her voice, thinking the best line of defence would be a passive contribution. She ate the cherry to do what normal people do when they’re not worried.


  ‘Again, the view of historians and critics is that there was nothing else to be said – he’d been a writer with a sense of economy… no wasted words, no repetition. Why go on? He’d sent out his ideas and he was content to wait for the harvest.’


  ‘Exactly,’ said Ró[image: image]a.


  ‘No one seriously considered that he might have been betrayed. Twice. In fifty-one and eighty-two.’


  ‘No.’ Her throat was drying again.


  Sebastian paused for a while, waiting for the received version of history to fall apart without any help from him. He sipped his tea, as if leaving Ró[image: image]a’s arms to weaken; waiting for her to drop what she was carrying.


  ‘The Shoemaker didn’t operate alone,’ he said, casually. ‘The entire operation depended on a group around him called the Friends. No one knows how they were structured or how they’d organised the printing and distribution of the paper. In fact no one knows how many of them were involved and who they might have been. Like the Shoemaker, they appeared with the paper and they vanished with the paper. Which brings me back to the archive found in Dresden… and a file on the Shoemaker.’


  Ró[image: image]a nodded, her resistance beginning to flag, the very sound of the words seeming to press down upon her.


  ‘The file contains documents compiled during an operation to catch him in nineteen eighty-two after the breaking of his long silence.’


  ‘Yes.’ Again, the act of speaking gave Ró[image: image]a something to lean on, something to hide behind.


  ‘The operation was run by Otto Brack.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘It was called Polana.’


  Ró[image: image]a, already reeling, frowned at the name; she felt a kind of tug on the line, but the hook was snagged deep in the past. Something stirred but slipped away.


  ‘It failed,’ said Sebastian.


  ‘It did.’


  ‘He only caught you… the only known Friend. The papers call you “the pre-eminent Friend”. You were betrayed.’


  Ró[image: image]a waited, her gaze falling on to Sebastian’s lips. He’d fished out the slice of lemon and was eating the fruit, wincing at the bitter taste. After placing the rind on the saucer, he said, ‘But you see Ró[image: image]a, I’m not here to talk about what happened in eighty-two. What interests me is fifty-one. The really dark year that no one knows about, except you and Otto Brack.’


  Ró[image: image]a froze. She hadn’t expected this. The letters, calls and messages had all been vaguely about justice, forgotten wrongs and the strength of the law. Cleaning up the past. She imagined he’d come across some slip of paper that mentioned her name; that he’d wanted her to fill in the gaps… but not this. He’d found his way into the cellar of Mokotów prison. ‘Ró[image: image]a, we have a vast archive at the IPN,’ said Sebastian, like a man laying his cards upon the table. ‘It’s the paperwork of the old secret police machinery. But it was cleaned up. Officials like Brack took the opportunity to get rid of incriminating material before going home from the office for the last time. They went away with smiles on their faces. But these lost documents, now found, change all that. Or to be precise, they change everything in relation to you. The file opened on the Shoemaker in nineteen eighty-two has an enclosure: the file opened on you in nineteen fifty-one. In it are the transcripts of your interrogations carried out in Mokotów, when they asked you about the Shoemaker. I’ve read them, Ró[image: image]a. I’ve read between the lines. I know that off the page the gravest offences took place.’


  Ró[image: image]a didn’t dare to lift her cup of tea for fear her hand might shake. All at once she felt terribly old, too old for this. And Sebastian didn’t understand that no lawyer could penetrate that lost time; no one could cross the divide constructed by Otto Brack. Sebastian was leaning forward, unaware of the abyss yawning in front of him.


  ‘Ró[image: image]a, there’s hardly anyone left who survived the Terror,’ he said, quietly. ‘You’re the only one alive who knows what happened in fifty-one. Strenk is dead. Only you know what crimes took place when the questions were over… you and Otto Brack. He was there, too, at the beginning of his career. He’s still alive.’


  Their eyes met. Oddly, it gave Ró[image: image]a a kind of support; she held on to the gaze as if she might fall over.


  ‘Do you know what Otto Brack did after the fall of Communism?’


  Ró[image: image]a shook her head. She’d often wondered, not wanting to know; yet wanting to know, with the terrible heat of an old, quiet fire.


  ‘He took early retirement and began stamp collecting.’ He nodded at Ró[image: image]a’s vacant face, crediting a surprise that she hadn’t shown. ‘Yes, that’s what he does to while away the hours. He collects little pictures of days gone by, the good old communist days. That’s what he was doing when I asked him to comment upon your interrogation papers. He was going over his stamp collection.’ Sebastian came an inch or two closer. ‘He regrets nothing, Ró[image: image]a. He remains convinced of the cause and the merit of the cost. It’s as if he’d done nothing wrong …’


  Sebastian’s eyes dropped remorselessly upon Ró[image: image]a’s left hand. They both stared at the two wedding rings on her third finger, the one public avowal of what had happened in Mokotów when Ró[image: image]a was barely 22.


  ‘Ró[image: image]a, help me bring him to court.’


  ‘Why?’ The whispered question was patently disingenuous born of a desperate longing to not know the answer.


  ‘For murder and torture. Your torture. And the killing of two men… one of whom was Pavel, your husband.’


  The sun had slipped away. A pink light warmed the apartment, illuminating a shabby brown sofa, a landscape painting hung askew, a half empty bookcase, an oval dining table and three matching chairs: the detritus of a life crushed by the secret police. Ró[image: image]a looked calmly upon her new inquisitor. She’d been in this type of situation before. After the exhaustion that comes with dodging questions, there’s a strange second wind, an energy born of knowing you’ve won, at least for the time being. Ró[image: image]a knew when it was time to make a controlled confession, and it was now. It was time to give the other side a little bit of what they wanted so as to keep back an awful lot more.


