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  Part One




  WALL




  1961














  1




  Rebecca Hoffmann was summoned by the secret police on a rainy Monday in 1961.




  It began as an ordinary morning. Her husband drove her to work in his tan Trabant 500. The graceful old streets of central Berlin still had gaps from wartime bombing, except where new concrete

  buildings stood up like ill-matched false teeth. Hans was thinking about his job as he drove. ‘The courts serve the judges, the lawyers, the police, the government – everyone except the

  victims of crime,’ he said. ‘This is to be expected in Western capitalist countries, but under Communism the courts ought surely to serve the people. My colleagues don’t seem to

  realize that.’ Hans worked for the Ministry of Justice.




  ‘We’ve been married almost a year, and I’ve known you for two, but I’ve never met one of your colleagues,’ Rebecca said.




  ‘They would bore you,’ he said immediately. ‘They’re all lawyers.’




  ‘Any women among them?’




  ‘No. Not in my section, anyway.’ Hans’s job was administration: appointing judges, scheduling trials, managing courthouses.




  ‘I’d like to meet them, all the same.’




  Hans was a strong man who had learned to rein himself in. Watching him, Rebecca saw in his eyes a familiar flash of anger at her insistence. He controlled it by an effort of will.

  ‘I’ll arrange something,’ he said. ‘Perhaps we’ll all go to a bar one evening.’




  Hans had been the first man Rebecca had met who matched up to her father. He was confident and authoritative, but he always listened to her. He had a good job – not many people had a car

  of their own in East Germany – and men who worked in the government were usually hard-line Communists, but Hans, surprisingly, shared Rebecca’s political scepticism. Like her father he

  was tall, handsome and well dressed. He was the man she had been waiting for.




  Only once during their courtship had she doubted him, briefly. They had been in a minor car crash. It had been wholly the fault of the other driver, who had come out of a side street without

  stopping. Such things happened every day, but Hans had been mad with rage. Although the damage to the two cars was minimal, he had called the police, shown them his Department of Justice identity

  card, and had the other driver arrested for dangerous driving and taken off to jail.




  Afterwards he had apologized to Rebecca for losing his temper. She had been scared by his vindictiveness, and had come close to ending their relationship. But he had explained that he had not

  been his normal self, due to pressure at work, and she had believed him. Her faith had been justified: he had never done such a thing again.




  When they had been dating for a year, and sleeping together most weekends for six months, Rebecca wondered why he did not ask her to marry him. They were not kids: she had then been

  twenty-eight, he thirty-three. So she had proposed to him. He had been startled, but said yes.




  Now he pulled up outside her school. It was a modern building, and well equipped: the Communists were serious about education. Outside the gates, five or six older boys were standing under a

  tree, smoking cigarettes. Ignoring their stares, Rebecca kissed Hans on the lips. Then she got out.




  The boys greeted her politely, but she felt their yearning adolescent eyes on her figure as she splashed through the puddles in the school yard.




  Rebecca came from a political family. Her grandfather had been a Social Democrat member of the Reichstag, the national parliament, until Hitler came to power. Her mother had been a city

  councillor, also for the Social Democrats, during East Berlin’s brief post-war period of democracy. But East Germany was a Communist tyranny now, and Rebecca saw no point in engaging in

  politics. So she channelled her idealism into teaching, and hoped that the next generation would be less dogmatic, more compassionate, smarter.




  In the staff room she checked the emergency timetable on the noticeboard. Most of her classes were doubled today, two groups of pupils crammed into one room. Her subject was Russian, but she

  also had to teach an English class. She did not speak English, though she had picked up a smattering from her British grandmother, Maud, still feisty at seventy.




  This was the second time Rebecca had been asked to teach an English class, and she began to think about a text. The first time, she had used a leaflet handed out to American soldiers, telling

  them how to get on with Germans: the pupils had found it hilarious, and they had learned a lot too. Today perhaps she would write on the blackboard the words of a song they knew, such as ‘The

  Twist’ – played all the time on American Forces Network radio – and get them to translate it into German. It would not be a conventional lesson, but it was the best she could

  do.




  The school was desperately short of teachers because half the staff had emigrated to West Germany, where salaries were three hundred marks a month higher and people were free. The story was the

  same in most schools in East Germany. And it was not just teachers. Doctors could double their earnings by moving west. Rebecca’s mother, Carla, was head of nursing at a large East Berlin

  hospital, and she was tearing her hair out at the scarcity of both nurses and doctors. The story was the same in industry and even the armed forces. It was a national crisis.




  As Rebecca was scribbling the lyrics of ‘The Twist’ in a notebook, trying to remember the line about ‘my little sis’, the deputy head came into the staff room. Bernd Held

  was probably Rebecca’s best friend outside her family. He was a slim, dark-haired man of forty, with a livid scar across his forehead where a shard of flying shrapnel had struck him while

  defending the Seelow Heights in the last days of the war. He taught physics, but he shared Rebecca’s interest in Russian literature, and they ate their lunchtime sandwiches together a couple

  of times a week. ‘Listen, everybody,’ Bernd said. ‘Bad news, I’m afraid. Anselm has left us.’




  There was a murmur of surprise. Anselm Weber was the head teacher. He was a loyal Communist – heads had to be. But it seemed his principles had been overcome by the appeal of West German

  prosperity and liberty.




  Bernd went on: ‘I will be taking his place until a new head can be appointed.’ Rebecca and every other teacher in the school knew that Bernd himself should have got the job, if

  ability had been what counted; but Bernd was ruled out because he would not join the Socialist Unity Party, the SED – the Communist Party in all but name.




  For the same reason, Rebecca would never be a head teacher. Anselm had pleaded with her to join the party, but it was out of the question. For her it would be like checking herself into a

  lunatic asylum and pretending all the other inmates were sane.




  As Bernd detailed the emergency arrangements, Rebecca wondered when the school would get its new head. A year from now? How long would this crisis go on? No one knew.




  Before the first lesson she glanced into her pigeonhole, but it was empty. The mail had not yet arrived. Perhaps the postman had gone to West Germany, too.




  The letter that would turn her life upside-down was still on its way.




  She taught her first class, discussing the Russian poem ‘The Bronze Horseman’ with a large group of seventeen and eighteen year olds. This was a lesson she had given every year since

  she had started teaching. As always, she guided the pupils to the orthodox Soviet analysis, explaining that the conflict between personal interest and public duty was resolved, by Pushkin, in

  favour of the public.




  At lunchtime she took her sandwich to the head’s office and sat down across the big desk from Bernd. She looked at the shelf of cheap pottery busts: Marx, Lenin and East German Communist

  leader Walter Ulbricht. Bernd followed her gaze and smiled. ‘Anselm is a sly one,’ he said. ‘For years he pretended to be a true believer, and now – zoom, he’s

  off.’




  ‘Aren’t you tempted to leave?’ Rebecca asked Bernd. ‘You’re divorced, no children – you have no ties.’




  He looked around, as if wondering whether someone might be listening; then he shrugged. ‘I’ve thought about it – who hasn’t?’ he said. ‘How about you? Your

  father works in West Berlin anyway, doesn’t he?’




  ‘Yes. He has a factory making television sets. But my mother is determined to stay in the East. She says we must solve our problems, not run away from them.’




  ‘I’ve met her. She’s a tiger.’




  ‘That’s the truth. And the house we live in has been in her family for generations.’




  ‘What about your husband?’




  ‘He’s dedicated to his job.’




  ‘So I don’t have to worry about losing you. Good.’




  Rebecca said: ‘Bernd—’ Then she hesitated.




  ‘Spit it out.’




  ‘Can I ask you a personal question?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘You left your wife because she was having an affair.’




  Bernd stiffened, but he answered: ‘That’s right.’




  ‘How did you find out?’




  Bernd winced, as if at a sudden pain.




  ‘Do you mind me asking?’ Rebecca said anxiously. ‘Is it too personal?’




  ‘I don’t mind telling you,’ he said. ‘I confronted her, and she admitted it.’




  ‘But what made you suspicious?’




  ‘A lot of little things—’




  Rebecca interrupted him. ‘The phone rings, you pick it up, there’s a silence for a few seconds, then the person at the other end hangs up.’




  He nodded.




  She went on: ‘Your spouse tears a note up small and flushes the shreds down the toilet. At the weekend he’s called to an unexpected meeting. In the evening he spends two hours

  writing something he won’t show you.’




  ‘Oh, dear,’ said Bernd sadly. ‘You’re talking about Hans.’




  ‘He’s got a lover, hasn’t he?’ She put down her sandwich: she had no appetite. ‘Tell me honestly what you think.’




  ‘I’m so sorry.’




  Bernd had kissed her once, four months ago, on the last day of the autumn term. They had been saying goodbye, and wishing one another a happy Christmas, and he had lightly grasped her arm, and

  bent his head, and kissed her lips. She had asked him not to do it again, ever, and said she would still like to be his friend; and when they had returned to school in January both had pretended it

  had never happened. He had even told her, a few weeks later, that he had a date with a widow his own age.




  Rebecca did not want to encourage hopeless aspirations, but Bernd was the only person she could talk to, except for her family, and she did not want to worry them, not yet. ‘I was so sure

  that Hans loved me,’ she said, and tears came to her eyes. ‘And I love him.’




  ‘Perhaps he does love you. Some men just can’t resist temptation.’




  Rebecca did not know whether Hans found their sex life satisfactory. He never complained, but they made love only about once a week, which she believed to be infrequent for newly-weds.

  ‘All I want is a family of my own, just like my mother’s, in which everyone is loved and supported and protected,’ she said. ‘I thought I could have that with

  Hans.’




  ‘Perhaps you still can,’ said Bernd. ‘An affair isn’t necessarily the end of the marriage.’




  ‘In the first year?’




  ‘It’s bad, I agree.’




  ‘What should I do?’




  ‘You must ask him about it. He may admit it, he may deny it; but he’ll know that you know.’




  ‘And then what?’




  ‘What do you want? Would you divorce him?’




  She shook her head. ‘I would never leave. Marriage is a promise. You can’t keep a promise only when it suits you. You have to keep it against your inclination. That’s what it

  means.’




  ‘I did the opposite. You must disapprove of me.’




  ‘I don’t judge you or anyone else. I’m just talking about myself. I love my husband and I want him to be faithful.’




  Bernd’s smile was admiring but regretful. ‘I hope you get your wish.’




  ‘You’re a good friend.’




  The bell rang for the first lesson of the afternoon. Rebecca stood up and put her sandwich back in its paper wrapping. She was not going to eat it, now or later, but she had a horror of throwing

  food away, like most people who had lived through the war. She touched her damp eyes with a handkerchief. ‘Thank you for listening,’ she said.




  ‘I wasn’t much comfort.’




  ‘Yes, you were.’ She went out.




  As she approached the classroom for the English lesson, she realized she had not worked out the lyrics to ‘The Twist’. However, she had been a teacher long enough to improvise.

  ‘Who’s heard a record called “The Twist”?’ she asked loudly as she walked through the door.




  They all had.




  She went to the blackboard and picked up a stub of chalk. ‘What are the words?’




  They all began to shout at once.




  On the board she wrote: ‘Come on baby, let’s do the Twist.’ Then she said: ‘What’s that in German?’




  For a while she forgot about her troubles.




  She found the letter in her pigeonhole at the mid-afternoon break. She carried it with her into the staff room and made a cup of instant coffee before opening it. When she read it she dropped

  her coffee.




  The single sheet of paper was headed: ‘Ministry for State Security’. This was the official name for the secret police: the unofficial name was the Stasi. The letter came from a

  Sergeant Scholz, and it ordered her to present herself at his headquarters office for questioning.




  Rebecca mopped up her spilled drink, apologized to her colleagues, pretended nothing was wrong, and went to the ladies’ room, where she locked herself in a cubicle. She needed to think

  before confiding in anyone.




  Everyone in East Germany knew about these letters, and everyone dreaded receiving one. It meant that she had done something wrong – perhaps something trivial, but it had come to the

  attention of the watchers. She knew, from what other people said, that there was no point protesting innocence. The police attitude would be that she must be guilty of something, else why would

  they want to question her? To suggest they might have made a mistake was to insult their competence, which was another crime.




  Looking again, she saw that her appointment was for five this afternoon.




  What had she done? Her family was deeply suspect, of course. Her father, Werner, was a capitalist, with a factory that the East German government could not touch because it was in West Berlin.

  Her mother, Carla, was a well-known Social Democrat. Her grandmother, Maud, was the sister of an English earl.




  However, the authorities had not bothered the family for a couple of years, and Rebecca had imagined that her marriage to an official in the Justice Ministry might have gained them a ticket of

  respectability. Obviously not.




  Had she committed any crimes? She owned a copy of George Orwell’s anti-Communist allegory Animal Farm, which was illegal. Her kid brother, Walli, who was fifteen, played the

  guitar and sang American protest songs such as ‘This Land is Your Land’. Rebecca sometimes went to West Berlin to see exhibitions of abstract painting. Communists were as conservative

  about art as Victorian matrons.




  Washing her hands, she glanced in the mirror. She did not look scared. She had a straight nose and a strong chin and intense brown eyes. Her unruly dark hair was sharply pulled back.

  She was tall and statuesque, and some people found her intimidating. She could face a classroom full of boisterous eighteen-year-olds and silence them with a word.




  But she was scared. What frightened her was the knowledge that the Stasi could do anything. There were no real restraints on them: complaining about them was a crime in itself. And that reminded

  her of the Red Army at the end of the war. The Soviet soldiers had been free to rob, rape and murder Germans, and they had used their freedom in an orgy of unspeakable barbarism.




  Rebecca’s last class of the day was on the construction of the passive voice in Russian grammar, and it was a shambles, easily the worst lesson she had given since she qualified as a

  teacher. The pupils could not fail to know that something was wrong and, touchingly, they gave her an easy ride, even making helpful suggestions when she found herself lost for the right word. With

  their indulgence she got through it.




  When school ended, Bernd was closeted in the head’s office with officials from the Education Ministry, presumably discussing how to keep the school open with half the staff gone. Rebecca

  did not want to go to Stasi headquarters without telling anyone, just in case they decided to keep her there, so she wrote him a note telling him of the summons.




  Then she caught a bus through the wet streets to Normannen Strasse in the suburb of Lichtenberg.




  The Stasi headquarters there was an ugly new office block. It was not finished, and there were bulldozers in the car park and scaffolding at one end. It showed a grim face in the rain, and would

  not look much more cheerful in sunshine.




  When she went through the door she wondered if she would ever come out.




  She crossed the vast atrium, presented her letter at a reception desk, and was escorted upstairs in an elevator. Her fear rose with the lift. She emerged into a corridor painted a nightmarish

  shade of mustard yellow. She was shown into a small bare room with a plastic-topped table and two uncomfortable chairs made of metal tubing. There was a pungent smell of paint. Her escort left.




  She sat alone for five minutes, shaking. She wished she smoked: it might steady her. She struggled not to cry.




  Sergeant Scholz came in. He was a little younger than Rebecca – about twenty-five, she guessed. He carried a thin file. He sat down, cleared his throat, opened the file and frowned.

  Rebecca thought he was trying to seem important, and she wondered whether this was his first interrogation.




  ‘You are a teacher at Friedrich Engels Polytechnic Secondary School,’ he said.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Where do you live?’




  She answered him, but she was puzzled. Did the secret police not know her address? That might explain why the letter had come to her at school rather than at home.




  She had to give the names and ages of her parents and grandparents. ‘You’re lying to me!’ Scholz said triumphantly. ‘You say your mother is thirty-nine and you are

  twenty-nine. How could she have given birth to you when she was ten years old?’




  ‘I’m adopted,’ Rebecca said, relieved to be able to give an innocent explanation. ‘My real parents were killed at the end of the war, when our house suffered a direct

  hit.’ She had been thirteen. Red Army shells were falling and the city was in ruins and she was alone, bewildered, terrified. A plump adolescent, she had been singled out for rape by a group

  of soldiers. She had been saved by Carla, who had offered herself instead. Nevertheless, that terrifying experience had left Rebecca hesitant and nervous about sex. If Hans was dissatisfied, she

  felt sure it must be her fault.




  She shuddered and tried to put the memory away. ‘Carla Franck saved me from . . .’ Just in time, Rebecca stopped herself. The Communists denied that Red Army soldiers had committed

  rape, even though every woman who had been in East Germany in 1945 knew the horrible truth. ‘Carla saved me,’ she said, skipping the contentious details. ‘Later, she and Werner

  legally adopted me.’




  Scholz was writing everything down. There could not be much in that file, Rebecca thought. But there must be something. If he knew little about her family, what was it that had attracted his

  interest?




  ‘You are an English teacher,’ he said.




  ‘No, I’m not. I teach Russian.’




  ‘You are lying again.’




  ‘I’m not lying, and I have not lied previously,’ she said crisply. She was surprised to find herself speaking to him in this challenging way. She was no longer as frightened as

  she had been. Perhaps this was foolhardy. He may be young and inexperienced, she told herself, but he still has the power to ruin my life. ‘My degree is in Russian language and

  literature,’ she went on, and she tried a friendly smile. ‘I’m head of the department of Russian at my school. But half our teachers have gone to the West, and we have to

  improvise. So, in the past week, I have given two English lessons.’




  ‘So, I was right! And in your lessons you poison the children’s minds with American propaganda.’




  ‘Oh, hell,’ she groaned. ‘Is this about the advice to American soldiers?’




  He read from a sheet of notes. ‘It says here: “Bear in mind that there is no freedom of speech in East Germany.” Is that not American propaganda?’




  ‘I explained to the pupils that Americans have a naive pre-Marxist concept of freedom,’ she said. ‘I suppose your informant failed to mention that.’ She wondered who the

  snitch was. It must be a pupil, or perhaps a parent who had been told about the lesson. The Stasi had more spies than the Nazis.




  ‘It also says: “When in East Berlin, do not ask police officers for directions. Unlike American policemen, they are not there to help you.” What do you say to that?’




  ‘Isn’t it true?’ Rebecca said. ‘When you were a teenager, did you ever ask a Vopo to tell you the way to a U-Bahn station?’ The Vopos were the

  Volkspolizei, the East German police.




  ‘Couldn’t you find something more appropriate for teaching children?’




  ‘Why don’t you come to our school and give an English lesson?’




  ‘I don’t speak English!’




  ‘Nor do I!’ Rebecca shouted. She immediately regretted raising her voice. But Scholz was not angry. In fact, he seemed a little cowed. He was definitely inexperienced. But she should

  not get careless. ‘Nor do I,’ she said more quietly. ‘So I’m making it up as I go along, and using whatever English-language materials come to hand.’ It was time for

  some phoney humility, she thought. ‘I’ve obviously made a mistake, and I’m very sorry, Sergeant.’




  ‘You seem like an intelligent woman,’ he said.




  She narrowed her eyes. Was this a trap? ‘Thank you for the compliment,’ she said neutrally.




  ‘We need intelligent people, especially women.’




  Rebecca was mystified. ‘What for?’




  ‘To keep their eyes open, see what’s happening, let us know when things are going wrong.’




  Rebecca was flabbergasted. After a moment she said incredulously: ‘Are you asking me to be a Stasi informant?’




  ‘It’s important, public-spirited work,’ he said. ‘And vital in schools, where young people’s attitudes are formed.’




  ‘I see that.’ What Rebecca saw was that this young secret policeman had blundered. He had checked her out at her place of work, but he knew nothing about her notorious family. If

  Scholz had looked into Rebecca’s background he would never have approached her.




  She could imagine how it had happened. ‘Hoffmann’ was one of the commonest surnames, and ‘Rebecca’ was not unusual. A raw beginner could easily make the mistake of

  investigating the wrong Rebecca Hoffmann.




  He went on: ‘But the people who do this work must be completely honest and trustworthy.’




  That was so paradoxical that she almost laughed. ‘Honest and trustworthy?’ she repeated. ‘To spy on your friends?’




  ‘Absolutely.’ He seemed unaware of the irony. ‘And there are advantages.’ He lowered his voice. ‘You would become one of us.’




  ‘I don’t know what to say.’




  ‘You don’t have to decide now. Go home and think about it. But don’t discuss it with anyone. It must be secret, obviously.’




  ‘Obviously.’ She was beginning to feel relieved. Scholz would soon find out that she was unsuitable for his purpose, and he would withdraw his proposal. But at that point he could

  hardly go back to pretending that she was a propagandist for capitalist imperialism. Perhaps she might come out of this unscathed.




  Scholz stood up, and Rebecca followed suit. Was it possible that her visit to Stasi headquarters could end so well? It seemed too good to be true.




  He held the door for her politely then escorted her along the yellow corridor. A group of five or six Stasi men stood near the elevator doors, talking animatedly. One was startlingly familiar: a

  tall, broad-shouldered man with a slight stoop, wearing a light-grey flannel suit that Rebecca knew well. She stared at him uncomprehendingly as she walked up to the elevator.




  It was her husband, Hans.




  Why was he here? Her first frightened thought was that he, too, was under interrogation. But a moment later she realized, from the way they were all standing, that he was not being treated as a

  suspect.




  What, then? Her heart pounded with fear, but what was she afraid of?




  Perhaps his job at the Ministry of Justice brought him here from time to time, she thought. Then she heard one of the other men say to him: ‘But, with all due respect, Lieutenant . .

  .’ She did not hear the rest of the sentence. Lieutenant? Civil servants did not hold military ranks – unless they were in the police . . .




  Then Hans saw Rebecca.




  She watched the emotions cross his face: men were easy to read. At first he had the baffled frown of one who sees a familiar sight in an alien context, such as a turnip in a library. Then his

  eyes widened in shock as he accepted the reality of what he was seeing, and his mouth opened a fraction. But it was the next expression that struck her hardest: his cheeks darkened with shame and

  his eyes shifted away from her in an unmistakable look of guilt.




  Rebecca was silent for a long moment, trying to take this in. Still not understanding what she was seeing, she said: ‘Good afternoon, Lieutenant Hoffmann.’




  Scholz looked puzzled and scared. ‘Do you know the lieutenant?’




  ‘Quite well,’ she said, struggling to keep her composure as a dreadful suspicion began to dawn on her. ‘I’m beginning to wonder whether he has had me under surveillance

  for some time.’ But it was not possible – was it?




  ‘Really?’ said Scholz, stupidly.




  Rebecca stared hard at Hans, watching for his reaction to her surmise, hoping he would laugh it off and immediately come out with the true, innocent explanation. His mouth was open, as if he

  were about to speak, but she could see that he was not intending to tell the truth: instead, she thought, he had the look of a man desperately trying to think of a story and failing to come up with

  something that would meet all the facts.




  Scholz was on the brink of tears. ‘I didn’t know!’




  Still watching Hans, Rebecca said: ‘I am Hans’s wife.’




  Hans’s face changed again, and as guilt turned to anger his face became a mask of fury. He spoke at last, but not to Rebecca. ‘Shut your mouth, Scholz,’ he said.




  Then she knew, and her world crashed around her.




  Scholz was too astonished to heed Hans’s warning. He said to Rebecca: ‘You’re that Frau Hoffmann?’




  Hans moved with the speed of rage. He lashed out with a meaty right fist and punched Scholz in the face. The young man staggered back, lips bleeding. ‘You fucking fool,’ Hans said.

  ‘You’ve just undone two years of painstaking undercover work.’




  Rebecca muttered to herself: ‘The funny phone calls, the sudden meetings, the ripped-up notes . . .’ Hans did not have a lover.




  It was worse than that.