  Chapter Two


  


  Ró[image: image]a fetched out the bottle of Bison Grass. With two small glasses cupped in her other hand, she resumed her place at the oval table. A feeble light trapped by a thick orange shade just about reached them from the standard lamp in the corner. It picked out strands of Sebastian’s roughly parted black hair. There was a pallor round his eyes and Ró[image: image]a concluded he didn’t eat many vegetables. She filled each glass.


  ‘How old are you, Sebastian?’


  ‘Thirty-six.’


  ‘You were fifteen when the Wall came down.’


  ‘Yes.’


  Ró[image: image]a sniffed at the coincidence. ‘My age when Stalin replaced Hitler.’


  This was an apt meeting point. At fifteen Ró[image: image]a had seen the birth of totalitarian communism while Sebastian, at the same age, had seen its death: the corpse seemed to lie between them, stretched out on the table.


  ‘I didn’t join the resistance immediately,’ said Ró[image: image]a, her mouth and tongue warmed. ‘But one day I was given a secret. I was brought as close as you could get to the Shoemaker. And, like it or not, that made me a Friend… shortly afterwards, a Friend in prison.’


  ‘Ró[image: image]a, who was the Shoemaker?’ asked Sebastian, tentatively. ‘That era has been and gone. They lost, we won. The fight’s over, isn’t it?’


  ‘No, not mine.’


  ‘Even though it’s—’


  The question died on Sebastian’s lips. He was looking over Ró[image: image]a’s shoulder as if Otto Brack had stepped from behind the curtain.


  He’d seen the bullet.


  Ró[image: image]a kept it standing upright on a shelf beneath a wall mirror. Most people didn’t spot it; and if they did few dared or wanted to venture a question. But that little brass jacket with the lead on top, once seen, grew large and filled the room. It changed those who saw it: changed how they saw Ró[image: image]a. And Sebastian’s eyes, finding again the old woman in the white blouse with a silver brooch clipped at the collar, were no longer so sure of themselves. He’d just learned something new about surviving the Terror.


  ‘They came for me in November nineteen fifty-one and took me to Mokotów prison,’ continued Ró[image: image]a, as if the air between them had been cleared. ‘I remember the night even now, the biting cold, and the snow crunching underfoot. They’d already lifted my husband and others whom I’d never met or even heard of… people who’d never been told the secret. Maybe that’s why Otto Brack thought of me. He was a young man, then. An angry, unquiet man. He’d just joined the secret police.’


  Sebastian nodded. Impatiently, to clear his line of vision, he flicked back his fringe.


  ‘He asked your question,’ said Ró[image: image]a. ‘He wanted to know about the Shoemaker and Freedom and Independence. He, too, said the fight was over, though it had only just begun. And I didn’t give him any answers either.’


  Ró[image: image]a took the smallest sip, letting the heat suffuse her lips and attack her throat. She couldn’t continue with the chronology of her confession. To do so would only bring back the dim grey cell, the sound of thundering water in the cellar. To do so would only bring back the sound of the pistol.


  ‘They let me out in nineteen fifty-three,’ she said, airily, vaulting the years. ‘All I had left was a secret. I came out burdened by knowledge of the one thing that Otto Brack had wanted to know. Only I could bring him close to the Shoemaker.’


  The muffled sound of a television came from the flat below, a smudge of noise made of high voices and laughter. Observing Sebastian, Ró[image: image]a sensed his disappointment: he was still in Mokotów; he wanted a statement about the torture and the killings. He was trying to find a way into the cellar.


  ‘I was helped by good friends,’ continued Ró[image: image]a, drawing him on. ‘Ordinary, decent people whose names will never be immortalised by the IPN. People I would defend with my life. But I did nothing for the struggle, not for thirty years. And then, one morning, I went back to the Shoemaker.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘The time was right.’


  ‘And the Shoemaker… he’d been waiting?’


  ‘No. Grieving.’


  Sebastian nodded, outmanoeuvred. ‘And this brings us to nineteen eighty-two?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘The year when Freedom and Independence reappeared on the streets?’


  ‘Yes. Eight months later Otto Brack came to arrest me again. Oddly enough, it was a freezing cold November. Once more I was taken to Mokotów.’


  Only there was no cage; no endless interrogations during that eternal twilight that emerges when you’ve no idea whether it’s night or day. This time it was a single session like a brief visit to an under. taker. Unknown to Ró[image: image]a, the coffin had been sized beforehand. Brack was simply waiting with the lid in his hands, a hammer on the table, the nails in his teeth.


  ‘I’ve read the papers, Ró[image: image]a,’ Sebastian said with a note of warning. He’d picked up the crisp edge to Ró[image: image]a’s voice. He’d seen her face stiffen. ‘I’ve reviewed the operational file from eighty-two. It was cleansed. Brack got there first. All that’s left are a few vague clues, marks on the wall… Brack looked after his informers. He made sure they were safe, that no one could trace them. You’ll have to accept that—’


  ‘I’m not bothered about the file,’ said Ró[image: image]a, suddenly brittle. ‘If you’re really interested in what happened off the page, listen to me. If you want to understand how crimes can be protected by silence then give me your undivided attention.’


  The orange light fell upon Sebastian’s slightly parted lips.


  ‘I’m going to tell you my only other secret,’ continued Ró[image: image]a. ‘You’ve been chasing me for weeks and now I’ll tell you why I run away. This is my confession. It explains why I’ve done nothing about the murder of my own husband.’


  For a brief moment, Ró[image: image]a lost her thread. She reached for her glass to get rid of the bitterness in her throat. Recalling that last interrogation in 1982, Ró[image: image]a began hesitantly, trying to erase the memory of Otto Brack’s ashen face.


  ‘When I entered the room, I thought I’d won. He’d wanted so much more, and all he’d got was me. Again. He’d got nothing the first time and he was going to get nothing now. I was so much bigger than the prison system, so much taller than its walls. He couldn’t contain my spirit. Or so I thought.’ Ró[image: image]a paused, smiling at her foolishness. ‘I hadn’t realised that on this occasion he didn’t intend to ask any questions.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Polana wasn’t simply about catching the Shoemaker and suppressing Freedom and Independence. He wanted to find me, to tell me that if I ever sought justice in the future, it could only be bought at a heavy price… a price I wouldn’t pay. He’d found a means of silencing me for ever.’