  She was in a daze, but she knew this was the moment to find out the truth, while everyone was off-balance, before they began to tell lies and concoct cover stories. With an effort she stayed

  focussed. She said coolly: ‘Did you marry me just to spy on me, Hans?’




  He stared at her without answering.




  Scholz turned and staggered away along the corridor. Hans turned to the other men and said: ‘Go after him.’ The elevator came and Rebecca stepped in just as Hans called out:

  ‘Arrest the fool and throw him in a cell.’ He turned to speak to Rebecca, but the elevator doors closed and she pressed the button for the ground floor.




  She could hardly see through her tears as she crossed the atrium. No one spoke to her: doubtless it was commonplace to see people weeping here. She found her way across the rainswept car park to

  the bus stop.




  Her marriage was a sham. She could hardly take it in. She had slept with Hans, loved him, and married him, and all the time he had been deceiving her. Infidelity might be considered a temporary

  lapse, but Hans had been false to her from the start. He must have begun dating her in order to spy on her.




  No doubt he had never intended actually to marry her. Originally, he had probably intended no more than a flirtation as a way of getting inside the house. The deception had worked too well. It

  must have come as a shock to him when she proposed marriage. Maybe he had been forced to make a decision: refuse her, and abandon the surveillance, or marry her and continue it. His bosses might

  even have ordered him to accept her. How could she have been so completely deceived?




  A bus pulled up and she jumped on. She walked with lowered gaze to a seat near the back and covered her face with her hands.




  She thought about their courtship. When she had raised the issues that had got in the way of her previous relationships – her feminism, her anti-Communism, her closeness to Carla –

  he had given all the right answers. She had believed that he and she were like-minded, almost miraculously so. It had never occurred to her that he was putting on an act.




  The bus crawled through the landscape of old rubble and new concrete towards the central district of Mitte. Rebecca tried to think about her future but she could not. All she could do was run

  over the past in her mind. She remembered their wedding day, the honeymoon, and their year of marriage, seeing it all now as a play in which Hans had been performing. He had stolen two years from

  her, and it made her so angry that she stopped crying.




  She recalled the evening when she had proposed. They had been strolling in the People’s Park at Friedrichshain, and they had stopped in front of the old Fairytale Fountain to look at the

  carved stone turtles. She had worn a navy-blue dress, her best colour. Hans had a new tweed jacket: he managed to find good clothes even though East Germany was a fashion desert. With his arm

  around her, Rebecca had felt safe, protected, cherished. She wanted one man, for ever, and he was the man. ‘Let’s get married, Hans,’ she had said with a smile, and he had kissed

  her and replied: ‘What a wonderful idea.’




  I was a fool, she thought furiously; a stupid fool.




  One thing was explained. Hans had not wanted to have children yet. He had said he wanted to get another promotion and a home of their own first. He had not mentioned this before the wedding, and

  Rebecca had been surprised, given their ages: she was twenty-nine and he thirty-four. Now she knew the real reason.




  By the time she got off the bus she was in a rage. She walked quickly through the wind and rain to the tall old town house where she lived. From the hall she could see, through the open door of

  the front room, her mother deep in conversation with Heinrich von Kessel, who had been a Social Democrat city councillor with her after the war. Rebecca walked quickly past without speaking. Her

  twelve-year-old sister, Lili, was doing homework at the kitchen table. She could hear the grand piano in the drawing room: her brother, Walli, was playing a blues. Rebecca went upstairs to the two

  rooms she and Hans shared.




  The first thing she saw when she walked into the room was Hans’s model. He had been working on this throughout their year of marriage. He was making a scale model of the Brandenburg Gate

  out of matchsticks and glue. Everyone he knew had to save their spent matches. The model was almost done, and stood on the small table in the middle of the room. He had made the central arch and

  its wings, and was working on the quadriga, the four-horse chariot on the top, which was much more difficult.




  He must have been bored, Rebecca thought bitterly. No doubt the project was a way of passing the evenings he was obliged to spend with a woman he did not love. Their marriage was like the model,

  a flimsy copy of the real thing.




  She went to the window and stared out at the rain. After a minute, a tan Trabant 500 pulled up at the kerb, and Hans got out.




  How dare he come here now?




  Rebecca flung open the window, heedless of the rain blowing in, and yelled: ‘Go away!’




  He stopped on the wet sidewalk and looked up.




  Rebecca’s eye lit on a pair of his shoes on the floor beside her. They had been hand-made by an old shoemaker Hans had found. She picked one up and threw it at him. It was a good shot and,

  although he dodged, it hit the top of his head.




  ‘You mad cow!’ he yelled.




  Walli and Lili came into the room. They stood in the doorway, staring at their grown-up sister as if she had become a different person, which she probably had.




  ‘You got married on the orders of the Stasi!’ Rebecca shouted out of the window. ‘Which of us is mad?’ She threw the other shoe and missed.




  Lili said in awestruck tones: ‘What are you doing?’




  Walli grinned and said: ‘This is crazy, man.’




  Outside, two passers-by stopped to watch, and a neighbour appeared on a doorstep, gazing in fascination. Hans glared at them. He was proud, and it was agony for him to be made a fool of in

  public.




  Rebecca looked around for something else to throw at him, and her gaze fell on the matchstick model of the Brandenburg Gate.




  It stood on a plywood board. She picked it up. It was heavy, but she could manage.




  Walli said: ‘Oh, wow.’




  Rebecca carried the model to the window.




  Hans shouted: ‘Don’t you dare! That belongs to me!’




  She rested the plywood base on the windowsill. ‘You ruined my life, you Stasi bully!’ she shouted.




  One of the women bystanders laughed, a scornful, jeering cackle that rang out over the sound of the rain. Hans flushed with rage and looked around, trying to identify its source, but he could

  not. To be laughed at was the worst form of torture for him.




  He roared: ‘Put that model back, you bitch! I worked on it for a year!’




  ‘That’s how long I worked on our marriage,’ Rebecca replied, and she lifted the model.




  Hans yelled: ‘I’m ordering you!’




  Rebecca heaved the model through the window and let it go.




  It turned over in mid-air, so that the board was uppermost and the quadriga below. It seemed to take a long time to drop, and Rebecca felt suspended in a moment of time. Then it hit the paved

  front yard with a sound like paper being crumpled. The model exploded and the matchsticks scattered outwards in a spray, then came down on the wet stones and stuck, forming a sunburst of

  destruction. The board lay flat, everything on it crushed to nothing.




  Hans stared at it for a long moment, his mouth open in shock.




  He recovered himself and pointed a finger up at Rebecca. ‘You listen to me,’ he said, and his voice was so cold that suddenly she felt afraid. ‘You’ll regret this, I tell

  you,’ he said. ‘You and your family. You’ll regret it for the rest of your lives. And that’s a promise.’




  Then he got back into his car and drove away.














  2




  For breakfast, George Jakes’s mother made him blueberry pancakes and bacon with grits on the side. ‘If I eat all this I’ll have to wrestle heavyweight,’

  he said. George weighed a hundred and seventy pounds and had been the welterweight star of the Harvard wrestling team.




  ‘Eat hearty, and give up that wrestling,’ she said. ‘I didn’t raise you to be a dumb jock.’ She sat opposite him at the kitchen table and poured cornflakes into a

  dish.




  George was not dumb, and she knew it. He was about to graduate from Harvard Law School. He had finished his final exams, and was as sure as he could be that he had passed. Now he was here at his

  mother’s modest suburban home in Prince George’s County, Maryland, outside Washington, DC. ‘I want to stay fit,’ he said. ‘Maybe I’ll coach a high-school

  wrestling team.’




  ‘Now that would be worth doing.’




  He looked at her fondly. Jacky Jakes had once been pretty, he knew: he had seen photographs of her as a teenager, when she had aspired to be a movie star. She still looked young: she had the

  kind of dark-chocolate-coloured skin that did not wrinkle. ‘Good black don’t crack,’ the Negro women said. But the wide mouth that smiled so broadly in those old photos was now

  turned down at the corners in an expression of grim determination. She had never become an actress. Perhaps she had never had a chance: the few roles for Negro women generally went to light-skinned

  beauties. Anyway, her career had ended before it began when, at the age of sixteen, she had become pregnant with George. She had gained that careworn face raising him alone for the first decade of

  his life, working as a waitress and living in a tiny house at the back of Union Station, and drilling him in the need for hard work and education and respectability.




  He said: ‘I love you, Mom, but I’m still going on the Freedom Ride.’




  She pressed her lips together disapprovingly. ‘You’re twenty-five years old,’ she said. ‘You please yourself.’




  ‘No, I don’t. Every important decision I’ve ever made, I’ve discussed with you. I probably always will.’




  ‘You don’t do what I say.’




  ‘Not always. But you’re still the smartest person I’ve ever met, and that includes everyone at Harvard.’




  ‘Now you’re just buttering me up,’ she said, but she was pleased, he could tell.




  ‘Mom, the Supreme Court has ruled that segregation on interstate buses and bus stations is unconstitutional – but those Southerners just defy the law. We have to do

  something!’




  ‘How do you think it’s going to help, this bus ride?’




  ‘We’re going to board here in Washington and travel south. We’ll sit at the front, use the whites-only waiting rooms, and ask to be served in the whites-only diners; and when

  people object we’re going to tell them that the law is on our side, and they are the criminals and troublemakers.’




  ‘Son, I know you’re right. You don’t have to tell me that. I understand the Constitution. But what do you think will happen?’




  ‘I guess we’ll get arrested sooner or later. Then there’ll be a trial, and we’ll argue our case in front of the world.’




  She shook her head. ‘I sure hope you get off that easy.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘You grew up privileged,’ she said. ‘At least, you did after your white father came back into our lives when you were six years old. You don’t know what the world is like

  for most coloured folk.’




  ‘I wish you wouldn’t say that.’ George was stung: he got this accusation from black activists, and it annoyed him. ‘Having a rich white grandfather pay for my education

  doesn’t make me blind. I know what goes on.’




  ‘Then maybe you know that getting arrested might be the least bad thing that could happen to you. What if things get rough?’




  George knew she was right. The Freedom Riders might be risking worse than jail. But he wanted to reassure his mother. ‘I’ve had lessons in passive resistance,’ he said. All

  those chosen for the Freedom Ride were experienced civil rights activists, and they had been put through a special training programme that included role-playing exercises. ‘A white man

  pretending to be a redneck called me nigger, pushed and shoved me, and dragged me out of the room by my heels – and I let him, even though I could have thrown him out the window with one

  arm.’




  ‘Who was he?’




  ‘A civil rights campaigner.’




  ‘Not the real thing.’




  ‘Of course not. He was acting a part.’




  ‘Okay,’ she said, and he knew from her tone that she meant the opposite.




  ‘It’s going to be all right, Mom.’




  ‘I’m not saying any more. Are you going to eat those pancakes?’




  ‘Look at me,’ George said. ‘Mohair suit, narrow tie, hair close-cropped, and shoes shined so bright I could use the toecaps for a shaving mirror.’ He usually dressed

  smartly anyway, but the Riders had been instructed to look ultra-respectable.




  ‘You look fine, except for that cauliflower ear.’ George’s right ear was deformed from wrestling.




  ‘Who would want to hurt such a nice coloured boy?’




  ‘You have no idea,’ she said with sudden anger. ‘Those Southern whites, they—’ To his dismay, tears came to her eyes. ‘Oh, God, I’m just so afraid

  they’ll kill you.’




  He reached across the table and took her hand. ‘I’ll be careful, Mom, I promise.’




  She dried her eyes on her apron. George ate some bacon, to please her, but he had little appetite. He was more anxious than he pretended. His mother was not exaggerating. Some civil rights

  activists had argued against the Freedom Ride idea on the grounds that it would provoke violence.




  ‘You’re going to be a long time on that bus,’ she said.




  ‘Thirteen days, here to New Orleans. We’re stopping every night for meetings and rallies.’




  ‘What have you got to read?’




  ‘The autobiography of Mahatma Gandhi.’ George felt he ought to know more about Gandhi, whose philosophy had inspired the civil rights movement’s non-violent protest

  tactics.




  She took a book from on top of the refrigerator. ‘You might find this a little more entertaining. It’s a bestseller.’




  They had always shared books. Her father had been a literature professor at a Negro college, and she had been a reader from childhood. When George was a boy he and his mother had read the

  Bobbsey Twins and the Hardy Boys together, even though all the heroes were white. Now they regularly passed each other books they had enjoyed. He looked at the volume in his hand. Its transparent

  plastic cover told him it was borrowed from the local public library. ‘To Kill a Mockingbird,’ he read. ‘This just won a Pulitzer Prize, didn’t it?’




  ‘And it’s set in Alabama, where you’re going.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  A few minutes later he kissed his mother goodbye, left the house with a small suitcase in his hand, and caught a bus to Washington. He got off at the downtown Greyhound station. A small group of

  civil rights activists had gathered in the coffee shop. George knew some of them from the training sessions. They were a mixture of black and white, male and female, old and young. As well as a

  dozen or so Riders, there were some organizers from the Congress of Racial Equality, a couple of journalists from the Negro press, and a few supporters. CORE had decided to split the group in two,

  and half would leave from the Trailways bus station across the street. There were no placards and no television cameras: it was all reassuringly low-key.




  George greeted Joseph Hugo, a fellow law student, a white guy with prominent blue eyes. Together they had organized a boycott of the Woolworth’s lunch counter in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

  Woolworth’s was integrated in most states but segregated in the South, like the bus service. But Joe had a way of disappearing just before a confrontation, and George had him pegged as a

  well-meaning coward. ‘Are you coming with us, Joe?’ he asked, trying to keep the scepticism out of his voice.




  Joe shook his head. ‘I just came by to say good luck.’ He smoked long mentholated cigarettes with white filter tips, and he was twitchily tapping one on the edge of a tin

  ashtray.




  ‘Pity. You’re from the South, aren’t you?’




  ‘Birmingham, Alabama.’




  ‘They’re going to call us outside agitators. It would have been useful to have a Southerner on the bus to prove them wrong.’




  ‘I can’t, I have stuff to do.’




  George did not press Joe. He was scared enough himself. If he started to discuss the dangers he might talk himself out of going. He looked around the group. He was pleased to see John Lewis, a

  quietly impressive theology student who was a founding member of the Student Nonviolent Co-ordinating Committee, the most radical of the civil rights groups.




  Their leader called for attention and began a short statement to the press. While he was speaking George saw, slipping into the coffee shop, a tall white man of forty in a crumpled linen suit.

  He was handsome though heavy, his face showing the flush of a drinker. He looked like a bus passenger, and no one paid him any attention. He sat next to George and, putting one arm around his

  shoulders, gave him a brief hug.




  This was Senator Greg Peshkov, George’s father.




  Their relationship was an open secret, known to Washington insiders but never publicly acknowledged. Greg was not the only politician to have such a secret. Senator Strom Thurmond had paid for

  the college education of a daughter of his family’s maid: the girl was rumoured to be his child – which did not stop Thurmond being a rabid segregationist. When Greg had appeared, a

  total stranger to his six-year-old son, he had asked George to call him Uncle Greg, and they had never found a better euphemism.




  Greg was selfish and unreliable but, in his own way, he cared for George. As a teenager George had gone through a long phase of anger with his father, but then he had come to accept him for what

  he was, figuring that half a father was better than none.




  ‘George,’ Greg said now in a low voice, ‘I’m worried.’




  ‘You and Mom too.’




  ‘What did she say?’




  ‘She thinks those Southern racists are going to kill us all.’




  ‘I don’t think that’ll happen, but you could lose your job.’




  ‘Has Mr Renshaw said something?’




  ‘Heck, no, he doesn’t know anything about this, yet. But he’ll find out soon enough if you get arrested.’




  Renshaw, who was from Buffalo, was a childhood friend of Greg’s, and senior partner in a prestigious Washington law firm, Fawcett Renshaw. Last summer Greg had got George a vacation job as

  a law clerk at the firm and, as they both had hoped, the temporary post had led to the offer of a full-time job after graduation. It was a coup: George would be the first Negro to work there as

  anything other than a cleaner.




  George said with a touch of irritation: ‘The Freedom Riders are not law breakers. We’re trying to get the law enforced. The segregationists are the criminals. I would have expected a

  lawyer such as Renshaw to understand that.’




  ‘He understands it. But, all the same, he can’t hire a man who has been in trouble with the police. Believe me, it would be the same if you were white.’




  ‘But we’re on the side of the law!’




  ‘Life is unfair. Student days are over – welcome to the real world.’




  The leader called out: ‘Everybody, get your tickets and check your bags, please.’




  George stood up.




  Greg said: ‘I can’t talk you out of this, can I?’




  He looked so forlorn that George longed to be able to give in, but he could not. ‘No, I’ve made up my mind,’ he said.




  ‘Then please just try to be careful.’




  George was touched. ‘I’m lucky to have people who worry about me,’ he said. ‘I know that.’




  Greg squeezed his arm and left quietly.




  George stood in line with the others at the window and bought a ticket to New Orleans. He walked to the blue-and-grey bus and handed over his bag to be loaded in the luggage compartment. Painted

  on the side of the bus were a large greyhound and the slogan: IT’S SUCH A COMFORT TO TAKE THE BUS . . . AND LEAVE THE DRIVING TO US. George got

  on board.




  An organizer directed him to a seat near the front. Others were told to sit in interracial pairs. The driver paid no attention to the Riders, and the regular passengers seemed no more than

  mildly curious. George opened the book his mother had given him and read the first line.




  A moment later the organizer directed one of the women to sit next to George. He nodded to her, pleased. He had met her a couple of times before and liked her. Her name was Maria Summers. She

  was demurely dressed in a pale-grey cotton frock with a high neckline and a full skirt. She had skin the deep, dark colour of George’s mother’s, a cute flat nose, and lips that made him

  think about kissing. He knew she was at Chicago Law School, and like him was about to graduate, so they were probably the same age. He guessed she was not only smart but also determined: she would

  have to be, to get into Chicago Law with two strikes against her, being both female and black.




  He closed his book as the driver started the engine and pulled away. Maria looked down and said: ‘To Kill a Mockingbird. I was in Montgomery, Alabama, last summer.’




  Montgomery was the state capital. ‘What were you doing there?’ George said.




  ‘My father’s a lawyer, and he had a client who sued the state. I was working for Daddy during the vacation.’




  ‘Did you win?’




  ‘No. But don’t let me keep you from reading.’




  ‘Are you kidding? I can read any time. How often does a guy on a bus have a girl as pretty as you sit down next to him?’




  ‘Oh, my,’ she said. ‘Someone warned me you were a smooth talker.’




  ‘I’ll tell you my secret, if you want.’




  ‘Okay, what is it?’




  ‘I’m sincere.’




  She laughed.




  He said: ‘But please don’t spread that around. It would spoil my reputation.’




  The bus crossed the Potomac and headed into Virginia on Route 1. ‘You’re in the South, now, George,’ said Maria. ‘Are you scared yet?’




  ‘You bet I am.’




  ‘Me, too.’




  The highway was a straight, narrow slash across miles of spring-green forest. They passed through small towns where the men had so little to do that they stopped to watch the bus go by. George

  did not look out of the window much. He learned that Maria had been brought up in a strict churchgoing family, her grandfather a preacher. George said he went to church mainly to please his mother,

  and Maria confessed that she was the same. They talked all the way to Fredericksburg, fifty miles along the route.




  The Riders went quiet as the bus entered the small historic town where white supremacy still reigned. The Greyhound terminal was between two red-brick churches with white doors, but Christianity

  was not necessarily a good indication in the South. As the bus came to a halt, George saw the restrooms, and was surprised that there were no signs over the doors saying WHITES

  ONLY and COLORED ONLY.




  The passengers got off the bus and stood blinking in the sunshine. Looking more closely, George saw light-coloured patches over the toilet doors, and deduced that the segregation signs had been

  removed recently.




  The Riders put their plan into operation anyway. First, a white organizer went into the scruffy restroom at the back, clearly intended for Negroes. He came out unharmed, but that was the easier

  part. George had already volunteered to be the black person who defied the rules. ‘Here goes,’ he said to Maria, and he walked into the clean, freshly painted restroom that had

  undoubtedly just had its WHITES ONLY sign removed.




  There was a young white man inside, combing his pompadour. He glanced at George in the mirror, but said nothing. George was too scared to pee, but he could not just walk out again, so he washed

  his hands. The young man left and an older man came in and entered a cubicle. George dried his hands on the roller towel. Then there was nothing else to do, so he went out.




  The others were waiting. He shrugged and said: ‘Nothing. Nobody tried to stop me, no one said anything.’




  Maria said: ‘I asked for a Coke at the counter and the waitress sold me one. I think someone here has decided to avoid trouble.’




  ‘Is this how it’s going to be, all the way to New Orleans?’ said George. ‘Will they just act as if nothing has happened? Then, when we’ve gone, impose segregation

  again? That would kind of cut the ground from under our feet!’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ said Maria. ‘I’ve met the people who run Alabama. Believe me, they’re not that smart.’














  3




  Walli Franck was playing the piano in the upstairs drawing room. The instrument was a full-size Steinway grand, and Walli’s father kept it tuned for Grandma Maud to play.

  Walli was remembering the riff to Elvis Presley’s record ‘A Mess of Blues’. It was in the key of C, which made it easier.




  His grandmother sat reading the obituaries in the Berliner Zeitung. She was seventy, a slim, straight figure in a dark-blue cashmere dress. ‘You can play that sort of thing

  well,’ she said without looking up from the paper. ‘You’ve got my ear, as well as my green eyes. Your grandfather Walter, after whom you were named, never could play ragtime, rest

  his soul. I tried to teach him, but it was hopeless.’




  ‘You played ragtime?’ Walli was surprised. ‘I’ve never heard you do anything but classical music.’




  ‘Ragtime saved us from starving when your mother was a baby. After the First World War I played in a club called Nachtleben right here in Berlin. I was paid billions of marks a night,

  which was barely enough to buy bread; but sometimes I’d get tips in foreign currency, and we could live well for a week on two dollars.’




  ‘Wow.’ Walli could not imagine his silver-haired grandmother playing the piano for tips in a nightclub.




  Walli’s sister came into the room. Lili was almost three years younger, and these days he was not sure how to treat her. For as long as he could remember, she had been a pain in the neck,

  like a younger boy but sillier. However, lately she had become more sensible and, to complicate matters, some of her friends had breasts.




  He turned from the piano and picked up his guitar. He had bought it a year ago in a pawnshop in West Berlin. It had probably been pledged by an American soldier against a loan that was never

  repaid. The brand name was Martin and, although it had been cheap, it seemed to Walli a very good instrument. He guessed that neither the pawnbroker nor the soldier had realized its worth.




  ‘Listen to this,’ he said to Lili, and he began to sing a Bahamian tune called ‘All My Trials’ with lyrics in English. He had heard it on Western radio stations: it was

  popular with American folk groups. The minor chords made it a melancholy song, and he was pleased with the plaintive finger-picking accompaniment he had devised.




  When he had finished, Grandma Maud looked over the top of the newspaper and said in English: ‘Your accent is perfectly dreadful, Walli, dear.’




  ‘Sorry.’




  She reverted to German. ‘But you sing nicely.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Walli turned to Lili. ‘What do you think of the song?’




  ‘It’s a bit dreary,’ she said. ‘Maybe I’ll like it more when I’ve heard it a few times.’




  ‘That’s no good,’ he said. ‘I want to play it tonight at the Minnesänger.’ This was a folk club just off the Kurfürstendamm in West Berlin. The name meant

  a troubadour.




  Lili was impressed. ‘Are you playing at the Minnesänger?’




  ‘It’s a special night. They’re having a contest. Anybody can play. The winner gets a chance of a regular gig.’




  ‘I didn’t know clubs did that.’




  ‘They don’t usually. This is a one-off.’




  Grandma Maud said: ‘Don’t you have to be older to go to such a place?’




  ‘Yes, but I’ve got in before.’




  Lili said: ‘Walli looks older than he is.’




  ‘Hmm.’




  Lili said to Walli: ‘You’ve never sung in public. Are you nervous?’




  ‘You bet.’




  ‘You should play something more cheerful.’




  ‘I guess you’re right.’




  ‘How about “This Land is Your Land”? I love that one.’




  Walli played it, and Lili sang along.




  While they were singing, their older sister, Rebecca, came in. Walli adored Rebecca. After the war, when their parents had been desperately working all hours to feed the family, Rebecca had

  often been left in charge of Walli and Lili. She was like a second mother, but not so strict.




  And she had such guts! He had watched with awe as she threw her husband’s matchstick model out of the window. Walli had never liked Hans, and was secretly glad to see him go.




  All the neighbours were talking about how Rebecca had unknowingly married a Stasi officer. It had given Walli status in school: no one had previously imagined there was anything special about

  the Francks. Girls especially were fascinated by the thought that everything said and done in his house had been reported to the police for almost a year.




  Even though Rebecca was his sister, Walli could see that she was gorgeous. She had a fabulous figure and a lovely face that showed both kindness and strength. But now he noticed that she looked

  as if someone had died. He stopped playing and said: ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘I’ve been fired,’ she said.




  Grandma Maud put down the newspaper.




  ‘That’s crazy!’ Walli said. ‘The boys in your school say you’re their best teacher!’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘Why did they sack you?’




  ‘I think it was Hans’s revenge.’




  Walli recalled Hans’s reaction when he had seen his model smashed, thousands of little matchsticks scattered across the wet pavement. ‘You’ll regret this,’ Hans had

  yelled, looking up through the rain. Walli had regarded that as bluster, but a moment’s thought would have told him that an agent of the secret police had the power to carry out such a

  threat. ‘You and your family,’ Hans had screamed, and Walli was included in the curse. He shivered.




  Grandma Maud said: ‘Aren’t they desperate for teachers?’




  ‘Bernd Held is frantic,’ Rebecca said. ‘But he was given orders from above.’




  Lili said: ‘What will you do?’




  ‘Get another job. It shouldn’t be difficult. Bernd has given me a glowing reference. And every school in East Germany is short of teachers, because so many have moved to the

  West.’




  ‘You should move West,’ said Lili.




  ‘We should all move West,’ said Walli.




  ‘Mother won’t, you know that,’ said Rebecca. ‘She says we must solve our problems, not run away from them.’




  Walli’s father came in, dressed in a dark-blue suit with a waistcoat, old-fashioned but elegant. Grandma Maud said: ‘Good evening, Werner, dear. Rebecca needs a drink. She’s

  been fired.’ Grandma often suggested that someone needed a drink. Then she would have one, too.




  ‘I know about Rebecca,’ Father said shortly. ‘I’ve talked to her.’




  He was in a bad mood: he had to be, to speak ungraciously to his mother-in-law, whom he loved and admired. Walli wondered what had happened to upset the old man.




  He soon found out.




  ‘Come into my study, Walli,’ said Father. ‘I want a word.’ He went through the double doors into the smaller drawing room, which he used as his home office. Walli

  followed him. Father sat behind the desk. Walli knew he was to remain standing. ‘We had a conversation a month ago about smoking,’ Father said.




  Walli immediately felt guilty. He had started smoking to look older, but he had grown to like it, and now it was a habit.




  ‘You promised to give it up,’ his father said.




  In Walli’s opinion it was none of his father’s business whether he smoked or not.




  ‘Did you give it up?’




  ‘Yes,’ Walli lied.




  ‘Don’t you know that it smells?’




  ‘I suppose I do.’




  ‘I could smell it on you as soon as I walked into the drawing room.’




  Now Walli felt a fool. He had been caught out in a childish lie. This did not make him feel any more friendly towards his father.




  ‘So I know you haven’t given it up.’




  ‘Why did you ask me the question, then?’ Walli hated the petulant note he heard in his own voice.




  ‘I was hoping you’d tell the truth.’




  ‘You were hoping to catch me out.’




  ‘Believe that if you wish. I suppose you’ve got a packet in your pocket now.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Put it on my desk.’




  Walli took the pack from his trouser pocket and angrily threw it on to the desk. His father picked up the pack and casually tossed it into a drawer. They were Lucky Strikes, not the inferior

  East German brand called f6, and it was almost a full packet, too.




  ‘You’ll stay in every evening for a month,’ his father said. ‘At least you won’t be visiting bars where people play the banjo and smoke all the time.’




  Panic made Walli’s stomach cramp. He struggled to remain calm and reasonable. ‘It’s not a banjo, it’s a guitar. And I can’t possibly stay in for a month.’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’ll do as I say.’




  ‘All right,’ Walli said desperately. ‘But not starting tonight.’




  ‘Starting now.’




  ‘But I have to go to the Minnesänger club tonight.’




  ‘That’s just the kind of place I want you to keep away from.’




  The old man was impossible! ‘I’ll stay in every night for a month from tomorrow, okay?’




  ‘Your quarantine will not be adjusted to suit your plans. That would defeat the purpose. It is intended to inconvenience you.’




  In this mood Father could not be shaken from his resolution, but Walli was mad with frustration, and he tried anyway. ‘You don’t understand! Tonight I’m entering a contest at

  the Minnesänger – it’s a unique opportunity.’




  ‘I’m not postponing your punishment to permit you to play the banjo!’




  ‘It’s a guitar, you stupid old fool! A guitar!’ Walli stormed out.




  The three women in the next room had obviously heard everything, and they stared at him. Rebecca said: ‘Oh, Walli . . .’




  He picked up his guitar and left the room.




  Until he got downstairs he had no plan, just rage; but when he saw the front door he knew what to do. With his guitar in his hand he walked out of the house and slammed the door so hard the

  house shook.




  An upstairs window was thrown up and he heard his father shout: ‘Come back, do you hear me? Come back this minute, or you’ll be in even worse trouble.’




  Walli walked on.




  At first he was just angry, but after a while he felt exhilarated. He had defied his father and even called him a stupid old fool! He headed west, walking with a jaunty step. But soon his

  euphoria faded and he began to wonder what the consequences would be. His father did not take disobedience lightly. He commanded his children and his employees, and he expected them to comply. But

  what would he do? For two or three years now Walli had been too big to be spanked. Today Father had tried to keep him in the house as if it were a jail, but that had failed. Sometimes Father

  threatened to take him out of school and make him work in the business, but Walli considered that an empty threat: his father would not be comfortable with a resentful adolescent roaming around his

  precious factory. All the same, Walli had a feeling that the old man would think of something.




  The street he was on passed from East Berlin to West Berlin at a crossroads. Lounging on the corner, smoking, were three Vopos, East German cops. They had the right to challenge anyone crossing

  the invisible border. They could not possibly speak to everyone, because so many thousands of people went over every day, including many Grenzgänger, East Berliners who worked in the

  West for higher wages paid in valuable Deutschmarks. Walli’s father was a Grenzgänger, though he worked for profits, not wages. Walli himself crossed over at least once a week,

  usually to go with his friends to West Berlin cinemas, which showed sexy, violent American films that were more exciting than the preachy fables in Communist movie houses.




  In practice, the Vopos stopped anyone who caught their eye. Entire families crossing together, parents and children, were almost certain to be challenged on suspicion of trying to leave the East

  permanently, especially if they had luggage. The other types the Vopos liked to harass were adolescents, particularly those wearing Western fashions. Many East Berlin boys belonged to

  anti-establishment gangs: the Texas Gang, the Jeans Gang, the Elvis Presley Appreciation Society, and others. They hated the police and the police hated them.




  Walli was wearing plain black pants, a white T-shirt, and a tan windbreaker. He looked cool, he thought, a little like James Dean, but not a gang member. However, the guitar might get him

  noticed. It was the ultimate symbol of what they called ‘American unculture’ – even worse than a Superman comic.




  He crossed the road, careful not to look at the Vopos. Out of the corner of his eye he thought he saw one staring at him. But nothing was said, and he passed without stopping into the Free

  World.




  He caught a tram along the south side of the park to the Ku’damm. The best thing about West Berlin, he thought, was that all the girls wore stockings.




  He made his way to the Minnesänger club, a cellar in a side street off the Ku’damm where they sold weak beer and frankfurter sausages. He was early, but the place was already filling

  up. Walli spoke to the club’s young owner, Danni Hausmann, and put his name down on the list of competitors. He bought a beer without being questioned about his age. There were lots of boys

  like himself carrying guitars, almost as many girls, and a few older people.




  An hour later the contest began. Each act performed two songs. Some of the competitors were hopeless beginners strumming simple chords but, to Walli’s consternation, several guitarists

  were more accomplished than he. Most looked like the American artists whose material they copied. Three men dressed like the Kingston Trio sang ‘Tom Dooley’, and a girl with long black

  hair and a guitar sang ‘The House of the Rising Sun’ just like Joan Baez, and got loud applause and cheers.




  An older couple in corduroys got up and sang a song about farming called ‘Im Märzen der Bauer’ to the accompaniment of a piano-accordion. It was folk music, but not the

  kind this audience wanted. They got an ironic cheer, but they were out of date.




  While Walli was waiting his turn, getting impatient, he was approached by a pretty girl. This happened to him a lot. He thought he had a peculiar face, with high cheekbones and almond eyes, as

  if he might be half Japanese; but many girls thought he was dishy. The girl introduced herself as Karolin. She looked a year or two older than Walli. She had long, straight fair hair parted in the

  middle, framing an oval face. At first he thought she was like all the other folkie girls, but she had a big wide smile that made his heart misfire. She said: ‘I was going to enter this

  contest with my brother playing guitar, but he’s let me down – I don’t suppose you’d care to team up with me?’




  Walli’s first impulse was to refuse. He had a repertoire of songs and none were duets. But Karolin was enchanting, and he wanted a reason to continue to talk to her. ‘We’d have

  to rehearse,’ he said doubtfully.




  ‘We could step outside. What songs were you thinking of?’




  ‘I was going to do “All My Trials” then “This Land is Your Land”.’




  ‘How about “Noch Einen Tanz”?’




  It was not part of Walli’s repertoire, but he knew the tune and it was easy to play. ‘I never thought of doing a comic song,’ he said.




  ‘The audience would love it. You could sing the man’s part, where he tells her to go home to her sick husband, then I’d sing “Just one more dance”, and we could do

  the last line together.’




  ‘Let’s try it.’




  They went outside. It was early summer, and still light. They sat on a doorstep and tried out the song. They sounded good together, and Walli improvised a harmony on the last line.




  Karolin had a pure contralto voice that he thought could sound thrilling, and he suggested that their second number could be a sad song, for contrast. She rejected ‘All My Trials’ as

  too depressing, but she liked ‘Nobody’s Fault But Mine’, a slow spiritual. When they ran through it, the hairs stood up on the back of Walli’s neck.




  An American soldier entering the club smiled at them and said in English: ‘My God, it’s the Bobbsey Twins.’




  Karolin laughed and said to Walli: ‘I guess we do look alike – fair hair and green eyes. Who are the Bobbsey Twins?’




  Walli had not noticed the colour of her eyes, and he was flattered that she was aware of his. ‘I’ve never heard of them,’ he said.




  ‘All the same, it sounds like a good name for a duo. Like the Everly Brothers.’




  ‘Do we need a name?’




  ‘We do if we win.’




  ‘Okay. Let’s go back in. It must be almost our turn.’




  ‘One more thing,’ she said. ‘When we do “Noch Einen Tanz”, we should look at one another now and again, and smile.’




  ‘Okay.’




  ‘Almost as if we’re boyfriend and girlfriend, you know? It will look good on stage.’




  ‘Sure.’ It would not be difficult to smile at Karolin as if she were his girlfriend.




  Back inside, a blonde girl was strumming a guitar and singing ‘Freight Train’. She was not as beautiful as Karolin, but she was pretty in a more obvious way. Next, a virtuoso

  guitarist played a complicated finger-picking blues. Then Danni Hausmann called Walli’s name.




  He felt tense as he faced the audience. Most of the guitarists had fancy leather straps, but Walli had never bothered to get one, and his instrument was held around his neck by a piece of

  string. Now, suddenly, he wished he had a strap.




  Karolin said: ‘Good evening, we’re the Bobbsey Twins.’




  Walli played a chord and began to sing, and found he no longer cared about a strap. The song was a waltz, and he strummed it jauntily. Karolin pretended to be a wanton strumpet, and Walli

  responded by becoming a stiff Prussian lieutenant.




  The audience laughed.




  Something happened to Walli then. There were only a hundred or so people in the place, and the sound they made was no more than an appreciative collective chuckle, but it gave him a feeling that

  he had not experienced before, a feeling a bit like the kick from the first puff of a cigarette.




  They laughed several more times, and at the end of the song they applauded loudly.




  Walli liked that even better.




  ‘They love us!’ Karolin said in an excited whisper.




  Walli began to play ‘Nobody’s Fault But Mine’, plucking the steel strings with his fingernails to sharpen the drama of the plangent sevenths, and the crowd went quiet. Karolin

  changed and became a fallen woman in despair. Walli watched the audience. No one was talking. One woman had tears in her eyes, and he wondered if she had lived through what Karolin was singing

  about.




  Their hushed concentration was even better than the laughter.




  At the end they cheered and called for more.




  The rule was two numbers each, so Walli and Karolin came down off the stage, ignoring the cries for an encore, but Hausmann told them to go back. They had not rehearsed a third song, and they

  looked at one another in panic. Then Walli said: ‘Do you know “This Land is Your Land”?’ and Karolin nodded.




  The audience joined in, which made Karolin sing louder, and Walli was surprised by the power of her voice. He sang a high harmony, and their two voices soared above the sound of the crowd.




  When, finally, they left the stage, he felt exhilarated. Karolin’s eyes were shining. ‘We were really good!’ she said. ‘You’re better than my brother.’




  Walli said: ‘Have you got any cigarettes?’




  They sat through another hour of the contest, smoking. ‘I think we were the best,’ Walli said.




  Karolin was more cautious. ‘They liked the blonde girl who sang “Freight Train”,’ she said.




  At last the result was announced.




  The Bobbsey Twins came second.




  The winner was the Joan Baez lookalike.




  Walli was angry. ‘She could hardly play!’ he said.




  Karolin was more philosophical. ‘People love Joan Baez.’




  The club began to empty, and Walli and Karolin headed for the door. Walli felt dejected. As they were leaving, Danni Hausmann stopped them. He was in his early twenties, and dressed in modern

  casual clothes, a black roll-neck sweater and jeans. ‘Could you two do half an hour next Monday?’ he said.




  Walli was too surprised to reply, but Karolin quickly said: ‘Sure!’




  ‘But the Joan Baez imitator won,’ said Walli, then he thought: Why am I arguing?




  Danni said: ‘You two seem to have the range to keep an audience happy for more than one or two numbers. Have you got enough songs for a set?’




  Once again Walli hesitated, and again Karolin jumped in. ‘We will by Monday,’ she said.




  Walli remembered that his father planned to imprison him in the house for a month of evenings, but he decided not to mention that.




  ‘Thanks,’ said Danni. ‘You get the early slot, eight-thirty. Be here by seven-thirty.’




  They were elated as they walked out into the lamplit street. Walli had no idea what he would do about his father, but he felt optimistic that everything would work out.




  It turned out that Karolin, too, lived in East Berlin. They caught a bus and began to talk about which numbers they would do next week. There were lots of folk songs they both knew.




  They got off the bus and headed into the park. Karolin frowned and said: ‘The guy behind.’




  Walli looked back. There was a man in a cap thirty or forty yards behind them, smoking as he walked. ‘What about him?’




  ‘Wasn’t he in the Minnesänger?’




  The man did not meet Walli’s eye, even though Walli stared at him. ‘I don’t think so,’ said Walli. ‘Do you like the Everly Brothers?’




  ‘Yes!’




  As they walked, Walli started to play ‘All I Have to Do is Dream’, strumming the guitar that hung around his neck on its string. Karolin joined in eagerly. They sang together as they

  crossed the park. He played the Chuck Berry hit ‘Back in the USA’.




  They were belting out the refrain, ‘I’m so glad I’m living in the USA,’ when Karolin halted suddenly and said: ‘Hush!’ Walli realized they had reached the

  border, and saw three Vopos under a street light glaring at them malevolently.




  He shut up immediately, and hoped they had stopped soon enough.




  One of the cops was a sergeant, and he looked past Walli. Walli glanced back and saw the man in the cap give a curt nod. The sergeant took a step towards Walli and Karolin and said:

  ‘Papers.’ The man in the cap spoke into a walkie-talkie.




  Walli frowned. It seemed Karolin had been right, and they had been followed.




  It occurred to him that Hans might be behind this.




  Could he possibly be so petty and vengeful?




  Yes, he could.




  The sergeant looked at Walli’s identity card and said: ‘You’re only fifteen. You shouldn’t be out this late.’




  Walli bit his tongue. There was no point in arguing with them.




  The sergeant looked at Karolin’s card and said: ‘You’re seventeen! What are you doing with this child?’




  This made Walli recall the row with his father, and he said angrily: ‘I’m not a child.’




  The sergeant ignored him. ‘You could go out with me,’ he said to Karolin. ‘I’m a real man.’ The other two Vopos laughed appreciatively.




  Karolin said nothing, but the sergeant persisted. ‘How about it?’ he said.




  ‘You must be out of your mind,’ Karolin said quietly.




  The man was stung. ‘Now that’s just rude,’ he said.




  Walli had noticed this about some men. If a girl gave them the brush-off they became indignant, but any other response was taken as encouragement. What were women supposed to do?




  Karolin said: ‘Give me back my card, please.’




  The sergeant said: ‘Are you a virgin?’




  Karolin blushed.




  Once again the other two cops sniggered.




  ‘They ought to put that on women’s identity cards,’ said the man. ‘Virgin, or not.’




  ‘Knock it off,’ Walli said.




  ‘I’m gentle with virgins.’




  Walli was boiling. ‘That uniform doesn’t give you the right to pester girls!’




  ‘Oh, doesn’t it?’ The sergeant did not give back their identity cards.




  A tan Trabant 500 pulled up and Hans Hoffmann got out. Walli began to feel frightened. How could he be in this much trouble? All he had done was sing in the park.




  Hans approached and said: ‘Show me that thing you have around your neck.’




  Walli summoned up the nerve to say: ‘Why?’




  ‘Because I suspect it is being used to smuggle capitalist-imperialist propaganda into the German Democratic Republic. Give it here.’




  The guitar was so precious that Walli still did not comply, scared as he was. ‘What if I don’t?’ he said. ‘Will I be arrested?’




  The sergeant rubbed the knuckles of his right hand with the palm of his left.




  Hans said: ‘Yes, eventually.’




  Walli ran out of courage. He pulled the string over his head and gave Hans the guitar.




  Hans held the guitar as if to play it, hit the strings, and sang in English: ‘You ain’t nothing but a hound dog.’ The Vopos laughed hysterically.




  Even the cops listened to pop radio, it seemed.




  Hans pushed his hand under the strings and tried to feel inside the sound hole.




  Walli said: ‘Be careful!’




  The top E string broke with a ping.




  ‘It’s a delicate musical instrument!’ Walli said despairingly.




  Hans’s reach was constrained by the strings. He said: ‘Anyone got a knife?’




  The sergeant put his hand inside his jacket and pulled out a knife with a wide blade – not part of his standard issue gear, Walli felt sure.




  Hans tried to cut the strings with the blade, but they were tougher than he thought. He managed to snap the B and the G, but could not saw through the thicker ones.




  ‘There’s nothing inside,’ Walli said pleadingly. ‘You can tell by the weight.’




  Hans looked at him, smiled, then brought the knife down hard, point first, on the soundboard near the bridge.




  The blade went straight through the wood, and Walli cried out in pain.




  Pleased by this response, Hans repeated the action, smashing holes in the guitar. With the surface weakened, the tension in the strings pulled the bridge and the wood surrounding it away from

  the body of the instrument. He prised away the rest of it, revealing the inside like an empty coffin.




  ‘No propaganda,’ he said. ‘Congratulations – you are innocent.’ He handed Walli the wrecked guitar, and Walli took it.




  The sergeant handed back their identity cards with a grin.




  Karolin took Walli’s arm and drew him away. ‘Come on,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Let’s get out of here.’




  Walli let her lead him. He could hardly see where he was going. He could not stop crying.














  4




  George Jakes boarded a Greyhound bus in Atlanta, Georgia, on Sunday, 14 May 1961. It was Mother’s Day.




  He was scared.




  Maria Summers sat next to him. They always sat together. It had become a regular thing: everyone assumed that the empty seat next to George was reserved for Maria.




  To hide his nervousness, he made conversation with Maria. ‘So, what did you think of Martin Luther King?’




  King was head of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, one of the more important civil rights groups. They had met him last night at a dinner in one of Atlanta’s black-owned

  restaurants.




  ‘He’s an amazing man,’ said Maria.




  George was not so sure. ‘He said wonderful things about the Freedom Riders, but he’s not here on the bus with us.’




  ‘Put yourself in his place,’ Maria said reasonably. ‘He’s the leader of a different civil rights group. A general can’t become a foot soldier in someone

  else’s regiment.’




  George had not looked at it that way. Maria was very smart.




  George was half in love with her. He was desperate for an opportunity to be alone with her, but the people in whose homes the Riders stayed were solid, respectable black citizens, many of them

  devout Christians, who would not have allowed their guest rooms to be used for smooching. And Maria, alluring though she was, did nothing more than sit next to George and talk to him and laugh at

  his wisecracks. She never did the little physical things that said a woman wanted to be more than friends: she did not touch his arm, or take his hand getting off the bus, or press close to him in

  a crowd. She did not flirt. She might even be a virgin at twenty-five.




  ‘You talked to King for a long time,’ he said.




  ‘If he wasn’t a preacher, I’d say he was coming on to me,’ she said.




  George was not sure how to respond to that. It would be no surprise to him if a preacher made a pass at a girl as enchanting as Maria. But she was naive about men, he thought. ‘I talked to

  King a bit.’




  ‘What did he say to you?’




  George hesitated. It was King’s words that had scared George. He decided to tell Maria anyway: she had a right to know. ‘He says we’re not going to make it through

  Alabama.’




  Maria blanched. ‘Did he really say that?’




  ‘He said exactly that.’




  Now they were both scared.




  The Greyhound pulled out of the bus station.




  For the first few days George had feared that the Freedom Ride would be too peaceful. Regular bus passengers did not react to the black people sitting in the wrong seats, and sometimes joined in

  their songs. Nothing had happened when the Riders defied WHITES ONLY and COLORED notices in bus stations. Some towns had even painted over the signs.

  George feared the segregationists had devised the perfect strategy. There was no trouble and no publicity, and coloured Riders were served politely in the white restaurants. Every evening, they got

  off the buses and attended meetings unmolested, usually in churches, then stayed overnight with sympathizers. But George felt sure that as they left each town the signs would be restored, and

  segregation would return; and the Freedom Ride would have been a waste of time.