  ‘About the murder of your husband?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And the other man?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘He turned the tables. He gave information to me.’


  ‘Information?’


  ‘Yes. He told me the name of the informer. He told me their secrets. He told me things they didn’t even know about themselves. He gave me the awful power that comes with knowledge.’


  Sebastian stared back, expectant but uncomprehending.


  ‘It was a special kind of blackmail,’ explained Ró[image: image]a, patiently. ‘He was warning me that if I ever accused him of murder, he’d not only expose the informer, he’d release all the details of their undisclosed past, as a means to shatter their future.’


  Sebastian waited for a long time, holding Ró[image: image]a’s gaze, wondering if there was any more to come; and then he realised she’d finished speaking, that she’d explained herself in full.


  ‘He threatened to burn your enemy,’ he asked, eyes closed and brow furrowed, ‘and that threat silenced you?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘How? Help me. Why not let ’em fry?’


  ‘Because they might never recover from the shame, from the public destruction. They could very well end their own life.’


  ‘Don’t get me wrong, but so what?’


  ‘In part, it would be my fault and I’d share the responsibility. I would be no different to Brack. I might as well have pulled the trigger myself… and that’s why Brack put the gun in my hand. He knew I’d never take aim and fire.’


  Sebastian blinked rapidly, one hand scratching the back of another.


  ‘No, no, no, Ró[image: image]a, you’ve got it wrong, so wrong,’ he laughed without humour. ‘That’s not how the world works, not now, not then. If a shamed collaborator opts for suicide that’s their choice… that’s their way of dealing with responsibility. Everyone at some point has to face up to what they’ve done. They can’t run off or hide behind your… what is it? Decency? That’s the one thing they threw away… you of all people can’t give it back to them.’ He seemed to come closer but he hadn’t moved. He was still now, almost predatory. ‘Ró[image: image]a, you’re talking about an informer. They got a handful of silver. They’ve had their …’


  Sebastian’s voice trailed off.


  Ró[image: image]a had stood up and walked to the mirror. She picked up the bullet and returned to the table, placing it between them as if it were a tiny storm lamp, something from a doll’s house. She sat down, looking at it as if she, too, was perplexed by its meaning.


  ‘When I was first in Mokotów, Brack used one of these.’ She turned it slightly, as if to adjust the flame. ‘The next time round, I discovered he was no ordinary executioner. He’d learned how to silence someone without violence, without committing a crime. He did something I never could have imagined: he used me against myself. I won’t vindicate Pavel at the cost of another life, Sebastian, even that of an informer. When people are stripped down in public, when every sordid detail of their past becomes cheap gossip at the bus stop, they can lose the will to live. That’s not the kind of free speech we fought for. I won’t use words to bring about another death… not when words were all we had to keep ourselves alive.’


  Ró[image: image]a insisted on walking Sebastian to the street below. It was a mild night with a soft breeze carrying the hum of distant engines and downtown activity. Sebastian loitered, hanging back, making Ró[image: image]a walk more slowly. His hands were in his pockets in that relaxed way of his that was somehow smart. He was thinking hard, trying to find a way to end the meeting on the right note. His car keys jingled and he struggled with the lock in the driver’s door.


  ‘I won’t trouble you any more, Ró[image: image]a,’ he said, yanking at the handle. ‘But I’ve got one last request. Come to the IPN. Let me show you something else that lies beyond your imagination.’


  Chapter Three


  


  For a long while Ró[image: image]a considered the two trees. They stood by the entrance to the Institute of National Remembrance. One was upright but the other seemed it might lose balance and fall over, its trunk curved as though it had grown in a gale. The lower branches were stretched out like arms ready for the fall. They were just the right height for a boy wanting to climb and get a better view of any commotion.


  ‘Welcome, Ró[image: image]a,’ said Sebastian, holding open the door. ‘This is the place where we try and clean up the past.’


  She shrank from the towering block. The Shoemaker had once said that history was our sacred curse; that we were forever torn between the duty to remember and the joy of picking daisies.


  ‘Are you okay?’ queried Sebastian.


  ‘Yes… just something I read in the paper.’


  Alongside the windows were canisters hiding external lights. Ró[image: image]a had seen them illuminated after dark during one of her walks. Reminded now of the building’s purpose Ró[image: image]a wondered why she’d got into that taxi. She’d made another mistake: first, she’d said too much; now she’d come too far.


  ‘We’ve got lots of papers here,’ quipped Sebastian, leading Ró[image: image]a inside. ‘You can read them, too.’


  His suit was charcoal grey, verging on black. His white shirt had that factory gleam, persuading Ró[image: image]a that it had been torn from its cellophane wrapper earlier that morning. The maroon tie was slightly loose at the neck.


  ‘The lifts are out of order, I’m afraid,’ he explained, passing a couple of vexed technicians. ‘So we’ll have to use the stairs.’


  On the other side of a door marked ‘Private’ they were met by a man whose job description did not permit a smile. An officer of the Internal Security Agency – Special Forces – said Sebastian in a low voice. He followed them down three floors, along a corridor and to a locked grey door. Ró[image: image]a felt unsteady, her stomach churning at an old memory. The cage had been three floors down, too; there’d been guards who didn’t smile; and the cellar door had been grey. The paint had been peeling and the ground was damp. Brack had fumbled for his keys, breathing recrimination.


  ‘Most people aren’t allowed to see what I’m going to show you,’ said Sebastian. ‘Special clearance is needed. I had to fight to get yours.’


  He pushed a card into a narrow slit and the electronic lock flashed green.


  ‘Come on in. This is part of what Brack and his friends left behind.’


  The room comprised nothing but shelving: row after row of long metal units jam-packed with buff folders, box files and bound reports. Between each block was a narrow walkway providing cramped access to the documentation. A musty smell tainted the air. Ró[image: image]a felt vaguely ill. She’d said too much, she’d come too far and now she’d gone too deep. She hadn’t expected this.