  The irony was striking. For as long as he could remember, George had been wounded and infuriated by the repeated message, sometimes implicit but often spoken aloud, that he was inferior. It made

  no difference that he was smarter than 99 per cent of white Americans. Nor that he was hardworking, polite, and well dressed. He was looked down upon by ugly white people too stupid or too lazy to

  do anything harder than pour drinks or pump gas. He could not walk into a department store, sit down in a restaurant, or apply for a job without wondering whether he would be ignored, asked to

  leave, or rejected because of his colour. It made him burn with resentment. But now, paradoxically, he was disappointed that it was not happening.




  Meanwhile, the White House dithered. On the third day of the Ride, the Attorney General, Robert Kennedy, had made a speech at the University of Georgia promising to enforce civil rights in the

  South. Then, three days later, his brother the President had backtracked, withdrawing support from two civil rights bills.




  Was this how the segregationists would win? George had wondered. By avoiding confrontation then carrying on as usual?




  It was not. Peace had lasted just four days.




  On the fifth day of the Ride one of their number had been jailed for insisting on his right to a shoeshine.




  Violence had broken out on the sixth.




  The victim had been John Lewis, the theology student. He had been attacked by thugs in a white restroom in Rock Hill, South Carolina. Lewis had allowed himself to be punched and kicked without

  retaliation. George had not seen the incident, which was probably a good thing, for he was not sure he could have matched Lewis’s Gandhian self-restraint.




  George had read short reports of the violence in the next day’s papers, but he was disappointed to see the story overshadowed by the rocket flight of Alan Shepard, the first American in

  space. Who cares? George thought sourly. The Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin had been the first man in space, less than a month ago. The Russians beat us to it. A white American can orbit the earth,

  but a black American can’t enter a restroom.




  Then, in Atlanta, the Riders had been cheered by a welcoming crowd as they got off the bus, and George’s spirits had lifted again.




  But that was Georgia, and now they were headed for Alabama.




  ‘Why did King say we’re not going to make it through Alabama?’ Maria asked.




  ‘There’s a rumour the Ku Klux Klan are planning something in Birmingham,’ George said grimly. ‘Apparently the FBI knows all about it but they haven’t done anything

  to stop it.’




  ‘And the local police?’




  ‘The police are in the damn Klan.’




  ‘What about those two?’ With a jerk of her head Maria indicated the seats across the aisle and a row back.




  George looked over his shoulder at two burly white men sitting together. ‘What about them?’




  ‘Don’t you smell cop?’




  He saw what she meant. ‘Do you think they’re FBI?’




  ‘Their clothes are too cheap for the Bureau. My guess is they’re Alabama Highway Patrol, under cover.’




  George was impressed. ‘How did you get to be so smart?’




  ‘My mother made me eat my vegetables. And my father’s a lawyer in Chicago, the gangster capital of the US.’




  ‘So what do you think those two are doing?’




  ‘I’m not sure, but I don’t think they’re here to defend our civil rights, do you?’




  George glanced out of the window and saw a sign that read: ENTERING ALABAMA. He checked his wristwatch. It was 1 p.m. The sun was shining out of a blue sky. It’s a

  beautiful day to die, he thought.




  Maria wanted to work in politics or public service. ‘Protestors can have a big impact, but in the end it’s governments that reshape the world,’ she said. George thought about

  that, wondering whether he agreed. Maria had applied for a job in the White House press office, and had been called for interview, but she had not got the job. ‘They don’t hire many

  black lawyers in Washington,’ she had said ruefully to George. ‘I’ll probably stay in Chicago and join my father’s law firm.’




  Across the aisle from George was a middle-aged white woman in a coat and hat, holding on her lap a large white plastic handbag. George smiled at her and said: ‘Lovely weather for a bus

  ride.’




  ‘I’m going to visit my daughter in Birmingham,’ she said, though he had not asked.




  ‘That’s nice. I’m George Jakes.’




  ‘Cora Jones. Mrs Jones. My daughter’s baby is due in a week.’




  ‘Her first?’




  ‘Third.’




  ‘Well, you seem too young to be a grandmother, if you don’t mind my saying so.’




  She purred a little. ‘I’m forty-nine years old.’




  ‘I would never have guessed that!’




  A Greyhound coming in the opposite direction flashed its lights, and the Riders’ bus slowed to a halt. A white man came to the driver’s window and George heard him say:

  ‘There’s a crowd gathered at the bus station in Anniston.’ The driver said something in reply that George could not hear. ‘Just be careful,’ said the man at the

  window.




  The bus pulled away.




  ‘What does that mean, a crowd?’ said Maria anxiously. ‘It could be twenty people or a thousand. They could be a welcoming committee or an angry mob. Why didn’t he tell us

  more?’




  George guessed her irritation masked fear.




  He recalled his mother’s words: ‘I’m just so afraid they’ll kill you.’ Some people in the movement said they were ready to die in the cause of freedom. George was

  not sure he was willing to be a martyr. There were too many other things he wanted to do; like maybe sleep with Maria.




  A minute later they entered Anniston, a small town like any other in the South: low buildings, streets in a grid, dusty and hot. The roadside was lined with people as if for a parade. Many were

  dressed up, the women in hats, the children scrubbed, no doubt having been to church. ‘What are they expecting to see, people with horns?’ George said. ‘Here we are, folks, real

  Northern Negroes, wearing shoes and all.’ He spoke as if addressing them, although only Maria could hear. ‘We’ve come to take away your guns and teach you Communism. Where do the

  white girls go swimming?’




  Maria giggled. ‘If they could hear you, they wouldn’t know you were joking.’




  He wasn’t really joking, it was more like whistling past the graveyard. He was trying to ignore the spasm of fear in his guts.




  The bus turned into the station, which was strangely deserted. The buildings looked shut up and locked. To George it felt creepy.




  The driver opened the door of the bus.




  George did not see where the mob came from. Suddenly they were all around the bus. They were white men, some in work clothes, others in Sunday suits. They carried baseball bats, metal pipes, and

  lengths of iron chain. And they were screaming. Most of it was inchoate, but George heard some words of hate, including Sieg heil!




  George stood up, his first impulse to close the bus door; but the two men Maria had identified as state troopers were faster, and they slammed it shut. Perhaps they are here to defend us, George

  thought; or maybe they’re just defending themselves.




  He looked through the windows all around him. There were no police outside. How could the local police not know that an armed mob had gathered at the bus station? They had to be in collusion

  with the Klan. No surprise there.




  A second later the men attacked the bus with their weapons. There was a frightening cacophony as chains and crowbars dented the bodywork. Glass shattered, and Mrs Jones screamed. The driver

  started the bus, but one of the mob lay down in front of it. George thought the driver might just roll over the man, but he stopped.




  A rock came through the window, smashing it, and George felt a sharp pain in his cheek like a bee sting. He had been hit by a flying shard. Maria was sitting by a window: she was in danger.

  George grabbed her arm, pulling her towards him. ‘Kneel down in the aisle!’ he shouted.




  A grinning man wearing knuckledusters put his fist through the window next to Mrs Jones. ‘Get down here with me!’ Maria shouted, and she pulled Mrs Jones down next to her and wrapped

  her arms protectively around the older woman.




  The yelling got louder. ‘Communists!’ they screamed. ‘Cowards!’




  Maria said: ‘Duck, George!’




  George could not bring himself to cower before these hooligans.




  Suddenly the noise diminished. The banging on the bus sides stopped and there was no more breaking glass. George spotted a police officer.




  About time, he thought.




  The cop was swinging a nightstick but talking amiably to the grinning man with the knuckledusters.




  Then George saw three more cops. They had calmed the crowd but, to George’s indignation, they were doing no more. They acted as if no crime had been committed. They chatted casually to the

  rioters, who seemed to be their friends.




  The two highway patrolmen were sitting back in their seats, looking bewildered. George guessed their assignment was to spy on the Riders, and they had not reckoned on becoming victims of mob

  violence. They had been forced to join the Riders’ side in self-defence. They might learn to see things from a new point of view.




  The bus moved. George saw, through the windscreen, that a cop was urging men out of the way and another was waving the driver forward. Outside the station, a patrol car moved in front of the bus

  and led it on the road out of town.




  George began to feel better. ‘I think we got away,’ he said.




  Maria got to her feet, apparently unhurt. She took the handkerchief out of the breast pocket of George’s suit coat and mopped his face gently. The white cotton came away red with blood.

  ‘It’s a nasty little gash,’ she said.




  ‘I’ll live.’




  ‘You won’t be so pretty, though.’




  ‘I’m pretty?’




  ‘You used to be, but now . . .’




  The moment of normality did not last. George glanced behind and saw a long line of pickup trucks and cars following the bus. They seemed to be full of shouting men. He groaned. ‘We

  didn’t get away,’ he said.




  Maria said: ‘Back in Washington, before we got on the bus, you were talking to a young white guy.’




  ‘Joseph Hugo,’ George said. ‘He’s at Harvard Law. Why?’




  ‘I thought I saw him in the mob back there.’




  ‘Joseph Hugo? No. He’s on our side. You must be mistaken.’ But Hugo was from Alabama, George recalled.




  Maria said: ‘He had bulging blue eyes.’




  ‘If he’s with the mob, that would mean that all this time he’s been pretending to support civil rights . . . while spying on us. He can’t be a snitch.’




  ‘Can’t he?’




  George looked behind again.




  The police escort turned back at the city line, but the other vehicles did not.




  The men in the cars were shrieking so loud they could be heard over the sound of all the engines.




  Beyond the suburbs, on a long lonely stretch of Highway 202, two cars overtook the bus then slowed down, forcing the driver to brake. He tried to pass, but they swerved from side to side,

  blocking his way.




  Cora Jones was white-faced and shaking, and she clutched her plastic handbag like a lifebelt. George said: ‘I’m sorry we got you into this, Mrs Jones.’




  ‘So am I,’ she replied.




  The cars ahead pulled aside at last and the bus passed them. But the ordeal was not ended: the convoy was still behind. Then George heard a familiar popping sound. When the bus began to weave

  all over the road he realized it was a burst tyre. The driver slowed to a halt near a roadside grocery store. George read the name: Forsyth & Son.




  The driver jumped out. George heard him say: ‘Two flats?’ Then he went into the store, presumably to phone for help.




  George was as tense as a bowstring. One flat tyre was just a puncture; two made an ambush.




  Sure enough, the cars in the convoy were stopping and a dozen white men in their Sunday suits were piling out, yelling curses and waving their weapons, savages on the warpath. George’s

  stomach cramped again as he saw them running towards the bus, ugly faces twisted with hatred, and he knew why his mother’s eyes had filled with tears when she talked about Southern

  whites.




  At the head of the pack was an adolescent boy who raised a crowbar and gleefully smashed a window.




  The next man tried to enter the bus. One of the two burly white passengers stood at the top of the steps and drew a revolver, confirming Maria’s theory that they were state troopers in

  plain clothes. The intruder backed off and the trooper locked the door.




  George feared that might be a mistake. What if the Riders needed to get out in a hurry?




  The men outside began to rock the bus, as if trying to turn it over, all the while yelling: ‘Kill the niggers! Kill the niggers!’ Women passengers were screaming. Maria clung to

  George in a way that might have pleased him if he had not been in fear of his life.




  Outside, he saw two uniformed patrolmen arrive, and his hopes lifted; but, to his fury, they did nothing to restrain the mob. He looked at the two plain-clothes men on the bus: they looked

  foolish and scared. Obviously the uniformed men did not know about their undercover colleagues. The Alabama Highway Patrol was evidently disorganized as well as racist.




  George cast around desperately for something he could do to protect Maria and himself. Get out of the bus and run? Lie down on the floor? Grab a gun from a state trooper and shoot some white

  men? Every possibility seemed even worse than doing nothing.




  He stared in fury at the two highway patrolmen outside, watching as if nothing wrong was happening. They were cops, for Christ’s sake! What did they think they were doing? If they would

  not enforce the law, what right did they have to wear that uniform?




  Then he saw Joseph Hugo. There was no possibility of mistake: George knew those bulging blue eyes well. Hugo approached a patrolman and spoke to him, then the two of them laughed.




  He was a snitch.




  If I get out of here alive, George thought, that creep is going to be sorry.




  The men outside shouted at the Riders to get off. George heard: ‘Come out here and get what’s coming to you, nigger lovers!’ That made him think he was safer on the bus.




  But not for long.




  One of the mob had returned to his car and opened the trunk, and now the man came running towards the bus with something burning in his hands. He hurled a blazing bundle through a smashed

  window. Seconds later the bundle exploded in grey smoke. But the weapon was not just a smoke bomb. It set fire to the upholstery, and in moments thick black fumes began to choke the passengers. A

  woman screamed: ‘Is there any air up front?’




  From outside, George heard: ‘Burn the niggers! Fry them!’




  Everyone tried to get out of the door. The aisle was jammed with gasping people. Some were pressing forward, but there seemed to be a blockage. George yelled: ‘Get off the bus! Everybody

  get off!’




  From the front, someone shouted back: ‘The door won’t open!’




  George recalled that the state trooper with the gun had locked the door to keep the mob out. ‘We’ll have to jump out the windows!’ he yelled. ‘Come on!’




  He stood on a seat and kicked most of the remaining glass out of the window. Then he pulled off his suit coat and draped it over the sill, to provide some protection from the jagged shards still

  remaining stuck in the window frame.




  Maria was coughing helplessly. George said: ‘I’ll go first and catch you as you jump.’ Grasping the back of the seat for balance, he stood on the sill, bent double, and jumped.

  He heard his shirt tear on a snag, but felt no pain, and concluded that he had escaped injury. He landed on the roadside grass. The mob had backed off from the burning bus in fear. George turned

  and held his arms up to Maria. ‘Climb through, like I did!’ he shouted.




  Her pumps were flimsy compared with his toe-capped oxfords, and he was glad he had sacrificed his jacket when he saw her small feet on the sill. She was shorter than he was, but her womanly

  figure made her wider. He winced when her hip brushed a shard of glass as she squeezed through, but it did not tear the fabric of her dress, and a moment later she fell into his arms.




  He held her easily. She was not heavy, and he was in good shape. He set her on her feet, but she dropped to her knees, gasping for air.




  He looked around. The thugs were still keeping their distance. He looked inside the bus. Cora Jones was standing in the aisle, coughing, turning round and round, too shocked and bewildered to

  save herself. ‘Cora, come here!’ he yelled. She heard her name and looked at him. ‘Come through the window, like we did!’ he shouted. ‘I’ll help you!’ She

  seemed to understand. With difficulty she stood on the seat, still clutching her handbag. She hesitated, looking at the jagged bits of glass all around the window frame; but she had on a thick

  coat, and she seemed to decide a cut was a better risk than choking to death. She put one foot on the sill. George reached through the window, grabbed her arm, and pulled. She tore her coat but did

  no harm to herself, and he lifted her down. She staggered away, calling for water.




  ‘We have to get away from the bus!’ he yelled to Maria. ‘The fuel tank might explode.’ But Maria was so racked by coughing that she seemed helpless to move. He put one

  arm around her back and the other behind her knees and picked her up. He carried her towards the grocery store and set her down when he thought they were at a safe distance.




  He looked back and saw that the bus was now emptying rapidly. The door had at last been opened, and people were stumbling through as well as jumping from the windows.




  The flames grew. As the last passengers got out, the inside of the vehicle became a furnace. George heard a man shout something about the fuel tank, and the mob took up the cry, shouting:

  ‘She’s gonna blow! She’s gonna blow!’ Everyone scattered in fear, getting farther away. Then there was a deep thump and a sudden fierce gout of flame, and the vehicle rocked

  with the explosion.




  George was pretty sure no one was left inside, and he thought: At least no one is dead – yet.




  The detonation seemed to have sated the mob’s hunger for violence. They stood around watching the bus burn.




  A small crowd of what appeared to be local people had gathered outside the grocery store, many cheering the mob; but now a young girl came out of the building with a pail of water and some

  plastic cups. She gave a drink to Mrs Jones, then came to Maria, who gratefully downed a cup of water and asked for another.




  A young white man approached with a look of concern. He had a face like a rodent, forehead and chin angling back from a sharp nose and buck teeth, red-brown hair slicked back with pomade.

  ‘How are you doing, darling?’ he said to Maria. But he was concealing something, and as Maria started to reply he raised a crowbar high in the air and brought it down, aiming at the top

  of her head. George flung out an arm to protect her, and the bar came down hard on his left forearm. The pain was agonizing, and he roared. The man lifted the crowbar again. Despite his arm George

  lunged forward, leading with his right shoulder, and barged the man so hard that he went flying.




  George turned back to Maria and saw three more of the mob running at him, evidently bent on avenging their rat-like friend. George had been premature in thinking the segregationists had had

  their fill of violence.




  He was used to combat. He had been on the Harvard wrestling team as an undergraduate, and had coached the team while getting his law degree. But this was not going to be a fair fight with rules.

  And he had only one working arm.




  On the other hand, he had gone to grade school in a Washington slum, and he knew about fighting dirty.




  They were coming at him three abreast, so he moved sideways. This not only took them away from Maria, but also turned them so that they were now advancing in single file.




  The first man swung an iron chain at him wildly.




  George danced back, and the chain missed him. The momentum of the swing threw the man off balance. As he staggered, George kicked his legs from under him, and he crashed to the ground. He lost

  hold of his chain.




  The second man stumbled over the first. George stepped forward, turned his back, and hit the man in the face with his right elbow, hoping to dislocate his jaw. The man gave a strangled scream

  and fell down, dropping his tyre iron.




  The third man stopped, suddenly scared. George stepped towards him and punched him in the face with all his might. George’s fist caught the man full on the nose. Bones crunched and blood

  spurted, and the man screamed in agony. It was the most satisfying blow George had ever struck in his life. To hell with Gandhi, he thought.




  Two shots rang out. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked towards the noise. One of the uniformed state troopers was holding a revolver high in the air. ‘Okay, boys,

  you’ve had your fun,’ he said. ‘Let’s move out.’




  George was furious. Fun? The cop had been a witness to attempted murder, and he called it fun? George was beginning to see that a police uniform did not mean much in Alabama.




  The mob returned to their cars. George noticed angrily that none of the four police officers troubled to write down any licence plates. Nor did they take any names, though they probably knew

  everyone anyway.




  Joseph Hugo had vanished.




  There was another explosion in the wreckage of the bus, and George guessed there must be a second fuel tank; but at this point no one was near enough to be in danger. The fire then seemed to

  burn itself out.




  Several people lay on the ground, many still gasping for breath after inhaling smoke. Others were bleeding from various injuries. Some were Riders, some regular passengers, black and white.

  George himself was clutching his left arm with his right hand, holding it against his side, trying to keep it motionless because every movement was excruciatingly painful. The four men he had

  tangled with were helping one another limp back to their cars.




  He managed to walk to where the patrolmen stood. ‘We need an ambulance,’ he said. ‘Maybe two.’




  The younger of the two uniformed men glared at him. ‘What did you say?’




  ‘These people need medical attention,’ George said. ‘Call an ambulance!’




  The man looked furious, and George realized he had made the mistake of telling a white man what to do. But the older patrolman said to his colleague: ‘Leave it, leave it.’ Then he

  said to George: ‘Ambulance is on its way, boy.’




  A few minutes later, an ambulance the size of a small bus arrived, and the Riders began to help each other aboard. But when George and Maria approached, the driver said: ‘Not

  you.’




  George stared at him in disbelief. ‘What?’




  ‘This here’s a white folks’ ambulance,’ the driver said. ‘It ain’t for nigras.’




  ‘The hell you say.’




  ‘Don’t you sass me, boy.’




  A white Rider who was already on board came back out. ‘You have to take everyone to hospital,’ he said to the driver. ‘Black and white.’




  ‘This ain’t a nigra ambulance,’ the driver said stubbornly.




  ‘Well, we’re not going without our friends.’ With that the white Riders began to leave the ambulance one by one.




  The driver was taken aback. He would look foolish, George guessed, if he returned from the scene with no patients.




  The older patrolman came over and said: ‘Better take ’em, Roy.’




  ‘If you say so,’ said the driver.




  George and Maria boarded the ambulance.




  As they drove away, George looked back at the bus. Nothing remained but a drift of smoke and a blackened hulk, with a row of scorched roof struts sticking up like the ribs of a martyr burned at

  the stake.














  5




  Tania Dvorkin left Yakutsk, Siberia – the coldest city in the world – after an early breakfast. She flew to Moscow, a distance of a little over three thousand

  miles, in a Tupolev Tu-16 of the Red Air Force. The cabin was configured for half a dozen military men, and the designer had not wasted time thinking of their comfort: the seats were made of

  pierced aluminium and there was no soundproofing. The journey took eight hours with one refuelling stop. Because Moscow was six hours behind Yakutsk, Tania arrived in time for another

  breakfast.




  It was summer in Moscow, and she carried her heavy coat and fur hat. She took a taxi to Government House, the apartment building for Moscow’s privileged elite. She shared a flat with her

  mother, Anya, and her twin brother, Dmitriy, always called Dimka. It was a big place, with three bedrooms, though Mother said it was spacious only by Soviet standards: the Berlin apartment she had

  lived in as a child, when Grandfather Grigori had been a diplomat, had been much more grand.




  This morning the place was silent and empty: Mother and Dimka had both left for work already. Their coats were hanging in the hall, on nails knocked in by Tania’s father a quarter of a

  century ago: Dimka’s black raincoat and Mother’s brown tweed, left at home in the warm weather. Tania hung up her own coat beside them and put her suitcase in her bedroom. She had not

  expected them to be in, but all the same she felt a twinge of regret that Mother was not here to make her tea, nor Dimka to listen to her adventures in Siberia. She thought of going to see her

  grandparents, Grigori and Katerina Peshkov, who lived on another floor in the same building, but decided she did not really have the time.




  She showered and changed her clothes, then took a bus to the headquarters of TASS, the Soviet news agency. She was one of more than a thousand reporters working for the agency, but not

  many were flown around in air force jets. She was a rising star, able to produce lively and interesting articles that appealed to young people but nevertheless adhered to the party line. It was a

  mixed blessing: she was often given difficult high-profile assignments.




  In the canteen she had a bowl of buckwheat kasha with sour cream, then she went to the features department where she worked. Although she was a star, she did not yet merit an office of her own.

  She greeted her colleagues, then sat at a desk, put paper and carbons into a typewriter, and began to write.




  The flight had been too bumpy even to make notes, but she had planned her articles in her head, and now she was able to write fluently, referring occasionally to her notebook for details. Her

  brief was to encourage young Soviet families to migrate to Siberia to work in the boom industries of mining and drilling: not an easy task. The prison camps provided plenty of unskilled labour, but

  the region needed geologists, engineers, surveyors, architects, chemists and managers. However, Tania in her article ignored the men and wrote about their wives. She began with an attractive young

  mother called Klara who had talked with enthusiasm and humour about coping with life at sub-zero temperatures.




  Halfway through the morning, Tania’s editor, Daniil Antonov, picked up the sheets of paper from her tray and began to read. He was a small man with a gentle manner that was unusual in the

  world of journalism. ‘This is great,’ he said after a while. ‘When can I have the rest?’




  ‘I’m typing as fast as I can.’




  He lingered. ‘While you were in Siberia, did you hear anything about Ustin Bodian?’ Bodian was an opera singer who had been caught smuggling in two copies of Dr Zhivago he

  had obtained while singing in Italy. He was now in a labour camp.