  ‘Lined up, there’s about one hundred miles of material,’ said Sebastian, leaning on the wall, legs crossed. ‘Over ninety thousand informers from all walks of life. Here is some of what they said, noted down by the secret police. As I explained before, a lot of the really damaging stuff has been destroyed, though we reckon a duplicate archive exists in Moscow.’


  Sebastian walked down an alleyway, drawing Ró[image: image]a along by a tilt of the head. She lingered, looking right and left, feeling the weight of information leaning towards her, the spines of the files like the backs of their authors turned in shame. All at once she wanted to get out of this terribly silent place. The intimidation of the handlers had been left behind like the harsh smell of cheap aftershave. When Sebastian opened a door on to an office, Ró[image: image]a entered with a sigh of relief, but then instantly recoiled as from a slap to the face.


  The room was brightly lit. There were two comfortable chairs on either side of a table. In the middle of the table was a microphone wired to a recording machine. Beside the machine were two folders, one a dull orange, the other a pale green. Both were secured by a black lace tied in a bow. There was a jug of water and an upturned glass. A coat stand watched like a sentry. Sebastian appeared before Ró[image: image]a’s frozen gaze.


  ‘Ró[image: image]a, I’m not going to make you stay here. You don’t have to say anything. You’re a free woman. You can turn around and I’ll call another taxi. But I want you to understand what you’re doing.’


  Ró[image: image]a smiled thinly at the offer of advice.


  ‘Out there, behind you, is their story,’ said Sebastian. ‘They’ve had their say. The secret police and their informers have put their slant on every event since you were fifteen – and not just the politics but what your neighbours had for breakfast.’


  It was far more complex than that, objected Ró[image: image]a, not bothering to say so. It had been so much more involved. Yes, some had taken the silver for a better standard of living… but there’d been others: parents, desperate to obtain medical treatment; one time adulterers, blackmailed to save a marriage; careerists who’d bought promotion with cheap gossip known to everyone but the cat; the stupid, who’d thought they could play the game better than the ones who’d made up the rules; and that special class – the almost innocent, the trusting kind who didn’t even know they were being used. They’d all been informers. They’d all betrayed someone. But there was no true equivalence, not really. The many faces of choice and coercion kept them well apart. All they shared was exile, deserved and undeserved. Ró[image: image]a looked at Sebastian’s mouth as it moved, not hearing the words, wondering why his generation couldn’t differentiate between the varying shades of wickedness and co-operation; why they smudged together malice, blabbing and whimpering; why they found it so easy to apportion blame.


  ‘—but the files are with us for ever, and we have to make sense of them, here in a building that’s meant to house your memories,’ he continued, searchingly, trying to win Ró[image: image]a back. He’d sensed her drift away. He’d felt a remote coolness in her appraisal of him. ‘If you ever decide to speak, everything you say would count as a memorial to the kids playing with the rope. Otherwise, this is what they’re left with. The lies, the obsessions, the compromise. Their story.’


  Ró[image: image]a turned around. Ahead was the narrow passage, walled by fading covers. At the far end the grey door seemed wedged between distant protruding binders. For those who’d grown while the shelves were being filled, the place was frightening. There was a terrible implied intimacy between lives lived ordinarily and these secret memoranda; these notes on what others had heard while you poured the tea or washed the cherries.


  ‘On the table are two files,’ said Sebastian. He’d moved to the door and taken its handle, ready to show Ró[image: image]a the way out. ‘The orange holds your interrogations from nineteen fifty-one. The green is the Shoemaker file and what’s left of Operation Polana in nineteen eighty-two. If you leave now, that’s what you’re turning your back on. When I return the folders to the shelf, there’ll be no other version of your life and times; the beginning and end of your resistance. Brack gets the first and last word. It doesn’t have to be that way.’


  Ró[image: image]a appraised the orange file. It was thick, the cover faded and bulging. With the sudden jolt of an electric charge she recalled a little man with a tatty briefcase, a spectacled pen-pusher who’d come to Mokotów shortly before she was released.


  ‘Can I be alone for a moment?’ she asked, suddenly hoarse. ‘I need to gather my wits.’


  ‘Sure.’


  As soon as the door closed, Ró[image: image]a quickly untied the bow on the orange file and lifted the cover, her eyes scanning one side of the stacked grey paper. They came to a halt towards the bottom, when she spotted a pale blue line, a single sheet. With a quick tug, her memory shuddering with emotion, she tore it free from the binder. Without even a glance at the columns and boxes she crumpled the paper and thrust it deep into her pocket. Hastily closing the file, she made a new, tight bow, and then opened the door.


  ‘I’ve thought about it, and I’d like to leave immediately, thank you very much.’


  Sebastian’s mouth opened in stunned disappointment. He stammered some sympathy but finally said, blocking her way, ‘You only gave it a minute, Ró[image: image]a, whereas that lot –’ he nodded past her towards the table ‘ – was built up over years. Don’t you want to take a little more time? Just give the proposal the consideration it—’


  ‘What do you want me from me?’ Uncontrolled feeling spilled from some inner guttering. He was watching her expectantly, not realising how deep despair can run. ‘You bring me here… you push my face into my past; you ask me to clean it up? You ask me to explain to children I don’t know why I failed, why I leave Brack’s account on the table, why Brack won and I lost… lost everything I loved and cared for? You bring me here and offer me a glass of water and a chance to redeem myself? You expect me to sit down and smooth out the creases in my life?’ She paused, unable to express the extent of her subjection. ‘You have no idea – and I mean no idea whatsoever – of Brack’s power, back then; of its reach. You don’t understand. You haven’t the faintest—’


  ‘Ró[image: image]a,’ Sebastian’s whisper stifled her indignation. ‘We have something in common. I’ve got a story too, you know. Not as bad as yours, I accept, but it’s a story. It marked me and others. It’s why I became a lawyer.’


  Ró[image: image]a blinked and noticed that her hands were clenched; her teeth were tight against each other. Relaxing her bite, she made a low moan, wanting to get away from untold stories, other people’s and her own. Not telling them saved a lot of harm; kept life manageable. She swallowed hard, knowing it wasn’t true.


  ‘We’re not that far apart,’ said Sebastian, opening wide the door. ‘Which is why I have the courage to bring you here and the cheek to ask you to have the last word.’


  ‘What on?’ snapped Ró[image: image]a. She wasn’t beaten but she felt a reluctant attachment to Sebastian, to his starched shirt, the wrinkled suit and his scuffed expensive shoes. She was drawn to his relentless, tousled energy. ‘There’s nothing I can say.’


  ‘Yes, there is,’ insisted Sebastian. ‘We keep a voice archive. Recordings of interviews with those who fought the fight. I just want you to relate everything that Otto Brack didn’t contaminate. Afterwards, you’ll get a transcript and you can change anything you like.’


  Ró[image: image]a felt herself surrendering again. ‘But there’s nothing… nothing at all.’


  ‘Are you so sure?’ asked Sebastian, coming back into the room and, by default, edging Ró[image: image]a towards the table. He was smiling hope and fascination. ‘You had a childhood. You survived the Occupation; you were there when Warsaw was razed to the ground. You saw the Nazis leave and the Communists arrive. Tell us what you saw and heard. Don’t you understand, Ró[image: image]a, there’s so much to say? And no mention of the Shoemaker, Mokotów prison and Otto Brack’s hold on your life… his reach from then to now. I’m also looking towards a kind of desert, Ró[image: image]a. A part of your life that escaped his touch … the thirty years you spent between leaving Mokotów and coming back. Three decades of experience that wasn’t chewed up and spat into a file. Tell us what happened out of his sight. What were you doing? Why did you go back to the Shoemaker? How did you put Freedom and Independence on to the street? Give us a taste of the time untouched by Otto Brack. If you want, I’ll open some Bison Grass.’


  Sebastian slipped his hands into his pockets. The appeal was over. He was waiting for Ró[image: image]a to reconsider her decision.


  ‘Sebastian,’ said Ró[image: image]a, not wanting to disappoint him, ‘you have to understand …’


  Her voice trailed off. She couldn’t help noticing the two perpendicular creases to the front of his shirt. She was right: he’d put it straight on, probably leaving a few pins in the shoulder or cuff. Had he bought it for her or was shopping a desperate measure to avoid the ironing board? Either way, Ró[image: image]a was moved. If he’d been her grandson, she’d have told him what she could about her life, within the limits that remained available; she would not have allowed the shadow of Otto Brack to fall so heavily between them. She’d have told of small glories and some vanquished pain. Ró[image: image]a took off her coat and hooked it on the nearby stand.


  ‘You have to understand,’ she repeated. ‘I only drink on Sundays.’


  Chapter Four


  


  A ventilator purred in the corner. House plants rose from mulch in plastic pots. There were various pictures on the walls – grainy shots from the forties and fifties, images of party leaders proclaiming change from a balcony, and then colour photographs of mass demonstrations, portraits of jubilant unionists: the whole a symbolic litany of the last sixty years. The snaps and clips took the place of the windows. It was as though Ró[image: image]a had an elevated view on to history. Wherever she looked she saw landmarks from her own passage to this basement deep beneath the city.


  ‘Speak as and when you like,’ said Sebastian, standing behind the facing chair. ‘The machine’s running.’


  Where do I begin? thought Ró[image: image]a.


  One of the pictures on the wall showed Warsaw in ruins: gable walls teetering over bent and twisted iron, smoke rising from open pits. But Ró[image: image]a recalled the elements that no image could capture: the terrible grunt of a building just before it collapsed; the moaning from heaps of rubble; the smell of burning flesh. Explosions thundered in her memory, shaking the ground and her teeth. Dead horses on the pavement had been stripped of their meat. Five years later she’d joined an Uprising with Otto. He’d been angry then, too. And unquiet; remote with his grievances. She’d finally held his hand and he’d wept: they were child soldiers facing annihilation. But they’d escaped through the sewers, each taking a different tunnel, each finding, eventually, a sudden peace and the Communists. No, Ró[image: image]a couldn’t speak of her childhood or the war. They’d been incinerated. And Brack was there, as a friend. Oddly, she thought it something worth keeping. He’d been Otto back then.


  But neither could she speak of Pavel and the brief time they’d spent together rebuilding their shattered city. Anything she might say led inexorably to the Shoemaker: for while her war had ended, Pavel had begun another. She hadn’t known at first, but then he’d told her a secret, the keeping of which had eventually brought her to Mokotów.


  All that remained was what Sebastian had called a desert: the thirty years that joined two shattering periods of imprisonment. And, in truth, it had indeed been a wilderness – a period of wandering and dryness in exile, striking rocks for water and begging for bread. But the barren ground had flowered, suddenly and unexpectedly. Even Ró[image: image]a had been stunned. She’d gone back to the Shoemaker immediately. Yes, Sebastian was right: Otto Brack hadn’t followed her into the wasteland on the other side of prison. It was hers alone…


  Sebastian hadn’t followed her either. The blue sheet of paper had been the one clue to the meaning of her exile – and that was now in her pocket, its significance having escaped Sebastian’s attention. Throughout his pleading, he’d shown no inkling of the true scope of Ró[image: image]a’s journey.


  ‘In May nineteen fifty-three a guard opened the cell door,’ she said, knowing she was in control. ‘He called my name. I followed him out of the building with another guard walking behind. The sun was full and the sky that deep blue you find on old plates and teapots. It was a glorious moment… a moment of exhilaration and joy. I thought, “At last they’re going to shoot me.” My heart raced with anticipation and a sort of bubbling gratitude but he led me across the yard towards the gate that fronted Rakowiecka Street. The next thing I knew the thing swung open and there was Otto Brack, standing on the pavement – he’d come to say goodbye. The guard behind shoved me out… but I didn’t want to leave. I’d forgotten how to live and I didn’t know what to do out there, on an ordinary street. For years I’d been in a cell with a tiny window so high that I had to strain my neck to see the clouds. I turned round and banged on the gate, I kicked it and screamed but they wouldn’t let me back in. Brack just watched me and, when I finished beating on the gate, he watched me wander to a junction a few hundred yards up the road. That’s when I thought of a friend… I can’t use names, you appreciate that, don’t you?’