  Tania’s heart raced guiltily. Did Daniil suspect her? He was unusually intuitive for a man. ‘No,’ she lied. ‘Why do you ask? Have you heard something?’




  ‘Nothing.’ Daniil returned to his desk.




  Tania had almost finished the third article when Pyotr Opotkin stopped beside her desk and began to read her copy with a cigarette dangling from his lips. A stout man with bad skin, Opotkin was

  editor-in-chief for features. Unlike Daniil he was not a trained journalist but a commissar, a political appointee. His job was to make sure features did not violate Kremlin guidelines, and his

  only qualification for the job was rigid orthodoxy.




  He read Tania’s first few pages and said: ‘I told you not to write about the weather.’ He came from a village north of Moscow and still had the north-Russian accent.




  Tania sighed. ‘Pyotr, the series is about Siberia. People already know it’s cold there. Nobody would be fooled.’




  ‘But this is all about the weather.’




  ‘It’s about how a resourceful young woman from Moscow is raising her family in challenging conditions – and having a great adventure.’




  Daniil joined the conversation. ‘She’s right, Pyotr,’ he said. ‘If we avoid all mention of the cold, people will know the article is shit, and they won’t believe a

  word of it.’




  ‘I don’t like it,’ Opotkin said stubbornly.




  ‘You have to admit,’ Daniil persisted, ‘Tania makes it sound exciting.’




  Opotkin looked thoughtful. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said, and dropped the copy back into the tray. ‘I’m having a party at my house on Saturday night,’ he said

  to Tania. ‘My daughter graduated college. I was wondering if you and your brother would like to come?’




  Opotkin was an unsuccessful social climber who gave agonizingly boring parties. Tania knew she could speak for her brother. ‘I’d love to, and I’m sure Dimka would too, but

  it’s our mother’s birthday. I’m so sorry.’




  Opotkin looked offended. ‘Too bad,’ he said, and walked on.




  When he was out of earshot Daniil said: ‘It’s not your mother’s birthday, is it?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘He’ll check.’




  ‘Then he’ll realize I made a polite excuse because I didn’t want to go.’




  ‘You should go to his parties.’




  Tania did not want to have this argument. There were more important things on her mind. She needed to write her articles, get out of there, and save the life of Ustin Bodian. But Daniil was a

  good boss and liberal minded, so she suppressed her impatience. ‘Pyotr doesn’t care whether I attend his party or not,’ she said. ‘He wants my brother, who works for

  Khrushchev.’ Tania was used to people trying to befriend her because of her influential family. Her late father had been a colonel in the KGB, the secret police; and her Uncle Volodya was a

  general in Red Army Intelligence.




  Daniil had a journalist’s persistence. ‘Pyotr gave in to us over the Siberia articles. You should show that you’re grateful.’




  ‘I hate his parties. His friends get drunk and paw each other’s wives.’




  ‘I don’t want him to bear a grudge against you.’




  ‘Why would he do that?’




  ‘You’re very attractive.’ Daniil was not coming on to Tania. He lived with a male friend and she was sure he was one of those men not drawn to women. He spoke in a

  matter-of-fact tone. ‘Beautiful and talented and – worst of all – young. Pyotr won’t find it difficult to hate you. Try a little harder with him.’ Daniil drifted

  away.




  Tania realized he was probably right, but she decided to think about it later, and returned her attention to her typewriter.




  At midday she got a plate of potato salad with pickled herrings from the canteen and ate at her desk.




  She finished her third article soon afterwards. She handed the sheets of paper to Daniil. ‘I’m going home to bed,’ she said. ‘Please don’t call.’




  ‘Good work,’ he said. ‘Sleep well.’




  She put her notebook in her shoulder bag and left the building.




  Now she had to make sure she was not being followed. She was tired, and that meant she was likely to make foolish mistakes. She felt worried.




  She went past the bus stop, walked several blocks to the previous stop on the route, and caught the bus there. It made no sense, which meant that anyone who did the same had to be following

  her.




  No one was.




  She got off near a grand pre-revolutionary palace now converted to apartments. She walked around the block, but no one appeared to be watching the building. Anxiously she went around again to

  make sure. Then she entered the gloomy hall and climbed the cracked marble staircase to the apartment of Vasili Yenkov.




  Just as she was about to put her key in the lock the door opened, and a slim blonde girl of about eighteen stood there. Vasili was behind her. Tania cursed inwardly. It was too late for her to

  run away or pretend she was going to a different apartment.




  The blonde gave Tania a hard, appraising stare, taking in her hairstyle, her figure, and her clothes. Then she kissed Vasili on the mouth, threw a triumphant look at Tania, and went down the

  staircase.




  Vasili was thirty but he liked girls young. They yielded to him because he was tall and dashing, with carved good looks and thick dark hair, always a little too long, and soft brown bedroom

  eyes. Tania admired him for a completely different set of reasons: because he was bright, brave, and a world-class writer.




  She walked into his study and dropped her bag on a chair. Vasili worked as a radio script editor and was a naturally untidy man. Papers covered his desk, and books were stacked on the floor. He

  seemed to be working on a radio adaptation of Maxim Gorki’s first play, The Philistines. His grey cat, Mademoiselle, was sleeping on the couch. Tania pushed her off and sat down.

  ‘Who was that little tart?’ she said.




  ‘That was my mother.’




  Tania laughed despite her annoyance.




  ‘I’m sorry she was here,’ Vasili said, though he did not look very sad about it.




  ‘You knew I was coming today.’




  ‘I thought you’d be later.’




  ‘She saw my face. No one is supposed to know there is a connection between you and me.’




  ‘She works at the GUM department store. Her name is Varvara. She won’t suspect anything.’




  ‘Please, Vasili, don’t let it happen again. What we’re doing is dangerous enough. We shouldn’t take additional risks. You can screw a teenager any day.’




  ‘You’re right, and it won’t happen again. Let me make you some tea. You look tired.’ Vasili busied himself at the samovar.




  ‘I am tired. But Ustin Bodian is dying.’




  ‘Hell. What of?’




  ‘Pneumonia.’




  Tania did not know Bodian personally, but she had interviewed him, before he got into trouble. As well as being extraordinarily talented, he was a warm and kind-hearted man. A Soviet artist

  admired all over the world, he had lived a life of great privilege, but he was still able to get publicly angry about injustice done to people less fortunate than himself – which was why they

  had sent him to Siberia.




  Vasili said: ‘Are they still making him work?’




  Tania shook her head. ‘He can’t. But they won’t send him to hospital. He just lies on his bunk all day, getting worse.’




  ‘Did you see him?’




  ‘Hell, no. Asking about him was dangerous enough. If I’d gone to the prison camp they would have kept me there.’




  Vasili handed her tea and sugar. ‘Is he getting any medical treatment at all?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Did you get any idea of how long he might have to live?’




  Tania shook her head. ‘You now know everything I know.’




  ‘We have to spread this news.’




  Tania agreed. ‘The only way to save his life is to publicize his illness and hope that the government will have the grace to be embarrassed.’




  ‘Shall we put out a special edition?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Tania. ‘Today.’




  Vasili and Tania together produced an illegal news-sheet called Dissidence. They reported on censorship, demonstrations, trials and political prisoners. In his office at Radio Moscow

  Vasili had his own stencil duplicator, normally used for making multiple copies of scripts. Secretly he printed fifty copies of each issue of Dissidence. Most of the people who received

  one made more copies on their own typewriters, or even by hand, and circulation mushroomed. This self-publishing system was called samizdat in Russian and was widespread: whole novels had

  been distributed the same way.




  ‘I’ll write it.’ Tania went to the cupboard and pulled out a large cardboard box full of dry cat food. Pushing her hands into the pellets, she drew out a typewriter in a cover.

  This was the one they used for Dissidence.




  Typing was as unique as handwriting. Every machine had its own characteristics. The letters were never perfectly aligned: some were a little raised, some off centre. Individual letters became

  worn or damaged in distinctive ways. In consequence, police experts could match a typewriter to its product. If Dissidence had been typed on the same machine as Vasili’s scripts,

  someone might have noticed. So Vasili had stolen an old machine from the scheduling department, brought it home, and buried it in the cat’s food to hide it from casual observation. A

  determined search would find it, but if there should be a determined search Vasili would be finished anyway.




  Also in the box were sheets of the special waxed paper used in the duplicating machine. The typewriter had no ribbon: instead, its letters pierced the paper, and the duplicator worked by forcing

  ink through the letter-shaped holes.




  Tania wrote a report on Bodian, saying that General Secretary Nikita Khrushchev would be personally responsible if one of the USSR’s greatest tenors died in a prison camp. She

  recapitulated the main points of Bodian’s trial for anti-Soviet activity, including his impassioned defence of artistic freedom. To divert suspicion away from herself, she misleadingly

  credited the information about Bodian’s illness to an imaginary opera lover in the KGB.




  When she had done, she handed two sheets of stencil paper to Vasili. ‘I’ve made it concise,’ she said.




  ‘Concision is the sister of talent. Chekhov said that.’ He read the report slowly, then nodded approval. ‘I’ll go in to Radio Moscow now and make copies,’ he said.

  ‘Then we should take them to Mayakovsky Square.’




  Tania was not surprised, but she was uneasy. ‘Is it safe?’




  ‘Of course not. It’s a cultural event that isn’t organized by the government. Which is why it suits our purpose.’




  Earlier in the year, young Muscovites had started to gather informally around the statue of Bolshevik poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. Some would read poems aloud, attracting more people. A permanent

  rolling poetry festival had come into being, and some of the works declaimed from the monument were obliquely critical of the government.




  Such a phenomenon would have lasted ten minutes under Stalin, but Khrushchev was a reformer. His programme included a limited degree of cultural tolerance, and so far no action had been taken

  against the poetry readings. But liberalization proceeded by two steps forward and one back. Tania’s brother said it depended on whether Khrushchev was doing well, and felt strong

  politically, or was suffering setbacks, and feared a coup by his conservative enemies within the Kremlin. Whatever the reason, there was no predicting what the authorities would do.




  Tania was too tired to think about this, and she guessed that any alternative location would be as dangerous. ‘While you’re at the radio station, I’m going to sleep.’




  She went into the bedroom. The sheets were rumpled: she guessed Vasili and Varvara had spent the morning in bed. She pulled the coverlet over the top, removed her boots, and stretched out.




  Her body was tired but her mind was busy. She was afraid, but she still wanted to go to Mayakovsky Square. Dissidence was an important publication, despite its amateurish production and

  small circulation. It proved the Communist government was not all-powerful. It showed dissidents that they were not alone. Religious leaders struggling against persecution read about folk singers

  arrested for protest songs, and vice versa. Instead of feeling like a single voice in a monolithic society, the dissident realized that he or she was part of a great network, thousands of people

  who wanted a government that was different and better.




  And it could save the life of Ustin Bodian.




  At last Tania fell asleep.




  She was awakened by someone stroking her cheek. She opened her eyes to see Vasili stretched out beside her. ‘Get lost,’ she said.




  ‘It’s my bed.’




  She sat upright. ‘I’m twenty-two – far too old to interest you.’




  ‘For you, I’ll make an exception.’




  ‘When I want to join a harem, I’ll let you know.’




  ‘I’d give up all the others for you.’




  ‘Would you, hell.’




  ‘I would, really.’




  ‘For five minutes, maybe.’




  ‘For ever.’




  ‘Do it for six months, and I’ll reconsider.’




  ‘Six months?’




  ‘See? If you can’t be chaste for half a year, how can you promise for ever? What the hell time is it?’




  ‘You slept all afternoon. Don’t get up. I’ll just take off my clothes and slip into bed with you.’




  Tania stood up. ‘We have to leave now.’




  Vasili gave up. He probably had not been serious. He felt compelled to proposition young women. Having gone through the motions he would now forget about it, for a while at least. He handed her

  a small bundle of about twenty-five sheets of paper, printed on both sides with slightly blurred letters: copies of the new issue of Dissidence. He wound a red cotton scarf around his

  neck, despite the fine weather. It made him look artistic. ‘Let’s go, then,’ he said.




  Tania made him wait while she went to the bathroom. The face in the mirror looked at her with an intense blue-eyed stare framed by pale-blonde hair in a short gamine crop. She put on sunglasses

  to hide her eyes and tied a nondescript brown scarf around her hair. Now she could have been any youngish woman.




  She went into the kitchen, ignoring Vasili’s impatient foot-tapping, and drew a glass of water from the tap. She drank it all then said: ‘I’m ready.’




  They walked to the Metro station. The train was crowded with workers heading home. They went to Mayakovsky Station on the Garden Ring orbital road. They would not linger here: as soon as they

  had given out all fifty copies of their news-sheet they would leave. ‘If there should be any trouble,’ Vasili said, ‘just remember, we don’t know each other.’ They

  separated and emerged above ground a minute apart. The sun was low and the summer day was cooling.




  Vladimir Mayakovsky had been a poet of international stature as well as a Bolshevik, and the Soviet Union was proud of him. His heroic statue stood twenty feet high in the middle of the square

  named after him. Several hundred people milled about on the grass, mostly young, some dressed in vaguely Western fashions, blue jeans and roll-neck sweaters. A boy in a cap was selling his own

  novel, carbon-copy pages hole-punched and tied with string. It was called Growing Up Backwards. A long-haired girl carried a guitar but made no attempt to play it: perhaps it was an

  accessory, like a handbag. There was only one uniformed cop, but the secret policemen were comically obvious, wearing leather jackets in the mild air to conceal their guns. Tania avoided their

  eyes, though: they were not that funny.




  People were taking turns to stand up and speak one or two poems each. Most were men but there was a sprinkling of women. A boy with an impish grin read a piece about a clumsy farmer trying to

  herd a flock of geese, which the crowd quickly realized was a metaphor for the Communist party organizing the nation. Soon everyone was roaring with laughter except the KGB men, who just looked

  puzzled.




  Tania drifted inconspicuously through the crowd, half listening to a poem of adolescent angst in Mayakovsky’s futurist style, drawing the sheets of paper one at a time from her pocket and

  discreetly slipping them to anyone who looked friendly. She kept an eye on Vasili as he did the same. Right away she heard exclamations of shock and concern as people started to talk about Bodian:

  in a crowd such as this, most people would know who he was and why he had been imprisoned. She gave the sheets away as fast as she could, eager to get rid of them all before the police got wind of

  what was going on.




  A man with short hair, who looked ex-army, stood at the front and, instead of reciting a poem, began to read aloud Tania’s article about Bodian. Tania was pleased: the news was getting

  around even faster than she had hoped. There were shouts of indignation as he got to the part about Bodian not getting medical attention. But the men in the leather jackets noticed the change in

  atmosphere and looked more alert. She spotted one speaking urgently into a walkie-talkie.




  She had five sheets left and they were burning a hole in her pocket.




  The secret police had been on the edges of the crowd, but now they moved in, converging on the speaker. He waved his copy of Dissidence defiantly, shouting about Bodian as the cops came

  closer. Some in the audience crowded the plinth, making it difficult for the police to get near. In response, the KGB men got rough, shoving people out of the way. This was how riots started. Tania

  nervously backed away towards the fringe of the crowd. She had one more copy of Dissidence. She dropped it on the ground.




  Suddenly half a dozen uniformed police arrived. Wondering fearfully where they had come from, Tania looked across the road to the nearest building and saw more running out through its door: they

  must have been concealed within, waiting in case they were needed. They drew their nightsticks and pushed through the crowd, hitting people indiscriminately. Tania saw Vasili turn and walk away,

  moving through the throng as fast as he could, and she did the same. Then a panicking teenager cannoned into her, and she fell to the ground.




  She was dazed for a moment. When her vision cleared, she saw more people running. She got to her knees, but she felt dizzy. Someone tripped over her, knocking her flat again. Then suddenly

  Vasili was there, grabbing her with both hands, lifting her to her feet. She had a moment of surprise: she would not have expected him to risk his own safety to help her.




  Then a cop hit Vasili over the head with a truncheon and he fell. The cop knelt down, pulled Vasili’s arms behind his back and handcuffed him with swift, practised movements. Vasili looked

  up, caught Tania’s eye, and mouthed: ‘Run!’




  She turned and ran but, an instant later, she collided with a uniformed policeman. He grabbed her by the arm. She tried to pull away, screaming: ‘Let me go!’




  He tightened his grip and said: ‘You’re under arrest, bitch.’














  6




  The Nina Onilova Room in the Kremlin was named after a female machine-gunner killed at the Battle of Sevastopol. On the wall was a framed black-and-white photo of a Red Army

  general placing the Order of the Red Banner medal on her tombstone. The picture hung over a white marble fireplace that was stained like a smoker’s fingers. All around the room, elaborate

  plaster mouldings framed squares of light paintwork where other pictures had once hung, suggesting that the walls had not been painted since the revolution. Perhaps the room had once been an

  elegant salon. Now it was furnished with canteen tables pushed together to form a long rectangle and twenty or so cheap chairs. On the tables were ceramic ashtrays that looked as if they were

  emptied daily but never wiped.




  Dimka Dvorkin walked in with his mind in a whirl and his stomach in knots.




  The room was the regular meeting place of aides to the Ministers and Secretaries who formed the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet, the governing body of the USSR.




  Dimka was an aide to Nikita Khrushchev, First Secretary and Chairman of the Presidium, but, all the same, he felt he should not be here.




  The Vienna Summit was a few weeks away. It would be the dramatic first encounter between Khrushchev and the new American President, John F. Kennedy. Tomorrow, at the most important Presidium of

  the year, the leaders of the USSR would decide strategy for the summit. Today, the aides were gathering to prepare for the Presidium. It was a planning meeting for a planning meeting.




  Khrushchev’s representative had to present the leader’s thinking so that the other aides could prepare their bosses for tomorrow. His unspoken task was to uncover any latent

  opposition to Khrushchev’s ideas and, if possible, quash it. It was his solemn duty to ensure that tomorrow’s discussion went smoothly for the leader.




  Dimka was familiar with Khrushchev’s thinking about the summit, but, all the same, he felt that he could not possibly cope with this meeting. He was the youngest and most inexperienced of

  Khrushchev’s aides. He was only a year out of university. He had never been to the pre-Presidium meeting before: he was too junior. But, ten minutes ago, his secretary had informed him that

  one of the senior aides had called in sick and the other two had just been in a car crash so he, Dimka, had to stand in.




  Dimka had got a job working for Khrushchev for two reasons. One was that he had come top of every class he had ever attended, from nursery school through university. The other was that his uncle

  was a general. He did not know which factor was the more important.




  The Kremlin presented a monolithic appearance to the outside world but, in truth, it was a battlefield. Khrushchev’s hold on power was not strong. He was a Communist, heart and soul, but

  he was also a reformer who saw failings in the Soviet system and wanted to implement new ideas. But the old Stalinists in the Kremlin were not yet defeated. They were alert for any opportunity to

  weaken Khrushchev and roll back his reforms.




  The meeting was informal, the aides drinking tea and smoking with their jackets off and their ties undone – most were men, though not all. Dimka spotted a friendly face: Natalya Smotrov,

  aide to Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko. She was in her mid-twenties, and attractive, despite a drab black dress. Dimka did not know her well but he had spoken to her a few times. Now he sat down

  next to her. She looked surprised to see him. ‘Konstantinov and Pajari have been in a car crash,’ he explained.




  ‘Are they hurt?’




  ‘Not badly.’




  ‘What about Alkaev?’




  ‘Off sick with shingles.’




  ‘Nasty. So you’re the leader’s representative.’




  ‘I’m terrified.’




  ‘You’ll be fine.’




  He looked around. They all seemed to be waiting for something. In a low voice he said to Natalya: ‘Who chairs this meeting?’




  One of the others heard him. It was Yevgeny Filipov, who worked for conservative Defence Minister Rodion Malinovsky. Filipov was in his thirties but dressed older, in a baggy post-war suit and a

  grey flannel shirt. He repeated Dimka’s question loudly, in a scornful tone. ‘Who chairs this meeting? You do, of course. You’re aide to the chairman of the Presidium,

  aren’t you? Get on with it, college boy.’




  Dimka felt himself redden. For a moment he was lost for words. Then inspiration struck, and he said: ‘Thanks to Major Yuri Gagarin’s remarkable space flight, Comrade Khrushchev will

  go to Vienna with the congratulations of the world ringing in his ears.’ Last month Gagarin had been the first human being to travel into outer space in a rocket, beating the Americans by

  just a few weeks, in a stunning scientific and propaganda coup for the Soviet Union and for Nikita Khrushchev.




  The aides around the table clapped, and Dimka began to feel better.




  Then Filipov spoke again. ‘The First Secretary might do better to have ringing in his ears the inaugural speech of President Kennedy,’ he said. He seemed incapable of speaking

  without a sneer. ‘In case comrades around the table have forgotten, Kennedy accused us of planning world domination, and he vowed to pay any price to stop us. After all the friendly moves we

  have made – unwisely, in the opinion of some experienced comrades – Kennedy could hardly have made clearer his aggressive intentions.’ He raised his arm with a finger in the air,

  like a schoolteacher. ‘Only one response is possible from us: increased military strength.’




  Dimka was still thinking up a rejoinder when Natalya beat him to it. ‘That’s a race we can’t win,’ she said with a brisk commonsense air. ‘The United States is

  richer than the Soviet Union, and they can easily match any increase in our military forces.’




  She was more sensible than her conservative boss, Dimka inferred. He shot her a grateful look and followed up. ‘Hence Khrushchev’s policy of peaceful coexistence, which enables us to

  spend less on the army, and instead invest in agriculture and industry.’ Kremlin conservatives hated peaceful coexistence. For them, the conflict with capitalist-imperialism was a war to the

  death.




  Out of the corner of his eye, Dimka saw his secretary, Vera, enter the room, a bright, nervy woman of forty. He waved her away.




  Filipov was not so easily disposed of. ‘Let’s not permit a naive view of world politics to encourage us to reduce our army too fast,’ he said scornfully. ‘We can hardly

  claim to be winning on the international stage. Look at how the Chinese defy us. That weakens us at Vienna.’




  Why was Filipov trying so hard to prove that Dimka was a fool? Dimka suddenly recalled that Filipov had wanted a job in Khrushchev’s office – the job that Dimka had got.




  ‘As the Bay of Pigs weakened Kennedy,’ Dimka replied. The American president had authorized a crackpot CIA plan for an invasion of Cuba at a place called the Bay of Pigs: the scheme

  had gone wrong and Kennedy had been humiliated. ‘I think our leader’s position is stronger.’




  ‘All the same, Khrushchev has failed—’ Filipov stopped, realizing he was going too far. These pre-meeting discussions were frank, but there were limits.




  Dimka seized on the moment of weakness. ‘What has Khrushchev failed to do, comrade?’ he said. ‘Please enlighten us all.’




  Filipov amended quickly. ‘We have failed to achieve our main foreign policy objective: a permanent resolution of the Berlin situation. East Germany is our frontier post in Europe. Its

  borders secure the borders of Poland and Czechoslovakia. Its unresolved status is intolerable.’




  ‘All right,’ Dimka said, and he was surprised to hear a note of confidence in his own voice. ‘I think that’s enough discussion of general principles. Before I close the

  meeting I will explain the trend of the First Secretary’s current thinking on the problem.’




  Filipov opened his mouth to protest against this abrupt termination, but Dimka cut him off. ‘Comrades will speak when invited by the chair,’ he said, deliberately making his voice a

  harsh grind; and they all went quiet.