  Nearly five hours later Ró[image: image]a’s testament drew to its close. Her story was ending where it had begun, in Mokotów prison.


  She’d described her meandering journey but now she rehearsed that last encounter with Otto Brack following her second arrest: when he’d told her the price of any future justice.


  ‘Ró[image: image]a… are you all right?’


  She could still see Brack’s death mask face.


  ‘Do you want a glass of water?’ Sebastian’s hand was reaching for the jug.


  ‘Yes.’


  Brack was in a posh grey suit and a business man’s camel-coloured overcoat. The cut was too big, like the trousers, their hems slumped on his brown leather shoes. When they’d last met he’d been writhing in a drab uniform. His head had been shaved.


  ‘Ró[image: image]a, drink this.’ Sebastian was at her side, holding out the glass.


  ‘Thank you.’


  She sipped the water, waiting for Brack’s presence to fade. He was sauntering towards the prison door, confident they’d never meet again.


  ‘I’m sorry, Ró[image: image]a. I should have known… I did know.’


  ‘Forget it. You may have lured me here but I chose to speak.’


  The ventilator purred in the corner; the plants seemed to watch from their pots. After a while Sebastian coughed and laid a hand on each of the two files. ‘Do you want to read them?’


  Ró[image: image]a didn’t even look at the covers.


  ‘No thanks,’ she said, putting on her coat, ‘I was there.’


  They walked down the alley of files, closely followed by the man from the Internal Security Agency. The lift had been fixed so they rose to ground level, John discreetly checking his pockets for his electronic card, the Special Forces officer standing at ease. When the doors opened, Ró[image: image]a walked straight towards a chrome waste bin situated at the main entrance, into which she ponderously divested her coat pockets of two bus tickets, some sweet wrappers, a ball of crumpled blue paper and a used tissue. Sebastian watched patiently, touched by the strange rituals of the old.


  Outside on the pavement they huddled awkwardly as if wondering where to go next. It was evening now and an autumn chill made them both shiver.


  ‘My grandmother was arrested during the Terror,’ said Sebastian, blowing mist at the cold. He seemed to be confiding to the passing cars on Towarowa Avenue. ‘She never spoke about it. All she’d say was that the cell was damp. I tried to find out more but she wouldn’t be drawn. So I turned to my parents – and even they knew nothing. We all knew nothing – and yet whatever happened remained part of the family structure, like a locked room in the house. I grew up trying the handle, never putting a direct question. Now I make a living picking the locks to rooms a lot of people would rather leave closed.’


  This time it was Ró[image: image]a’s turn to talk at the passing cars. She watched them chase one another’s lights, feeling cut loose from the rush of ordinary life.


  ‘What about your grandfather?’


  ‘The Terror tracked him down.’


  ‘He’s dead?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Ró[image: image]a felt close to the young man, wanting to better understand him. At the same time she felt a kind of heat coming from his memory. She said, anxiously, ‘Why are you interested in Otto Brack?’


  His eyes followed the roar of a motorbike and he smiled, as if he’d just hitched a ride to make a getaway. ‘I’ll tell you on the day he’s convicted.’


  But Ró[image: image]a gently shook her head, knowing there would be no trial, suddenly and acutely sad that she wouldn’t meet Sebastian again; that there’d been no more letters, messages, or trailing; no final ambush. A siren wailed far off as if to say the raids were over. But Sebastian hadn’t finished.


  ‘Ró[image: image]a… find a way, if you can.’


  ‘A way?’


  ‘Yes. Find a way out of your silence.’


  ‘There is none.’


  ‘Think again.’ He looked at her with an expression of intimidating seriousness, no longer just a lawyer but something of a renegade, a young man who would never accept that his investigation was over. ‘Do the one thing Brack would never expect.’


  ‘And what’s that?’


  ‘Speak to the informer.’


  Ró[image: image]a visibly recoiled but Sebastian wouldn’t listen to any more objections. ‘You might as well, because one day someone else will do just that… a journalist, a scholar, another lawyer, someone with an interest in the Shoemaker. The file might be half empty, but now these papers have come to light, someone cleverer than me will start poring over the holes. If they ever find your informer, they won’t be chary, like you. There won’t even be a warning. Their name will appear on the front page of every newspaper. Capitalised. Why not beat them to it, while Brack’s still alive? Do it your way, with decency. Lower case.’


  ‘What others do is their affair,’ replied Ró[image: image]a, fidgeting.


  ‘And what you do is yours,’ he barked, aggression getting the better of him. ‘You know their name already. You’re half way there. Speak to them. If Brack thinks you’d never confront them, then speak without confrontation. If you’re scared they’ll end their life, give them another reason for living. Do anything, Ró[image: image]a, only do something beyond his imagination. Use Brack against himself. Make up with his informer. Become friends once more.’


  Bewildered by the challenge, Ró[image: image]a wavered; she felt her knees slacken. Sebastian was walking to the kerb, one arm waving in the air. A taxi swung out of the stream. She found herself seated by an open window with Sebastian stooped on the pavement, his face pale with cold, his lips blue.


  ‘Find your way back here, Ró[image: image]a,’ he urged without a trace of parting in his voice. ‘Don’t leave us with his story.’


  Chapter Five


  


  As the taxi pulled away, Ró[image: image]a muttered, ‘Powa˛zki.’


  ‘Whereabouts?’


  ‘The cemetery.’


  The driver nodded and took her to the one place that haunted Ró[image: image]a more than the prison. She hadn’t passed through its gates since the evening of her arrest in 1982.


  Ró[image: image]a faltered down a darkening lane.


  On either side carved figures with bent heads grieved eternally. A few candles flickered behind coloured glass. Vases with flowers stood propped by inscriptions. Ró[image: image]a’s hand slipped into her pocket and reached for the ball of crumpled blue paper… but then she remembered: she’d got rid of it, just like the guards got rid of Pavel’s body.


  Her husband had no grave. Ró[image: image]a didn’t know what had happened to his corpse. Rumour had it that some of those who’d been shot in Mokotów were thrown into the back of a truck and taken to building sites or the main rubbish dump in Słuzewiec; others were tipped into empty cement sacks and buried without markers in an open field. In her waking dreams, Ró[image: image]a had stormed into a Ministerial office or she’d knocked timidly at the door of some underling. She’d screamed and begged and whimpered and pleaded. Where is he? Where have you put him? All to the air; no one listening, save her conscience.


  Ró[image: image]a turned right.


  Another man had been shot, too. Ró[image: image]a didn’t even know his name. She’d just seen him being dragged along the floor of the cellar, his two bare feet, angled in, broken or limp. Who was he? Who mourned him? What had happened to his body? Did he lie with Pavel in the foundations of an office block?


  Awful questions. Questions that trailed you with a low whine.


  Ró[image: image]a turned left.


  Time was not a healer. Year after year Ró[image: image]a’s attention would fasten on to the back of someone’s head – the curls at the nape of the neck – and she’d wonder, insanely, if it might be Pavel, expecting some magic to have occurred, even though she’d seen his broken face and heard the kick of the gun. Then, as if waking, she’d grasp that he was dead, and off she’d go to that imagined door in the Ministry, full of hell or timidity. It was an endless cycle, rolling across the sand.


  Don’t leave us with his story.


  Sebastian had brought the law close to Ró[image: image]a and she hadn’t seen it coming. Yes, he’d said he was a lawyer, and he’d pleaded with her about forgotten crimes, but to have him in her flat, to deflect his questions and divert his hopes, had gradually made the law come to life. It was there, dressed in a blue linen jacket with silver buttons. He’d made her feel afresh the pain of justice denied. Year on year Ró[image: image]a had read of men convicted of monstrous crimes against women and children. She’d seen photographs of judges and barristers in their robes, knowing that they would never sit to consider the case against Otto Brack. And now here was a lawyer who wanted to put Brack in a courtroom.


  Don’t leave us with his story.


  Ró[image: image]a turned right again and came, finally, to a large granite monument. It was the grave of Bolesław Prus, the writer. This was where she’d been arrested. The light was fading, so she couldn’t quite make out the girl, carved in relief, reaching up to the inscription. But she knew the figure well enough: the thin legs, the pretty dress and the smart shoes. She’d always loved the little buckles by the ankles. Though she was the grey of stone, Ró[image: image]a had seen different colours, materials and textures, changing them every time she came.


  You owe it to the children you might have had.


  What a devastating phrase.


  Speak to the informer.


  How could she?


  You might as well, because one day someone else will do just that… someone cleverer than me.


  Sebastian’s throwaway remark had nearly knocked Ró[image: image]a off her feet. He was right. The informer’s days of quiet obscurity were coming to an end. It was only a matter of time. Others would come to pore over the archives. And that changed everything for Ró[image: image]a. Why wait until the informer was shattered by exposure? She could get there beforehand and…


  Give them another reason for living.


  Ró[image: image]a clung to herself, feeling cold and lonely. All around stray lights flickered like scared moths trapped in a jar. A breeze unsettled the trees. Throughout, Sebastian’s voice repeated that final beguiling command. After a while Ró[image: image]a ceased to follow the words. She held her breath. She was staring at a troubled ghost. He was there, clothed in shadows before her eyes, offering to help while pleading his innocence.


  Ró[image: image]a could barely sleep. An overwhelming sense of urgency came crashing into the night hours, sweeping aside the decades of submission, the patient acceptance of defeat. With each passing minute her imagination grew bolder, her resolve all the more firm. By the time dawn light filtered through the worn bedroom curtains she’d devised a simple plan to bring Otto Brack to court. Ironically, it involved handing over all the names she’d refused to disclose when in Mokotów. But that time had come. They were all safe, now. The epoch of fear and secrets was almost over.


  For three days she paced round Warsaw, waiting for the transcript of her narrative to arrive from the IPN. When the post came, on the fourth day, she set to work. First, she carefully checked that the text presented a balanced picture of her life between 1951 and 1982. Second, with a red pen, she inserted all the names she’d left out while making the recording. Third, with a black pen, she deleted convoluted expressions, repetitions and digressions. The result was a crafted manuscript that suited her newfound purpose – something the Shoemaker would have been proud of. Every word had its place. They presented a kind of landscape ordered by signposts, only the most important indicator was missing, its absence serving to point without pointing, identifying the informer without a trace of condemnation. When she’d finished she went straight to the IPN and gave it to Sebastian.


  ‘I’ve changed my testimony,’ she said quickly, standing in the entrance hall. ‘Could you type it up, please?’


  ‘Sure.’


  ‘Now, while I’m waiting.’


  ‘Consider it done.’


  Ró[image: image]a stepped outside to pace some more, refusing the offer of coffee, tea or Bison Grass. After what seemed an age, Sebastian returned with a clean copy in a brown envelope.


  ‘Changed your mind, as well?’ he quipped, seriously.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘What are you going to do?’


  A phrase of the Shoemaker’s came to mind. ‘Raise the dead and shatter the illusions of many.’


  ‘Okay, sounds reasonably apocalyptic. That’s fine. And in the meantime, what do you expect from me?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘Not fine. Tell me what you’re up to.’


  She shook her head with approbation. ‘You’d never have survived the fifties. You ask far too many questions.’