  ‘In Vienna, Khrushchev will tell Kennedy we can wait no longer. We have made reasonable proposals for regulating the situation in Berlin, and all we hear from the Americans is that they

  want no changes.’ Around the table, several men nodded. ‘If they will not agree a plan, Khrushchev will say, then we will take unilateral action; and if the Americans try to stop us, we

  will meet force with force.’




  There was a long moment of silence. Dimka took advantage of it by standing up. ‘Thank you for your attendance,’ he said.




  Natalya said what everyone was thinking. ‘Does that mean we are willing to go to war with the Americans over Berlin?’




  ‘The First Secretary does not believe there will be a war,’ said Dimka, giving them the evasive answer that Khrushchev had given him. ‘Kennedy is not mad.’




  He caught a look of mingled surprise and admiration from Natalya as he walked away from the table. He could not believe he had been so tough. He had never been a pussycat, but this was a

  powerful and smart group of men, and he had bullied them. His position helped: new though he was, his desk in the First Secretary’s suite of offices gave him power. And, paradoxically,

  Filipov’s hostility had helped. They could all sympathize with the need to come down hard on someone who was trying to undermine the leader.




  Vera was hovering in the anteroom. She was an experienced political assistant who would not panic unnecessarily. Dimka had a flash of intuition. ‘It’s my sister, isn’t

  it?’ he said.




  Vera was spooked. Her eyes widened. ‘How do you do that?’ she said in awe.




  It was not supernatural. He had feared for some time that Tania was heading for trouble. He said: ‘What has she done?’




  ‘She’s been arrested.’




  ‘Oh, hell.’




  Vera pointed to a phone off the hook on a side table and Dimka picked it up. His mother, Anya, was on the line. ‘Tania’s in the Lubyanka!’ she said, using the shorthand name

  for KGB headquarters in Lubyanka Square. She was close to hysteria.




  Dimka was not taken totally by surprise. His twin sister and he agreed that there was a lot wrong with the Soviet Union, but whereas he believed reform was needed, she thought Communism should

  be abolished. It was an intellectual disagreement that made no difference to their affection for one another. Each was the other’s best friend. It had always been that way.




  You could be arrested for thinking as Tania did – which was one of the things that was wrong. ‘Be calm, Mother, I can get her out of there,’ Dimka said. He hoped he would be

  able to justify that assurance. ‘Do you know what happened?’




  ‘There was a riot at some poetry meeting!’




  ‘I bet she went to Mayakovsky Square. If that’s all . . .’ He did not know everything his sister got up to, but he suspected her of worse than poetry.




  ‘You have to do something, Dimka! Before they . . .’




  ‘I know.’ Before they start to interrogate her, Mother meant. A chill of fear passed over him like a shadow. The prospect of interrogation in the notorious basement cells of KGB

  headquarters terrified every Soviet citizen.




  His first instinct had been to say he would get on the phone, but now he decided that would not be enough. He had to show up in person. He hesitated momentarily: it could harm his career, if

  people knew he had gone to the Lubyanka to spring his sister. But that thought barely gave him pause. She came before himself and Khrushchev and the entire Soviet Union. ‘I’m on my way,

  Mother,’ he said. ‘Call Uncle Volodya and tell him what’s happened.’




  ‘Oh, yes, good idea! My brother will know what to do.’




  Dimka hung up. ‘Phone the Lubyanka,’ he said to Vera. ‘Tell them very clearly that you’re calling from the office of the First Secretary, who is concerned about the

  arrest of leading journalist Tania Dvorkin. Tell them that Comrade Khrushchev’s aide is on his way to question them about it, and they should do nothing until he arrives.’




  She was making notes. ‘Shall I order up a car?’




  Lubyanka Square was less than a mile from the Kremlin compound. ‘I have my motorcycle downstairs. That will be quicker.’ Dimka was privileged to own a Voskhod 175 bike with a

  five-speed gearbox and twin tailpipes.




  He had known Tania was heading for trouble because, paradoxically, she had ceased to tell him everything, he reflected as he rode. Normally, they had no secrets from one another. Dimka had an

  intimacy with his twin that they shared with no one else. When Mother was away, and they were alone, Tania would walk through the flat naked, to fetch clean underwear from the airing cupboard, and

  Dimka would pee without bothering to close the bathroom door. Occasionally Dimka’s male friends would sniggeringly suggest that their closeness was erotic, but in fact it was the opposite.

  They could be so intimate only because there was no sexual spark.




  But for the past year he had known she was hiding something from him. He did not know what it was, but he could guess. Not a boyfriend, he felt sure: they told each other everything about their

  romantic lives, comparing notes, sympathizing. Almost certainly it was political, he thought. The only reason she might keep something from him would be to protect him.




  He drew up outside the dreaded building, a yellow-brick palace erected before the revolution as the headquarters of an insurance company. The thought of his sister imprisoned in this place made

  him feel ill. For a moment he was afraid he was going to puke.




  He parked right in front of the main entrance, took a moment to recover his self-possession, and walked inside.




  Tania’s editor, Daniil Antonov, was already there, arguing with a KGB man in the lobby. Daniil was a small man, slightly built, and Dimka thought of him as harmless, but he was being

  assertive. ‘I want to see Tania Dvorkin, and I want to see her right now,’ he said.




  The KGB man wore an expression of mulish obstinacy. ‘That may not be possible.’




  Dimka butted in. ‘I’m from the office of the First Secretary,’ he said.




  The KGB man refused to be impressed. ‘And what do you do there, son – make the tea?’ he said rudely. ‘What’s your name?’ It was an intimidating question:

  people were terrified to give their names to the KGB.




  ‘Dmitriy Dvorkin, and I’m here to tell you that Comrade Khrushchev is personally interested in this case.’




  ‘Fuck off, Dvorkin,’ said the man. ‘Comrade Khrushchev knows nothing about this case. You’re here to get your sister out of trouble.’




  Dimka was taken aback by the man’s confident rudeness. He guessed that many people trying to spring family or friends from KGB arrest would claim personal connections with powerful people.

  But he renewed his attack. ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Captain Mets.’




  ‘And what are you accusing Tania Dvorkin of?’




  ‘Assaulting an officer.’




  ‘Did a girl beat up one of your goons in leather jackets?’ Dimka said jeeringly. ‘She must have taken his gun from him first. Come off it, Mets, don’t be a

  prick.’




  ‘She was attending a seditious meeting. Anti-Soviet literature was circulated.’ Mets handed Dimka a crumpled sheet of paper. ‘The meeting became a riot.’




  Dimka looked at the paper. It was headed Dissidence. He had heard of this subversive news-sheet. Tania might easily have something to do with it. This edition was about Ustin Bodian,

  the opera singer. Dimka was momentarily distracted by the shocking allegation that Bodian was dying of pneumonia in a Siberian labour camp. Then he recalled that Tania had returned from Siberia

  today, and realized that she must have written this. She could be in real trouble. ‘Are you alleging that Tania had this paper in her possession?’ he demanded. He saw Mets hesitate and

  said: ‘I thought not.’




  ‘She should not have been there at all.’




  Daniil put in: ‘She’s a reporter, you fool. She was observing the event, just as your officers were.’




  ‘She’s not an officer.’




  All TASS reporters co-operate with the KGB, you know that.’




  ‘You can’t prove she was there officially.’




  ‘Yes, I can. I’m her editor. I sent her.’




  Dimka wondered whether that was true. He doubted it. He felt grateful to Daniil for sticking his neck out in defence of Tania.




  Mets was losing confidence. ‘She was with a man called Vasili Yenkov, who had five copies of that sheet in his pocket.’




  ‘She doesn’t know anyone called Vasili Yenkov,’ said Dimka. It might have been true: certainly he had never heard the name. ‘If it was a riot, how could you tell who was

  with whom?’




  ‘I’ll have to talk to my superiors,’ said Mets, and he turned away.




  Dimka made his voice harsh. ‘Don’t be long,’ he barked. ‘The next person you see from the Kremlin may not be the boy who makes the tea.’




  Mets went down a staircase. Dimka shuddered: everyone knew the basement contained the interrogation rooms.




  A moment later Dimka and Daniil were joined in the lobby by an older man with a cigarette dangling from his mouth. He had an ugly, fleshy face with an aggressively jutting chin. Daniil did not

  seem pleased to see him. He introduced him as Pyotr Opotkin, features editor-in-chief.




  Opotkin looked at Dimka with eyes screwed up to keep out the smoke. ‘So, your sister got herself arrested at a protest meeting,’ he said. His tone was angry, but Dimka sensed that

  underneath it Opotkin was for some reason pleased.




  ‘A poetry reading,’ Dimka corrected him.




  ‘Not much difference.’




  Daniil put in: ‘I sent her there.’




  ‘On the day she got back from Siberia?’ said Opotkin sceptically.




  ‘It wasn’t really an assignment. I suggested she drop by some time to see what was going on, that’s all.’




  ‘Don’t lie to me,’ said Opotkin. ‘You’re just trying to protect her.’




  Daniil raised his chin and gave him a challenging look. ‘Isn’t that what you’re here to do?’




  Before Opotkin could reply, Captain Mets returned. ‘The case is still under consideration,’ he said.




  Opotkin introduced himself and showed Mets his identity card. ‘The question is not whether Tania Dvorkin should be punished, but how,’ he said.




  ‘Exactly, sir,’ said Mets deferentially. ‘Would you like to come with me?’




  Opotkin nodded and Mets led him down the stairs.




  Dimka said in a quiet voice: ‘He won’t let them torture her, will he?’




  ‘Opotkin was mad at Tania already,’ Daniil said worriedly.




  ‘What for? I thought she was a good journalist.’




  ‘She’s brilliant. But she turned down an invitation to a party at his house on Saturday. He wanted you to go, too. Pyotr loves important people. A snub really hurts him.’




  ‘Oh, shit.’




  ‘I told her she should have accepted.’




  ‘Did you really send her to Mayakovsky Square?’




  ‘No. We could never do a story about such an unofficial gathering.’




  ‘Thanks for trying to protect her.’




  ‘My privilege – but I don’t think it’s working.’




  ‘What do you think will happen?’




  ‘She might be fired. More likely, she’ll be posted somewhere disagreeable, such as Kazakhstan.’ Daniil frowned. ‘I must think of some compromise that will satisfy Opotkin

  but not be too hard on Tania.’




  Dimka glanced at the entrance door and saw a man in his forties with a brutally short military haircut, wearing the uniform of a Red Army general. ‘At last, Uncle Volodya,’ he

  said.




  Volodya Peshkov had the same intense blue-eyed stare as Tania. ‘What is this shit?’ he said angrily.




  Dimka filled him in. As he was finishing, Opotkin reappeared. He spoke obsequiously to Volodya. ‘General, I have discussed this problem of your niece with our friends in the KGB and they

  are content for me to deal with it as an internal TASS matter.’




  Dimka slumped with relief. Then he wondered whether Opotkin’s entire approach had been to manoeuvre himself into a position where he could appear to do a favour for Volodya.




  ‘Allow me to make a suggestion,’ said Volodya. ‘You might mark the incident as serious, without attaching blame to anyone, simply by transferring Tania to another

  post.’




  That was the punishment Daniil had mentioned a moment ago.




  Opotkin nodded thoughtfully, as if considering this idea; though Dimka was sure he would eagerly comply with any ‘suggestion’ from General Peshkov.




  Daniil said: ‘Perhaps a foreign posting. She speaks German and English.’




  This was an exaggeration, Dimka knew. Tania had studied both languages in school, but that was not the same as speaking them. Daniil was trying to save her from banishment to some remote Soviet

  region.




  Daniil added: ‘And she could still write features for my department. I’d rather not lose her to news – she’s too good.’




  Opotkin looked dubious. ‘We can’t send her to London or Bonn. That would seem like a reward.’




  It was true. Assignments in the capitalist countries were prized. The living allowances were colossal and, even though they did not buy as much as in the USSR, Soviet citizens still lived much

  better in the West than at home.




  Volodya said: ‘East Berlin, perhaps, or Warsaw.’




  Opotkin nodded. A move to another Communist country was more like a punishment.




  Volodya said: ‘I’m glad we’ve been able to resolve this.’




  Opotkin said to Dimka: ‘I’m having a party on Saturday evening. Perhaps you would like to come?’




  Dimka guessed this would seal the deal. He nodded. ‘Tania told me about it,’ he said with false enthusiasm. ‘We’ll both be there. Thank you.’




  Opotkin beamed.




  Daniil said: ‘I happen to know of a post in a Communist country that’s vacant right now. We need someone there urgently. She could go tomorrow.’




  ‘Where’s that?’ said Dimka.




  ‘Cuba.’




  Opotkin, now in a sunny frame of mind, said: ‘That might be acceptable.’




  It was certainly better than Kazakhstan, Dimka thought.




  Mets reappeared in the lobby with Tania beside him. Dimka’s heart lurched: she looked pale and scared, but unharmed. Mets spoke with a mixture of deference and defiance, like a dog that

  barks because it is frightened. ‘Allow me to suggest that young Tania stays away from poetry readings in future,’ he said.




  Uncle Volodya looked as if he could strangle the fool, but he put on a smile. ‘Very sound advice, I’m sure.’




  They all went out. Darkness had fallen. Dimka said to Tania: ‘I’ve got my bike – I’ll take you home.’




  ‘Yes, please,’ she said. She obviously wanted to talk to Dimka.




  Uncle Volodya could not read her mind as Dimka could, and he said: ‘Let me take you in my car – you look too shaken for a motorcycle ride.’




  To Volodya’s surprise, Tania said: ‘Thank you, Uncle, but I’ll go with Dimka.’




  Volodya shrugged and got into a waiting ZiL limousine. Daniil and Opotkin said goodbye.




  As soon as they were all out of earshot, Tania turned to Dimka with a frantic look. ‘Did they say anything about Vasili Yenkov?’




  ‘Yes. They said you were with him. Is that true?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Oh, shit. But he’s not your boyfriend, is he?’




  ‘No. Do you know what happened to him?’




  ‘He had five copies of Dissidence in his pocket, so he’s not getting out of the Lubyanka soon, even if he has friends in high places.’




  ‘Hell! Do you think they will investigate him?’




  ‘I’m sure of it. They’ll want to know whether he merely hands out Dissidence, or actually produces it, which would be much more serious.’




  ‘Will they search his flat?’




  ‘They would be remiss if they didn’t. Why – what will they find there?’




  She looked around, but no one was near. All the same she lowered her voice. ‘The typewriter on which Dissidence is written.’




  ‘Then I’m glad that Vasili isn’t your boyfriend, because he’s going to spend the next twenty-five years in Siberia.’




  ‘Don’t say that!’




  Dimka frowned. ‘You’re not in love with him, I can tell . . . but you’re not wholly indifferent to him, either.’




  ‘Look, he’s a brave man, and a wonderful poet, but our relationship is not a romance. I’ve never even kissed him. He’s one of those men who has to have lots of different

  women.’




  ‘Like my friend Valentin.’ Dimka’s room-mate at university, Valentin Lebedev, had been a real Lothario.




  ‘Exactly like Valentin, yes.’




  ‘So . . . how much do you care if they search Vasili’s apartment and find this typewriter?’




  ‘A lot. We produced Dissidence together. I wrote today’s edition.’




  ‘Shit. I was afraid of that.’ Now Dimka knew the secret she had been keeping from him for the past year.




  Tania said: ‘We have to go to the apartment, now, and take that typewriter and get rid of it.’




  Dimka took a step back from her. ‘Absolutely not. Forget it.’




  ‘We must!’




  ‘No. I’d risk anything for you, and I might risk a lot for someone you loved, but I’m not going to stick my neck out for this guy. We could all end up in fucking

  Siberia.’




  ‘I’ll do it on my own, then.’




  Dimka frowned, trying to evaluate the risks of different actions. ‘Who else knows about you and Vasili?’




  ‘No one. We were careful. I made sure I wasn’t followed when I went to his place. We never met in public.’




  ‘So the KGB investigation will not link you to him.’




  She hesitated, and at that point he knew they were in deep trouble.




  ‘What?’ he said.




  ‘It depends how thorough the KGB are.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘This morning, when I went to Vasili’s flat, there was a girl there – Varvara.’




  ‘Oh, fuck.’




  ‘She was just going out. She doesn’t know my name.’




  ‘But, if the KGB show her photographs of people arrested at Mayakovsky Square today, will she pick you out?’




  Tania looked distraught. ‘She gave me a real up-and-down look, assuming I might be a rival. Yes, she would know my face again.’




  ‘Oh, God, then we have to get the typewriter. Without that, they’ll think Vasili is no more than a distributor of Dissidence, so they probably won’t track down his

  every casual girlfriend, especially as there seem to be a lot. You may get away with it. But if they find the typewriter, you’re finished.’




  ‘I’ll do it alone. You’re right, I can’t put you in this much danger.’




  ‘But I can’t leave you in this much danger,’ he said. ‘What’s the address?’




  She told him.




  ‘Not too far,’ he said. ‘Get on the bike.’ He climbed on and kicked the engine into life.




  Tania hesitated, then got on behind him.




  Dimka switched on the headlight and they pulled away.




  As he drove, he wondered if the KGB might already be at Vasili’s place, searching the apartment. It was a possibility, he decided, but unlikely. Assuming they had arrested forty or fifty

  people, it would take them most of the night to do initial interviews, get names and addresses, and decide whom to prioritize. All the same, it would be wise to be cautious.




  When he reached the address Tania had given him he drove past it without slowing down. The street lights showed a grand nineteenth-century house. All such buildings were now either converted to

  government offices or divided into apartments. There were no cars parked outside and no leather-coated KGB men lurking at the entrance. He drove all around the block without seeing anything

  suspicious. Then he parked a couple of hundred yards from the door.




  They got off the bike. A woman walking a dog said: ‘Good evening,’ and passed on. They went into the building.




  Its lobby had once been an imposing hall. Now a lone electric bulb revealed a marble floor that was chipped and scratched, and a grand staircase with several balusters missing from the

  banister.




  They went up the stairs. Tania took out a key and opened the apartment door. They stepped inside and closed the door.




  Tania led the way into the living room. A grey cat observed them warily. Tania took a large box from a cupboard. It was half full of cat-food pellets. She rummaged inside and pulled out a

  typewriter in a cover. Then she withdrew some sheets of stencil paper.




  She ripped up the sheets of paper, threw them in the fireplace, and put a match to them. Watching them burn, Dimka said angrily: ‘Why the hell do you risk everything for the sake of an

  empty protest?’




  ‘We live in a brutal tyranny,’ she said. ‘We have to do something to keep hope alive.’




  ‘We live in a society that is developing Communism,’ Dimka rejoined. ‘It’s difficult and we have problems. But you should help solve those problems instead of inflaming

  discontent.’




  ‘How can you have solutions if no one is allowed to talk about the problems?’




  ‘In the Kremlin we talk about the problems all the time.’




  ‘And the same few narrow-minded men always decide not to make any major changes.’




  ‘They’re not all narrow-minded. Some are working hard to change things. Give us time.’




  ‘The revolution was forty years ago. How much time do you need before you finally admit that Communism is a failure?’




  The sheets in the fireplace had quickly burned to black ashes. Dimka turned away in frustration. ‘We’ve had this argument so many times. We need to get out of here.’ He picked

  up the typewriter.




  Tania scooped up the cat and they went out.




  As they were leaving, a man with a briefcase came into the lobby. He nodded as he passed them on the stairs. Dimka hoped the light was too dim for him to have seen their faces properly.




  Outside the door, Tania put the cat down on the pavement. ‘You’re on your own now, Mademoiselle,’ she said.




  The cat walked off disdainfully.




  They hurried along the street to the corner, Dimka trying ineffectually to conceal the typewriter under his jacket. The moon had risen, to his dismay, and they were clearly visible. They reached

  the motorcycle.




  Dimka handed her the typewriter. ‘How are we going to get rid of it?’ he whispered.




  ‘The river?’




  He racked his brains, then recalled a spot on the river bank where he and some fellow students had gone, a couple of times, to stay up all night drinking vodka. ‘I know

  somewhere.’




  They got on the bike and Dimka drove out of the city centre towards the south. The place he had in mind was on the outskirts of the city, but that was all to the good: they were less likely to

  be noticed.




  He drove fast for twenty minutes and pulled up outside the Nikolo-Perervinsky Monastery.




  The ancient institution, with its magnificent cathedral, was now a ruin, disused for decades and stripped of its treasures. It was located on a neck of land between the main southbound railway

  line and the Moskva river. The fields around it were being turned into building sites for new high-rise apartment buildings, but at night the neighbourhood was deserted. There was no one in

  sight.




  Dimka wheeled the bike off the road into a clump of trees and parked it on its stand. Then he led Tania through the copse to the ruined monastery. The derelict buildings were eerily white in the

  moonlight. The onion domes of the cathedral were falling in, but the green tiled roofs of the monastery buildings were mostly intact. Dimka could not shake the feeling that the ghosts of

  generations of monks were watching him through the smashed windows.




  He headed west across a swampy field to the river.




  Tania said: ‘How do you know about this place?’




  ‘We came here when we were students. We used to get drunk and watch the sun rise over the water.’




  They reached the edge of the river. This was a sluggish channel in a wide bend, and the water was placid in the moonlight. But Dimka knew it was deep enough for the purpose.




  Tania hesitated. ‘What a waste,’ she said.




  Dimka shrugged. ‘Typewriters are expensive.’




  ‘It’s not just money. It’s a dissident voice, an alternative view of the world, a different way of thinking. A typewriter is freedom of speech.’




  ‘Then you’re better off without it.’




  She handed it to him.




  He moved the roller rightwards to its maximum extension, giving himself a handle by which to hold the machine. ‘Here goes,’ he said. He swung his arm back, then with all his might he

  flung the typewriter out over the river. It did not go far, but it landed with a satisfying splash and immediately disappeared from sight.




  They both stood and watched the ripples in the moonlight.




  ‘Thank you,’ said Tania. ‘Especially as you don’t believe in what I’m doing.’




  He put his arm around her shoulders, and together they walked away.














  7




  George Jakes was in a sour mood. His arm still hurt like hell although it was encased in plaster and supported by a sling around his neck. He had lost his coveted job before

  starting it: just as Greg had predicted, the law firm of Fawcett Renshaw had withdrawn its offer after he appeared in the newspapers as an injured Freedom Rider. Now he did not know what he was

  going to do with the rest of his life.




  The graduation ceremony, called Commencement, was held in Harvard University’s Old Yard, a grassy plaza surrounded by gracious red-brick university buildings. Members of the Board of

  Overseers wore top hats and cutaway tailcoats. Honorary degrees were presented to the British Foreign Secretary, a chinless aristocrat called Lord Home, and to the oddly named McGeorge Bundy, one

  of President Kennedy’s White House team. Despite his mood, George felt a mild sadness at leaving Harvard. He had been here seven years, first as an undergraduate then as a law student. He had

  met some extraordinary people, and made a few good friends. He had passed every exam he took. He had dated many women and slept with three. He had got drunk once, and hated the feeling of being out

  of control.




  But today he was too angry to indulge in nostalgia. After the mob violence in Anniston, he had expected a strong response from the Kennedy administration. Jack Kennedy had presented himself to

  the American people as a liberal, and had won the black vote. Bobby Kennedy was Attorney General, the highest law enforcement officer in the land. George had expected Bobby to say, loud and clear,

  that the constitution of the United States was in force in Alabama the same as everywhere else.




  He had not.




  No one had been arrested for attacking the Freedom Riders. Neither the local police nor the FBI had investigated any of the many violent crimes that had been committed. In America in 1961, while

  the police looked on, white racists could attack civil rights protestors, break their bones, try to burn them to death – and get away with it.