  With that judgement, she left him bewildered by the leaning tree. On returning home she rang her old friend Magda Samovitz in England, a woman who’d survived the Nazi holocaust only to be hounded out of Warsaw by a Communist pogrom in 1969. Magda had bought a ticket to a new life. For years she’d been sending Ró[image: image]a postcards of Trafalgar Square which bore one simple message: ‘Come and feed the pigeons’. That time, too, had finally arrived.


  By the evening of the next day Ró[image: image]a had bought her flight and packed her bags. There was no need for a phrase book. She’d been learning English since 1989. It had been a hobby, of sorts. Twenty-four hours later Ró[image: image]a was in the upstairs box bedroom of Magda’s Georgian house in Stockwell, south London, lamenting the absence of a phrase book that would have helped an elderly dissident cope with a different kind of Underground. Once again she couldn’t sleep. Her mind whirred like the air vent back in Warsaw.


  Sebastian had been right about something else. He’d seen something obvious to which Ró[image: image]a had been blind; blind because, as a matter of principle, she’d excluded the possibility from the outset. The last thing that Brack expected was that Ró[image: image]a would arrange to meet the informer. That she’d sit down at their table. That the betrayer and the betrayed would somehow find the courage to talk together, deeply, of all that lay hidden. That Ró[image: image]a would open up the possibility – for the informer – of another, more authentic existence, a public and private identity based on the truth. This was the landscape that lay beyond Brack’s imagination: that his informer would stomach disclosure of the past and face the dread of an uncharted future. And that defined Ró[image: image]a’s task: to persuade the informer that even now, after all these years, the pain of a life in the open was preferable to a numbed existence in the dark.


  There was, however, one remaining catch. A relatively large one, too.


  There could be no forced entry. The door had to be left unlocked from the inside. Ró[image: image]a would have it no other way. She needed an invitation to enter and sit down, her host knowing full well that the unexpected guest intended to talk about their mutual relationship with Otto Brack. It was a great gamble with great risks… but if this, Ró[image: image]a’s stratagem, worked, Brack would be left defenceless. Once the informer accepted exposure, Ró[image: image]a would be free to accuse her husband’s killer.


  Ró[image: image]a switched off her bedroom light, her thoughts and prayers resting with a man she’d first met in 1982. He’d found her through the distribution chain of Freedom and Independence. She’d thought of him looking at the monument to Prus – they’d met there countless times. He’d been a romantic. An outsider. An Englishman of ancient courtesies. He’d been kicked out of the country for getting too close to the fire. His name was John Fielding, a British journalist who’d longed to find the Shoemaker.


  Part Two


  
Lives Lived in Secret



  Chapter Six


  


  Anselm cut the engine dead. The wipers swung home with a soft thud. Outside autumn rain fell quietly in the darkness, the drizzle lit a strange yellow by the distant street lamps. A mist had drifted east off the river Cam smudging the clean-lined portico of Cambridge station. It was the same back at Larkwood: an afternoon of intense sunshine had brought a fog off the Lark to hide the fields and smooth the tangled roofs and walls of the monastery. An apple wood fire blazed in the calefactory and Anselm was keen to get back to the hearth and warm his hands.


  ‘I need a lawyer,’ quoted Anselm, pensively tapping the steering wheel.


  Those had been John’s exact words. Not, it seemed, a monk.


  ‘I’d better explain in person. You know I don’t like the phone.’


  ‘When do you want to come?’


  ‘Tonight.’


  Anselm had put down the receiver and shuffled off to the woodshed. There, musing and recollected, he’d split some green logs and sized them for a decent fire.


  John Fielding was Anselm’s oldest friend. They’d been to the same boarding school where, following a walk around the cricket square, they’d become allies in mutual understanding, a hallowed state that was later sealed over a bottle of purloined altar wine. While at university – John at Exeter, Anselm at Durham – they’d skilfully negotiated the transition from boyhood to manhood, that time of awkward flowering when, in making momentous decisions, many who were once close find themselves subtly apart. John, a linguist, had chosen journalism. Anselm, drawn by the thrilling mix of courtesy, high theatre and linguistic violence, had opted for the Bar. Both noted, with satisfaction, that the distance between Fleet Street and Gray’s Inn was negligible.


  While Anselm had forged a career defending the washed and unwashed alike, John had secured a position as foreign correspondent, serving first in East Berlin with Reuters and then landing a prized BBC posting to Warsaw in early 1982. He’d arrived just after the Communist Junta put its troops on the streets in their doomed fight against Solidarity. He’d covered the scrap meticulously until, much to the surprise of his employer, he’d been shown the door. More accurately, he’d been tossed on to a plane bound for Heathrow. Following which he’d told Anselm that he needed a lawyer.


  Only there’d been a short interlude; a brief time when John was something of a reluctant hero in the pubs scattered around Gray’s Inn and the watering holes favoured by writing hacks at the bottom end of Chancery Lane. John had clout. He’d been a friend of Lech. And everyone wanted to know what had happened out there in the cold. John parried questions from all quarters, only disclosing – with reluctance – the barest of details. He’d gone to a graveyard for a clandestine meeting with an underground activist (a remark that pulled a few laughs) but no sooner had he arrived at the chosen spot when agents of the security service appeared, arresting both John and his contact. Three days later his accreditation had been withdrawn. No amount of coaxing or flattery from the audience would persuade John to add anything further, either about the activist, or the candidates for betrayal – the person close to home who’d sold him down the river. The troubled disinclination to elaborate simply buffed up John’s unwanted glamour and increased the aura of mystery surrounding his narrative.


  Alone with Anselm, however, he’d been a fraction more informative, not so much about the events that had led to his arrest as to the nature of his work, its risks and obligations. But Anselm had sensed a link between the two, as if John were examining the chain of causation that had led to his expulsion.


  Investigative journalism (he’d said, without preamble, while they were playing chess) involves talking to anyone with insight and authority, regardless of their standing or the provenance of their information. It’s about the search for truth, and sometimes you had to put your hand into the sewer. One of his sources had been a disaffected official with access to the darker corners of the government’s mind. He’d phoned John cold. He’d called himself ‘The Dentist’.


  ‘As in teeth and fillings?’
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