  George had last seen Maria Summers in a doctor’s office. The wounded Freedom Riders had been turned away from the nearest hospital, but eventually they had found people willing to treat

  them. George had been with a nurse, having his broken arm treated, when Maria had come to say that she had got a flight to Chicago. He would have got up and thrown his arms around her if he could.

  As it was she had kissed his cheek and vanished.




  He wondered if he would ever see her again. I could have fallen hard for her, he thought. Maybe I already did. In ten days of nonstop conversation he had never once felt bored: she was at least

  as smart as he was, maybe smarter. And although she seemed innocent, she had velvet brown eyes that made him picture her in candlelight.




  The Commencement ceremony came to an end at eleven-thirty. Students, parents and alumni began to drift away through the shadows of the tall elms, heading for the formal lunches at which

  graduating students would be given their degrees. George looked out for his family but did not see them at first.




  However, he did see Joseph Hugo.




  Hugo was alone, standing by the bronze statue of John Harvard, lighting one of his long cigarettes. In the black ceremonial robe his white skin looked even more pasty. George clenched his fists.

  He wanted to beat the crap out of that rat. But his left arm was useless and, anyway, if he and Hugo had a fistfight in the Old Yard, today of all days, there would be hell to pay. They might even

  lose their degrees. George was already in enough trouble. He would be wise to ignore Hugo and walk on.




  Instead he said: ‘Hugo, you piece of shit.’




  Hugo looked scared, despite George’s injured arm. He was the same size as George, and probably as strong, but George had rage on his side, and Joseph knew it. He looked away and tried to

  walk around George, muttering: ‘I don’t wish to speak to you.’




  ‘I’m not surprised.’ George moved to stand in his way. ‘You watched while a crazed mob attacked me. Those thugs broke my goddamned arm.’




  Hugo took a step back. ‘You had no business going to Alabama.’




  ‘And you had no business pretending to be a civil rights activist when all the time you were spying for the other side. Who was paying you, the Ku Klux Klan?’




  Hugo lifted his chin defensively, and George wanted to punch it. ‘I volunteered to give information to the FBI,’ Hugo said.




  ‘So you did it without pay! I don’t know whether that makes it better or worse.’




  ‘But I won’t be a volunteer much longer. I start work for the Bureau next week.’ He said it in the half-embarrassed, half-defiant tone of someone admitting that he belongs to a

  religious sect.




  ‘You were such a good snitch that they gave you a job.’




  ‘I always wanted to work in law enforcement.’




  ‘That’s not what you were doing in Anniston. You were on the side of the criminals there.’




  ‘You people are Communists. I’ve heard you talking about Karl Marx.’




  ‘And Hegel, and Voltaire, and Gandhi, and Jesus Christ. Come on, Hugo, even you aren’t that stupid.’




  ‘I hate disorder.’




  And that was the problem, George reflected bitterly. People hated disorder. Press coverage had blamed the Riders for stirring up trouble, not the segregationists with their baseball bats and

  their bombs. It drove him mad with frustration: did no one in America think about what was right?




  Across the grass he spotted Verena Marquand, waving at him. He abruptly lost interest in Joseph Hugo.




  Verena was graduating from the English department. However, there were so few people of colour at Harvard that they all knew one another. And she was so gorgeous that he would have noticed her

  if she had been one of a thousand coloured girls at Harvard. She had green eyes, and skin the colour of toffee ice cream. Under her robe she was wearing a green dress with a short skirt that showed

  off long smooth legs. The mortar board was perched on her head at a cute angle. She was dynamite.




  People said that she and George were a good match, but they had never dated. Whenever he had been unattached, she had been in a relationship, and vice versa. Now it was too late.




  Verena was an ardent civil rights campaigner, and was going to work for Martin Luther King in Atlanta after graduation. Now she said enthusiastically: ‘You really started something with

  that Freedom Ride!’




  It was true. After the firebombing at Anniston, George had left Alabama by plane with his arm in plaster; but others had taken up the challenge. Ten students from Nashville had caught a bus to

  Birmingham, where they had been arrested. New Riders had replaced the first group. There had been more mob violence by white racists. Freedom Riding had become a mass movement.




  ‘But I lost my job,’ George said.




  ‘Come to Atlanta and work for King,’ Verena said immediately.




  George was startled. ‘Did he tell you to ask me?’




  ‘No, but he needs a lawyer, and no one half as bright as you has applied.’




  George was intrigued. He had almost fallen in love with Maria Summers, but he would do well to forget her: he would probably never see her again. He wondered whether Verena would go out with him

  if they were both working for King. ‘That’s an idea,’ he said. But he wanted to think about it.




  He changed the subject. ‘Are your folks here today?’




  ‘Of course, come and meet them.’




  Verena’s parents were celebrity supporters of Kennedy. George was hoping they would now come out and criticize the President for his feeble reaction to segregationist violence. Perhaps

  George and Verena together could persuade them to make a public statement. That would do a lot to ease the pain of his arm.




  He walked across the lawn beside Verena.




  ‘Mom, Dad, this is my friend George Jakes,’ said Verena.




  Her parents were a tall, well-dressed black man and a white woman with an elaborate blonde coiffure. George had seen their photographs many times: they were a famous interracial couple. Percy

  Marquand was ‘the Negro Bing Crosby’, a movie star as well as a smooth crooner. Babe Lee was a theatre actress specializing in gutsy female roles.




  Percy spoke in a warm baritone familiar from a dozen hit records. ‘Mr Jakes, down there in Alabama you took that broken arm for all of us. I’m honoured to shake your hand.’




  ‘Thank you, sir, but please call me George.’




  Babe Lee held his hand and looked into his eyes as if she wanted to marry him. ‘We’re so grateful to you, George, and proud, too.’ Her manner was so seductive that George

  glanced uneasily at her husband, thinking he might be angered, but neither Percy nor Verena showed any reaction, and George wondered whether Babe did this to every man she met.




  As soon as he could free his hand from Babe’s grasp, George turned to Percy. ‘I know you campaigned for Kennedy in the presidential election last year,’ he said.

  ‘Aren’t you angry now about his record on civil rights?’




  ‘We’re all disappointed,’ Percy said.




  Verena broke in. ‘I should think so! Bobby Kennedy asked the Riders for a cooling-off period. Can you imagine? Of course CORE refused. America is ruled by laws, not by mobs!’




  ‘A point that should have been made by the Attorney General,’ George said.




  Percy nodded, unperturbed by this two-person attack. ‘I hear the administration has made a deal with the Southern states,’ he said. George pricked up his ears: this had not been in

  the newspapers. ‘The state governors have agreed to restrain the mobs, which is what the Kennedy brothers want.’




  George knew that in politics no one ever gave something for nothing. ‘What was the quid pro quo?’




  ‘The Attorney General will turn a blind eye to the illegal arrest of Freedom Riders.’




  Verena was outraged, and irritated with her father. ‘I wish you had told me about this before, Daddy,’ she said sharply.




  ‘I knew it would make you mad, honey.’




  Verena’s face darkened at this condescension, and she looked away.




  George concentrated on the key question: ‘Will you protest publicly, Mr Marquand?’




  ‘I’ve thought about it,’ said Percy. ‘But I don’t think it would have much impact.’




  ‘It might influence black voters against Kennedy in 1964.’




  ‘Are we sure we want to do that? We’d all be worse off with someone like Dick Nixon in the White House.’




  Verena said indignantly: ‘Then what can we do?’




  ‘What’s happened in the South in the past month has proved, beyond doubt, that the law as it stands is too weak. We need a new civil rights bill.’




  George said: ‘Amen to that.’




  Percy went on: ‘I might be able to help make that happen. Right now I have a little influence in the White House. If I criticize the Kennedys, I’ll have none.’




  George felt Percy should speak out. Verena voiced the same thought. ‘You ought to say what’s right,’ she said. ‘America is full of people being judicious. That’s

  how we got into this mess.’




  Her mother was offended. ‘Your daddy is famous for saying what’s right,’ she said indignantly. ‘He has stuck his neck out again and again.’




  George saw that Percy was not to be persuaded. But perhaps he was right. A new civil rights bill, making it impossible for the Southern states to oppress Negroes, might be the only real

  solution.




  ‘I’d better find my folks,’ George said. ‘An honour to meet you both.’




  ‘Think about working for Martin,’ Verena called after him as he walked away.




  He went to the park where law degrees would be presented. A temporary stage had been built, and trestle tables had been set up in tents for the lunch afterwards. He found his parents right

  away.




  His mother had a new yellow dress. She must have saved up for it: she was proud, and would not allow the rich Peshkovs to buy things for her, only for George. She looked him up and down, in his

  academic robe and mortar board. ‘This is the happiest day of my life,’ she said. Then, to his astonishment, she burst into tears.




  George was surprised. This was unusual. She had spent the last twenty-five years refusing to show weakness. He put his arms around her and hugged her. ‘I’m so lucky to have you,

  Mom,’ he said.




  He detached himself gently from her embrace and blotted her tears with a clean white handkerchief. Then he turned to his father. Like most of the alumni, Greg was wearing a straw boater that had

  a hatband printed with the year of his graduation from Harvard – in his case, 1942. ‘Congratulations, my boy,’ he said, shaking George’s hand. Well, George thought,

  he’s here, which is something.




  George’s grandparents appeared a moment later. Both were Russian immigrants. His grandfather, Lev Peshkov, had started out running bars and nightclubs in Buffalo, and now owned a Hollywood

  studio. Grandfather had always been a dandy, and today he wore a white suit. George never knew what to think of him. People said he was a ruthless businessman with little respect for the law. On

  the other hand, he had been kind to his black grandson, giving him a generous allowance as well as paying his tuition.




  Now he took George’s arm and said confidentially: ‘I have one piece of advice for you in your law career. Don’t represent criminals.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Because they’re losers,’ Grandfather chuckled.




  Lev Peshkov was widely believed to have been a criminal himself, a bootlegger in the days of Prohibition. George said: ‘Are all criminals losers?’




  ‘The ones who get caught are,’ said Lev. ‘The rest don’t need lawyers.’ He laughed heartily.




  George’s grandmother, Marga, kissed him warmly. ‘Don’t you listen to your grandfather,’ she said.




  ‘I have to listen,’ George said. ‘He paid for my education.’




  Lev pointed a finger at George. ‘I’m glad you don’t forget that.’




  Marga ignored him. ‘Just look at you,’ she said to George in a voice full of affection. ‘So handsome, and a lawyer now!’




  George was Marga’s only grandchild, and she doted on him. She would probably slip him fifty bucks before the end of the afternoon.




  Marga had been a nightclub singer, and at sixty-five she still moved as if she was going onstage in a slinky dress. Her black hair was probably dyed that colour nowadays. She was wearing more

  jewellery than was appropriate for an outdoor occasion, George knew; but he guessed that as the mistress, rather than the wife, she felt the need for status symbols.




  Marga had been Lev’s lover for almost fifty years. Greg was the only child they had together.




  Lev also had a wife, Olga, in Buffalo, and a daughter, Daisy, who was married to an Englishman and lived in London. So George had English cousins he had never met – white, he assumed.




  Marga kissed Jacky, and George noticed people nearby giving them looks of surprise and disapproval. Even at liberal Harvard it was unusual to see a white person embrace a Negro. But

  George’s family always drew stares on the rare occasions when they all appeared in public together. Even in places where all races were accepted, a mixed family could still bring out white

  people’s latent prejudices. He knew that before the end of the day he would hear someone mutter the word ‘mongrel’. He would ignore the insult. His black grandparents were long

  dead, and this was his entire family. To have these four people bursting with pride at his graduation was worth any price.




  Greg said: ‘I had lunch with old Renshaw yesterday. I talked him into renewing Fawcett Renshaw’s job offer.’




  Marga said: ‘Oh, that’s wonderful! George, you’ll be a Washington lawyer after all!’




  Jacky gave Greg a rare smile. ‘Thank you, Greg,’ she said.




  Greg lifted a warning finger. ‘There are conditions,’ he said.




  Marga said: ‘Oh, George will agree to anything reasonable. This is such a great opportunity for him.’




  She meant for a black kid, George knew, but he did not protest. Anyway, she was right. ‘What conditions?’ he said guardedly.




  ‘Nothing that doesn’t apply to every lawyer in the world,’ Greg replied. ‘You have to stay out of trouble, is all. A lawyer can’t get on the wrong side of the

  authorities.’




  George was suspicious. ‘Stay out of trouble?’




  ‘Just take no further part in any kind of protest movement, marches, demonstrations, like that. As a first-year associate, you’ll have no time for that stuff anyway.’




  The proposal angered George. ‘So I would begin my working life by vowing never to do anything in the cause of freedom.’




  ‘Don’t look at it that way,’ said his father.




  George bit back an irate retort. His family only wanted what was best for him, he knew. Trying to keep his voice neutral, he said: ‘Which way should I look at it?’




  ‘Your role in the civil rights movement won’t be as a front-line soldier, that’s all. Be a supporter. Send a cheque once a year to the NAACP.’ The National Association

  for the Advancement of Colored People was the oldest and most conservative civil rights group: they had opposed Freedom Rides as being too provocative. ‘Just keep your head down. Let someone

  else go on the bus.’




  ‘There might be another way,’ said George.




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘I could work for Martin Luther King.’




  ‘Has he offered you a job?’




  ‘I’ve received an approach.’




  ‘What would he pay you?’




  ‘Not much, I’m guessing.’




  Lev said: ‘Don’t think you can turn down a perfectly good job then come to me for an allowance.’




  ‘Okay, Grandfather,’ said George, although that was exactly what he had been thinking. ‘But I believe I’ll take the job anyway.’




  His mother joined the argument. ‘Oh, George, don’t,’ she said. She was going to say more, but the graduating students were called to line up for their degrees.

  ‘Go,’ she said. ‘We’ll talk more later.’




  George left the family group and found his place in line. The ceremony began, and he shuffled forward. He recalled working at Fawcett Renshaw last summer. Mr Renshaw had thought himself

  heroically liberal for hiring a black law clerk. But George had been given work that was demeaningly easy even for an intern. He had been patient and looked for an opportunity, and one had come. He

  had done a piece of legal research that won a case for the firm, and they had offered him a job on graduation.




  This kind of thing happened to him a lot. The world assumed that a student at Harvard must be intelligent and capable – unless he was black, in which case all bets were off. All his life

  George had had to prove that he was not an idiot. It made him resentful. If he ever had children, his hope was that they would grow up in a different world.




  His turn came to go onstage. As he mounted the short flight of steps, he was astonished to hear hissing.




  Hissing was a Harvard tradition, normally used against professors who lectured badly or were rude to students. George was so horrified that he paused on the steps and looked back. He caught the

  eye of Joseph Hugo. Hugo was not the only one – the hissing was too loud for that – but George felt sure that Hugo had orchestrated this.




  George felt hated. He was too humiliated to mount the stage. He stood there, frozen, and the blood rushed to his face.




  Then someone began clapping. Looking across the rows of seats, George saw a professor standing up. It was Merv West, one of the younger faculty. Others joined him in applauding, and they quickly

  drowned out the hissing. Several more people stood up. George imagined that even people who did not know him had guessed who he was by the plaster cast on his arm.




  He found his courage again and walked on to the stage. A cheer went up as he was handed his certificate. He turned slowly to face the audience and acknowledged the applause with a modest bow of

  his head. Then he went off.




  His heart was hammering as he joined the other students. Several men shook his hand silently. He was horrified by the hissing, and at the same time elated by the applause. He realized he was

  perspiring, and he wiped his face with a handkerchief. What an ordeal.




  He watched the rest of the ceremony in a daze, glad to have time to recover. As the shock of the hissing wore off, he could see that it had been done by Hugo and a handful of right-wing

  lunatics, and the rest of liberal Harvard had honoured him. He should feel proud, he told himself.




  The students rejoined their families for lunch. George’s mother hugged him. ‘They cheered you,’ she said.




  ‘Yes,’ Greg said. ‘Though for a moment there it looked as if it was going to be something else.’




  George spread his hands in a gesture of appeal. ‘How can I not be part of this struggle?’ he said. ‘I really want the job at Fawcett Renshaw, and I want to please the family

  that has supported me through all these years of education – but that’s not all. What if I have children?’




  Marga put in: ‘That would be nice!’




  ‘But, Grandmother, my children will be coloured. What kind of world will they grow up in? Will they be second-class Americans?’




  The conversation was interrupted by Merv West, who shook George’s hand and congratulated him on getting his degree. Professor West was a little under-dressed in a tweed suit and a

  button-down collar.




  George said: ‘Thank you for starting the applause, Professor.’




  ‘Don’t thank me, you deserved it.’




  George introduced his family. ‘We were just talking about my future.’




  ‘I hope you haven’t made any final decisions.’




  George’s curiosity was piqued. What did that mean? ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘Why?’




  ‘I’ve been talking to the Attorney General, Bobby Kennedy – a Harvard graduate, as you know.’




  ‘I hope you told him that his handling of what happened in Alabama was a national disgrace.’




  West smiled regretfully. ‘Not in those words, not quite. But he and I agreed that the administration’s response was inadequate.’




  ‘Very. I can’t imagine he . . .’ George tailed off as he was struck by a thought. ‘What does this have to do with decisions about my future?’




  ‘Bobby has decided to hire a young black lawyer to give the Attorney General’s team a Negro perspective on civil rights. And he asked me if there was anyone I could

  recommend.’




  George was momentarily stunned. ‘Are you saying . . . ?’




  West raised a warning hand. ‘I’m not offering you the job – only Bobby can do that. But I can get you an interview – if you want it.’




  Jacky said: ‘George! A job with Bobby Kennedy! That would be fantastic.’




  ‘Mother, the Kennedys have let us down so badly.’




  ‘Then go to work for Bobby and change things!’




  George hesitated. He looked at the eager faces around him: his mother, his father, his grandmother, his grandfather, and back to his mother again.




  ‘Maybe I will,’ he said at last.














  8




  Dimka Dvorkin was abashed to be a virgin at the age of twenty-two.




  He had dated several girls while at university, but none of them had let him go all the way. Anyway, he was not sure he should. No one had actually told him that sex should be part of a

  long-term, loving relationship, but he sort of felt it anyway. He had never been in a frantic hurry to do it, the way some boys were. However, his lack of experience was now becoming an

  embarrassment.




  His friend Valentin Lebedev was the opposite. Tall and confident, he had black hair and blue eyes and buckets of charm. By the end of their first year at Moscow University he had bedded most of

  the girl students in the politics department and one of the teachers.




  Early on in their friendship, Dimka had said to him: ‘What do you do about, you know, avoiding pregnancy?’




  ‘That’s the girl’s problem, isn’t it?’ Valentin had said carelessly. ‘Worst comes to the worst, it’s not that difficult to get an abortion.’




  Talking to others, Dimka found out that many Soviet boys took the same attitude. Men did not get pregnant, so it was not their problem. And abortion was available on demand during the first

  twelve weeks. But Dimka could not get comfortable with Valentin’s approach, perhaps because his sister was so scornful about it.




  Sex was Valentin’s main interest, and studying took second place. With Dimka it had been the other way around – which was why Dimka was now an aide in the Kremlin and Valentin worked

  for the Moscow City Parks Department.




  It was through his connections in Parks that Valentin had been able to arrange for the two of them to spend a week at the V. I. Lenin Holiday Camp for Young Communists in July 1961.




  The camp was a bit military, with tents pitched in ruler-straight rows and a curfew at ten-thirty, but it had a swimming pool and a boating lake and loads of girls, and a week there was a

  privilege much sought after.




  Dimka felt he deserved a holiday. The Vienna Summit had been a victory for the Soviet Union, and he shared the credit.




  Vienna had actually begun badly for Khrushchev. Kennedy and his dazzling wife had entered Vienna in a fleet of limousines flying dozens of stars-and-stripes flags. When the two leaders met,

  television viewers all over the world saw that Kennedy was several inches taller, towering over Khrushchev, looking down his patrician nose at the bald top of Khrushchev’s head.

  Kennedy’s tailored jackets and skinny ties made Khrushchev look like a farmer in his Sunday suit. America had won a glamour contest that the Soviet Union had not even known it was

  entering.




  But once the talks began, Khrushchev had dominated. When Kennedy tried to have an amiable discussion, as between two reasonable men, Khrushchev became loudly aggressive. Kennedy suggested it was

  not logical for the Soviet Union to encourage Communism in Third World countries then protest indignantly about American efforts to roll back Communism in the Soviet sphere. Khrushchev replied

  scornfully that the spread of Communism was a historic inevitability, and nothing that either leader did could stand in its way. Kennedy’s grasp of Marxist philosophy was weak, and he had not

  known what to say.




  The strategy developed by Dimka and other advisors had triumphed. When Khrushchev returned to Moscow he ordered dozens of copies of the summit minutes to be distributed, not only to the Soviet

  bloc, but also to the leaders of countries as far away as Cambodia and Mexico. Since then Kennedy had been silent, not even responding to Khrushchev’s threat to take over West Berlin. And

  Dimka went on holiday.




  On the first day, Dimka put on his new clothes, a checked short-sleeved shirt and a pair of shorts his mother had sewn from the trousers of a worn-out blue serge suit. ‘Are shorts like

  that fashionable in the West?’ Valentin said.




  Dimka laughed. ‘Not as far as I know.’




  While Valentin was shaving, Dimka went for supplies.




  When he emerged he was pleased to see, right next door, a young woman lighting the small portable stove that was provided with each tent. She was a little older than Dimka, he guessed

  twenty-seven. She had thick red-brown hair cut in a bob, and an attractive scatter of freckles. She looked alarmingly fashionable in an orange blouse and a pair of tight black pants that ended just

  below the knee.




  ‘Hello!’ Dimka said with a smile. She looked up at him. He said: ‘Do you need a hand with that?’




  She lit the gas with a match, then went inside her tent without speaking.




  Well, I’m not going to lose my virginity with her, Dimka thought, and he walked on.




  He bought eggs and bread in the store next to the communal bathroom block. When he got back there were two girls outside the next tent: the one he had spoken to, and a pretty blonde with a trim

  figure. The blonde wore the same style of black pants, but with a pink blouse. Valentin was talking to them, and they were laughing.




  He introduced them to Dimka. The redhead was called Nina, and she made no reference to their earlier encounter, though she still seemed reserved. The blonde was Anna, and she was obviously the

  outgoing one, smiling and pushing her hair back with a graceful gesture.




  Dimka and Valentin had brought with them one iron saucepan in which they planned to do all the cooking, and Dimka had filled it with water to boil the eggs; but the girls were better equipped,

  and Nina took the eggs from him to make blinis.




  Things were looking up, Dimka thought.




  Dimka studied Nina while they ate. Her narrow nose, small mouth and daintily protruding chin gave her a guarded look, as if she were perpetually weighing things up. But she was voluptuous and,

  when Dimka realized he might see her in a swimsuit, his throat went dry.




  Valentin said: ‘Dimka and I are going to take a boat and row across to the other side of the lake.’ This was the first Dimka had heard of such a plan, but he said nothing. ‘Why

  don’t the four of us go together?’ Valentin went on. ‘We could take a picnic lunch.’




  It could not possibly be that easy, Dimka thought. They had only just met!




  The girls looked at one another for a telepathic moment, then Nina said briskly: ‘We’ll see. Let’s clear away.’ She began to pick up plates and cutlery.




  That was disappointing, but perhaps not the end of the matter.




  Dimka volunteered to carry the dirty dishes to the bathroom block.




  ‘Where did you get those shorts?’ Nina asked while they were walking.




  ‘My mother sewed them.’




  She laughed. ‘Sweet.’




  Dimka asked himself what his sister would have implied by calling a man sweet, and he decided it meant he was kind but not attractive.




  A concrete blockhouse contained toilets, showers and large communal sinks. Dimka watched while Nina washed the dishes. He tried to think of things to say, but nothing came. If she had asked him

  about the crisis in Berlin, he could have talked all day. But he had no gift for the mildly amusing nonsense that Valentin produced in an effortless stream. Eventually, he managed: ‘Have you

  and Anna been friends long?’




  ‘We work together,’ she said. ‘We’re both administrators at the steel union headquarters in Moscow. I got divorced a year ago, and Anna was looking for someone to share

  her apartment, so now we live together.’




  Divorced, Dimka thought; that meant she was sexually experienced. He felt intimidated. ‘What was your husband like?’




  ‘He’s a shit,’ said Nina. ‘I don’t like talking about him.’




  ‘Okay.’ Dimka searched desperately for something bland to say. ‘Anna seems a really nice person,’ he tried.




  ‘She’s well connected.’




  That seemed an odd remark to make about your friend. ‘How so?’




  ‘Her father got us this holiday. He’s Moscow District Secretary of the union.’ Nina seemed proud of this.




  Dimka carried the clean dishes back to the tents. When they arrived, Valentin said cheerily: ‘We’ve made sandwiches – ham and cheese.’ Anna looked at Nina and made a

  gesture of helplessness, as if to say that she had been unable to halt the Valentin steamroller; but it was clear to Dimka that she had not really wanted to. Nina shrugged, and so it was settled

  that they would picnic.




  They had to stand in line an hour for a boat, but Muscovites were accustomed to queuing, and by late morning they were out on the clear, cold water. Valentin and Dimka took turns rowing, and the

  girls soaked up the sun. No one seemed to feel the need for small talk.




  On the far side of the lake they tied up the boat at a small beach. Valentin pulled off his shirt, and Dimka followed suit. Anna took off her blouse and pants. Underneath she was wearing a

  sky-blue two-piece swimsuit. Dimka knew it was called a bikini, and was fashionable in the West, but he had never actually seen one, and he was embarrassed by how aroused he felt. He could hardly

  take his eyes off her smooth, flat stomach and her navel.




  To his disappointment, Nina kept her clothes on.




  They ate their sandwiches, and Valentin produced a bottle of vodka. No alcohol was sold in the camp store, Dimka knew. Valentin explained: ‘I bought it from the boat supervisor. He has a

  small capitalist enterprise going.’ Dimka was not surprised: most things people really wanted were sold on the black market, from television sets to blue jeans.




  They passed the bottle around, and both girls took a long swallow.




  Nina wiped her mouth on the back of her hand. ‘So, you two work together in the Parks Department?’




  ‘No,’ Valentin laughed. ‘Dimka’s too clever for that.’




  Dimka said: ‘I work at the Kremlin.’




  Nina was impressed. ‘What do you do?’




  Dimka did not really like to say, because it sounded like boasting. ‘I’m an assistant to the First Secretary.’




  ‘You mean to Comrade Khrushchev!’ Nina said in astonishment.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How the hell did you get a job like that?’




  Valentin put in: ‘I told you, he’s smart. He was top of every class.’




  ‘You don’t land a job like that just by getting top marks,’ Nina said crisply. ‘Who do you know?’




  ‘My grandfather, Grigori Peshkov, stormed the Winter Palace in the October Revolution.’




  ‘That doesn’t get you a good job.’




  ‘Well, my father was in the KGB – he died last year. My uncle is a general. And I’m smart.’




  ‘Modest, too,’ she said, but her sarcasm was genial. ‘What’s your uncle’s name?’




  ‘Vladimir Peshkov. We call him Volodya.’




  ‘I’ve heard of General Peshkov. So he’s your uncle. With a family like that, how come you wear home-made shorts?’




  Dimka was confused now. She was interested in him for the first time, but he could not make out whether she was admiring or scornful. Perhaps it was just her manner.




  Valentin stood up. ‘Come and explore with me,’ he said to Anna. ‘We’ll leave these two here to discuss Dimka’s shorts.’ He held out his hand. Anna took it and

  let him pull her to her feet. Then they walked off into the woods, holding hands.




  ‘Your friend doesn’t like me,’ said Nina.




  ‘He likes Anna, though.’




  ‘She’s pretty.’




  Dimka said quietly: ‘You’re beautiful.’ He had not planned to say it: it just came out. But he meant it.




  Nina looked at him thoughtfully, as if reappraising him. Then she said: ‘Do you want to swim?’




  Dimka did not care much for water, but he was keen to see her in her swimsuit. He pulled off his clothes: he was wearing swimming trunks under his shorts.




  Nina had on a brown nylon one-piece, rather than a bikini, but she filled it out so well that Dimka was not disappointed. She was the opposite of slim Anna. Nina had deep breasts and wide hips,

  and there were freckles on her throat. She saw his gaze on her body, and she turned away and ran into the water.




  Dimka followed.




  It was bitingly cold despite the sun, yet Dimka enjoyed the sensual feel of the water all over his body. They both swam energetically to keep warm. They went out into the lake, then returned

  more slowly to the shore. They stopped short of the beach, and Dimka let his feet drift to the bottom. The water came to their waists. Dimka looked at Nina’s breasts. The cold water made her

  nipples stick out, showing through her swimsuit.




  ‘Stop staring,’ she said, and playfully splashed his face.




  He splashed her back.




  ‘Right!’ she said, and grabbed his head, trying to duck him.




  Dimka struggled and caught her around the waist. They wrestled in the water. Nina’s body was heavy but firm, and he relished its solidity. He got both arms around her and lifted her feet

  off the bottom. When she thrashed, laughing and trying to free herself, he pulled her more firmly to him, and felt her soft breasts pressing against his face.




  ‘I give in!’ she yelled.




  Reluctantly he put her down. For a moment they looked at one another. In her eyes he saw a gleam of desire. Something had changed her attitude to him: the vodka, the realization that he was a

  high-powered apparatchik, the exhilaration of horseplay in the water, or perhaps all three. He hardly cared. He saw the invitation in her smile, and kissed her mouth.




  She kissed him back with enthusiasm.




  He forgot the cold water, lost in the sensations of her lips and tongue, but after a few minutes she shivered and said: ‘Let’s get out.’




  He held her hand as they waded through the shallows on to dry ground. They lay on the grass side by side and started kissing again. Dimka touched her breasts, and began to wonder whether this

  was the day he would lose his virginity.




  Then they were interrupted by a harsh voice speaking through a megaphone: ‘Return your boat to the dock! Your time is up!’




  Nina murmured: ‘It’s the sex police.’




  Dimka chuckled, despite his disappointment.




  He looked up to see a small rubber dinghy with an outboard motor passing a hundred yards offshore.




  He waved acknowledgement. They were supposed to keep the boat for two hours. He guessed that a bribe to the supervisor would have secured an extension but he had not thought of it. Indeed, he

  had hardly dreamed that his relationship with Nina would progress so fast.




  ‘We can’t go back without the others,’ Nina said; but a moment later Valentin and Anna emerged from the woods. They had been only just out of sight, Dimka guessed, and had

  heard the megaphone summons.




  The boys moved a little apart from the girls and they all put on their outer clothes over their swimsuits. Dimka heard Nina and Anna talking in low voices, Anna speaking urgently and Nina

  giggling and nodding agreement.




  Then Anna gave Valentin a meaningful look. It seemed to be a prearranged signal. Valentin nodded and turned to Dimka. Quietly he said: ‘The four of us are going to the folk dancing evening

  tonight. When we come back, Anna will come into our tent with me. You’re to go with Nina in their tent. Okay?’




  It was more than okay, it was thrilling. Dimka said: ‘You’ve arranged it all with Anna?’




  ‘Yes, and Nina has just agreed.’




  Dimka could hardly believe it. He would be able to spend all night embracing Nina’s firm body. ‘She likes me!’




  ‘Must be the shorts.’




  They got into the boat and rowed back. The girls announced that they wanted to shower as soon as they returned. Dimka wondered how he could make the time pass quickly until the evening.




  When they reached the dock, they saw a man in a black suit waiting.




  Dimka knew instinctively that this was a messenger for him. I might have known, he thought regretfully; things were going too well.




  They all got out of the boat. Nina looked at the man sweating in his suit and said: ‘Are we going to be arrested for keeping the boat too long?’ She was only half joking.




  Dimka said: ‘Are you here for me? I’m Dmitriy Dvorkin.’




  ‘Yes, Dmitriy Ilich,’ the man said, respectfully using his patronymic. ‘I’m your driver. I’m here to take you to the airport.’




  ‘What’s the emergency?’




  The driver shrugged. ‘The First Secretary wants you.’




  ‘I’ll get my bag,’ said Dimka regretfully.




  By way of a small consolation, Nina looked awestruck.




  * * *




  The car took Dimka to Vnukovo airport, south-west of Moscow, where Vera Pletner was waiting with a large envelope and a ticket to Tbilisi, capital of the Georgian Soviet

  Socialist Republic.




  Khrushchev was not in Moscow but at his dacha, or second home, in Pitsunda, a resort for top government officials on the Black Sea, and that was where Dimka was headed.




  He had never flown before.




  He was not the only aide whose holiday had been cut short. In the departure lounge, about to open the envelope, he was approached by Yevgeny Filipov, wearing a grey flannel shirt as usual,

  despite the summer weather. Filipov looked pleased, which had to be a bad sign.




  ‘Your strategy has failed,’ he said to Dimka with evident satisfaction.




  ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘President Kennedy has made a television speech.’




  Kennedy had said nothing for seven weeks, since the Vienna Summit. The United States had not responded to Khrushchev’s threat to sign a treaty with East Germany and take West Berlin back.

  Dimka had assumed that the American President was too cowed to stand up to Khrushchev. ‘What was the speech about?’




  ‘He told the American people to prepare for war.’




  So that was the emergency.




  They were called to board. Dimka said to Filipov: ‘What did Kennedy say, exactly?’




  ‘Speaking of Berlin, he said: “An attack upon that city will be regarded as an attack upon us all.” The full transcript is in your envelope.’




  They went on board, Dimka still wearing his holiday shorts. The plane was a Tupolev Tu-104 jetliner. Dimka looked out of the window as they took off. He knew how aircraft worked, the curved

  upper surface of the wing creating an air-pressure difference, but all the same it seemed like magic when the plane lifted into the air.




  At last he tore his gaze away and opened the envelope.




  Filipov had not exaggerated.




  Kennedy was not merely making threatening noises. He proposed to triple the draft, call up reservists, and increase the American Army to a million men. He was preparing a new Berlin airlift,

  moving six divisions to Europe, and planning economic sanctions on Warsaw Pact countries.




  And he had increased the military budget by more than three billion dollars.




  Dimka realized that the strategy Khrushchev and his advisors had mapped out had failed catastrophically. They had all underestimated the handsome young president. He could not be bullied, after

  all.




  What could Khrushchev do?




  He might have to resign. No Soviet leader had ever done that – both Lenin and Stalin had died in office – but there was a first time for everything in revolutionary politics.




  Dimka read the speech twice and mulled over it for the rest of the two-hour journey. There was only one alternative to Khrushchev’s resignation, he thought: the leader could sack all his

  aides, take on new advisors, and reshuffle the Presidium, giving his enemies more power, as an acknowledgement that he had been wrong and a promise to seek wiser counsel in the future.




  Either way, Dimka’s short career in the Kremlin was over. Perhaps it had been too ambitious, he thought dismally. No doubt a more modest future awaited him.




  He wondered whether the voluptuous Nina would still want to spend a night with him.




  The flight landed at Tbilisi and a small military aircraft shuttled Dimka and Filipov to an airstrip on the coast.




  Natalya Smotrov from the Foreign Ministry was waiting for them there. The humid seaside air had curled her hair, giving her a wanton air. ‘There’s bad news from Pervukhin,’ she

  said as she drove them away from the plane. Mikhail Pervukhin was the Soviet ambassador to East Germany. ‘The flow of emigrants to the West has turned into a flood.’




  Filipov looked annoyed, probably because he had not received this news before Natalya. ‘What numbers are we talking about?’




  ‘It’s approaching a thousand people a day.’




  Dimka was flabbergasted. ‘A thousand a day?’




  Natalya nodded. ‘Pervukhin says the East German government is no longer stable. The country is approaching collapse. There could be a popular uprising.’




  ‘You see?’ Filipov said to Dimka. ‘This is what your policy has led to.’




  Dimka had no answer.




  Natalya drove along the coast road to a forested peninsula and turned in at a massive iron gate in a long stucco wall. Set amid immaculate lawns was a white villa with a long balcony on the

  upper floor. Beside the house was a full-size swimming pool. Dimka had never seen a home with its own pool.




  ‘He’s down by the sea,’ a guard told Dimka, jerking his head towards the far side of the house.




  Dimka found his way through the trees to a shingle beach. A soldier with a sub-machine gun looked hard at him then waved him on.




  He found Khrushchev under a palm tree. The second most powerful man in the world was short, fat, bald and ugly. He wore the trousers of a suit, held up by suspenders, and a white shirt with the

  sleeves rolled. He was sitting on a wicker beach chair, and on a small table in front of him were a jug of water and a glass tumbler. He seemed to be doing nothing.




  He looked at Dimka and said: ‘Where did you get those shorts?’




  ‘My mother made them.’




  ‘I should have a pair of shorts.’




  Dimka said the words he had rehearsed. ‘Comrade First Secretary, I offer you my immediate resignation.’




  Khrushchev ignored this. ‘We will overtake the United States, in military might and economic prosperity, within the next twenty years,’ he said, as if he were continuing an ongoing

  discussion. ‘But, meanwhile, how do we prevent the stronger power from dominating global politics and holding back the spread of world Communism?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ said Dimka.




  ‘Watch this,’ said Khrushchev. ‘I am the Soviet Union.’ He picked up the jug and poured water slowly into the glass until it was full to the brim. Then he handed the jug

  to Dimka. ‘You are the United States,’ he said. ‘Now you pour water into the glass.’




  Dimka did as he was told. The glass overflowed, and water soaked into the white tablecloth.




  ‘You see?’ said Khrushchev as if he had proved a point. ‘When the glass is full, no more can be added without making a mess.’




  Dimka was mystified. He asked the expected question. ‘What’s the significance of this, Nikita Sergeyevitch?’




  ‘International politics is like a glass. Aggressive moves by either side pour water in. The overflow is war.’




  Dimka saw the point. ‘When tension is at its maximum, no one can make a move without causing a war.’




  ‘Well done. And the Americans do not want war, any more than we do. So, if we maintain international tension at the maximum – full to the brim – the American President is

  helpless. He cannot do anything without causing war, so he must do nothing!’




  Dimka realized this was brilliant. It showed how the weaker power could dominate. ‘So Kennedy is now powerless?’ he said.




  ‘Because his next move is war!’




  Had this been Khrushchev’s long-term plan, Dimka wondered. Or had he just made it up as a hindsight justification? He was nothing if not an improviser. But it hardly mattered. ‘So,

  what are we going to do about the crisis in Berlin?’ he said.




  ‘We’re going to build a wall,’ said Khrushchev.














  9




  George Jakes took Verena Marquand to the Jockey Club for lunch. It was not a club, but a swanky new restaurant in the Fairfax Hotel that had found favour with the Kennedy

  crowd. George and Verena were the best-dressed couple in the room, she ravishing in a gingham check frock with a wide red belt, he in a tailored dark-blue linen blazer with a striped tie.

  Nevertheless, they were given a table by the kitchen door. Washington was integrated, but not unprejudiced. George did not let it get to him.




  Verena was in town with her parents. They had been invited to the White House later today for a cocktail party being given to thank high-profile supporters such as the Marquands – and,

  George knew, to keep their goodwill for the next campaign.




  Verena looked around appreciatively. ‘It’s a long time since I was in a decent restaurant,’ she said. ‘Atlanta is a desert.’ With parents who were Hollywood stars,

  she had been raised to think lavish was normal.




  ‘You should move here,’ George told her, looking into her startling green eyes. The sleeveless dress showed off the perfection of her café-au-lait skin, and she surely knew

  it. If she were to move to Washington, he would ask her for a date.




  George was trying to forget Maria Summers. He was dating Norine Latimer, a history graduate who worked as a secretary at the American History Museum. She was attractive and intelligent, but it

  was not working: he still thought about Maria all the time. Perhaps Verena might be a more effective cure.




  He kept all that to himself, naturally. ‘You’re out of the swim, all the way down there in Georgia,’ he said.




  ‘Don’t be so sure,’ she said. ‘I’m working for Martin Luther King. He’s going to change America more than John F. Kennedy.’




  ‘That’s because Dr King has only one issue, civil rights. The President has a hundred. He’s the defender of the free world. Right now his major worry is Berlin.’




  ‘Curious, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘He believes in freedom and democracy for German people in East Berlin, but not for American Negroes in the South.’




  George smiled. She was always combative. ‘It’s not just about what he believes,’ he said. ‘It’s what he can achieve.’




  She shrugged. ‘So how much difference can you make?’




  ‘The Justice Department employs nine hundred and fifty lawyers. Before I arrived, only ten were black. Already I’m a ten per cent improvement.’




  ‘So what have you achieved?’




  ‘Justice is taking a tough line with the Interstate Commerce Commission. Bobby has asked them to ban segregation in the bus service.’




  ‘And what makes you think this ruling will be enforced any better than all the previous ones?’




  ‘Not much, so far.’ George was frustrated, but he wanted to hide the full extent of that from Verena. ‘There’s a guy called Dennis Wilson, a young white lawyer on

  Bobby’s personal team, who sees me as a threat, and keeps me out of the really important meetings.’




  ‘How can he do that? You were hired by Robert Kennedy – doesn’t he want your input?’




  ‘I need to win Bobby’s confidence.’




  ‘You’re cosmetic,’ she said scornfully. ‘With you there, Bobby can tell the world he’s got a Negro advising him on civil rights. He doesn’t have to listen to

  you.’




  George feared she might be right, but he did not admit it. ‘That depends on me. I have to make him listen.’




  ‘Come to Atlanta,’ she said. ‘The job with Dr King is still open.’




  George shook his head. ‘My career is here.’ He remembered what Maria had said, and repeated it. ‘Protestors can have a big impact but, in the end, it’s governments that

  reshape the world.’




  ‘Some do, some don’t,’ said Verena.




  When they left, they found George’s mother waiting in the hotel lobby. George had arranged to meet her here, but had not expected her to wait outside the restaurant. ‘Why

  didn’t you join us?’ he asked.




  She ignored his question and spoke to Verena. ‘We met briefly at the Harvard Commencement,’ she said. ‘How are you, Verena?’ She was going out of her way to be polite,

  which was a sign, George knew, that she did not really like Verena.




  George saw Verena to a taxi and kissed her cheek. ‘It was great to see you again,’ he said.




  He and his mother went on foot, heading for the Justice Department. Jacky Jakes wanted to see where her son worked. George had arranged for her to visit on a quiet day, when Bobby Kennedy was at

  CIA headquarters at Langley, Virginia, seven or eight miles out of town.




  Jacky had taken a day off work. She was dressed for the occasion in a hat and gloves, as if she were going to church. As they walked he said: ‘What do you think of Verena?’




  ‘She’s a beautiful girl,’ Jacky replied promptly.




  ‘You’d like her politics,’ George said. ‘You and Khrushchev.’ He was exaggerating, but both Verena and Jacky were ultra-liberal. ‘She thinks the Cubans have

  the right to be Communists if they want.’




  ‘And so they do,’ Jacky said, proving his point.




  ‘So what don’t you like?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  ‘Mom, we men aren’t very intuitive, but I’ve been studying you all my life, and I know when you have reservations.’




  She smiled and touched his arm affectionately. ‘You’re attracted to her, and I can see why. She’s irresistible. I don’t want to badmouth a girl you like, but . .

  .’




  ‘But what?’




  ‘It might be difficult to be married to Verena. I get the feeling she considers her own inclinations first, last and in between.’




  ‘You think she’s selfish.’




  ‘We’re all selfish. I think she’s spoilt.’




  George nodded and tried not to be offended. His mother was probably right. ‘You don’t need to worry,’ he said. ‘She’s determined to stay down there in

  Atlanta.’




  ‘Well, perhaps that’s for the best. I only want you to be happy.’




  The Department of Justice was housed in a grand classical building across the street from the White House. Jacky seemed to swell a little with pride as they walked in. It pleased her that her

  son worked in such a prestigious place. George enjoyed her reaction. She was entitled: she had devoted her life to him, and this was her reward.




  They entered the Great Hall. Jacky liked the famous murals showing scenes of American life, but she looked askance at the aluminium statue of Spirit of Justice, which depicted a woman

  showing one breast. ‘I’m not a prude, but I don’t see why Justice has to have her bosom uncovered,’ she said. ‘What’s the reason for that?’




  George considered. ‘To show that Justice has nothing to hide?’




  She laughed. ‘Nice try.’




  They went up in the elevator. ‘How is your arm?’ Jacky asked.




  The plaster was off, and George no longer needed a sling. ‘It still hurts,’ he said. ‘I find it helps to keep my left hand in my pocket. Gives the arm a little

  support.’




  They got off at the fifth floor. George took Jacky to the room he shared with Dennis Wilson and several others. The Attorney General’s office was next door.




  Dennis was at his desk near the door. He was a pale man whose blond hair was receding prematurely. George said to him: ‘When’s he coming back?’




  Dennis knew he meant Bobby. ‘Not for an hour, at least.’




  George said to his mother: ‘Come and see Bobby Kennedy’s office.’




  ‘Are you sure it’s okay?’




  ‘He’s not there. He wouldn’t mind.’




  George led Jacky through an anteroom, nodding to two secretaries, and into the Attorney General’s office. It looked more like the drawing room of a large country house, with walnut

  panelling, a massive stone fireplace, patterned carpet and curtains, and lamps on occasional tables. It was a huge room, but Bobby had managed to make it look cluttered. The furnishings included an

  aquarium and a stuffed tiger. His enormous desk was a litter of papers, ashtrays and family photographs. On a shelf behind the desk chair were four telephones.




  Jacky said: ‘Remember that place by Union Station where we lived when you were a little boy?’




  ‘Of course I do.’




  ‘You could fit the whole house in here.’




  George looked around. ‘You could, I guess.’




  ‘And that desk is bigger than the bed where you and I used to sleep until you were four.’




  ‘Both of us and the dog, too.’




  On the desk was a green beret, headgear of the US Army Special Forces that Bobby admired so much. But Jacky was more interested in the photographs. George picked up a framed picture of Bobby and

  Ethel sitting on a lawn in front of a big house, surrounded by their seven children. ‘This is taken outside Hickory Hill, their home in McLean, Virginia.’ He handed it to her.




  ‘I like that,’ she said, studying the photo. ‘He cares for his family.’




  A confident voice with a Boston accent said: ‘Who cares for his family?’




  George spun round to see Bobby Kennedy walking into the room. He wore a crumpled light-grey summer suit. His tie was loose and his shirt collar unbuttoned. He was not as handsome as his older

  brother, mainly because of his large rabbity front teeth.




  George was flustered. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ he said. ‘I thought you were out for the afternoon.’




  ‘That’s all right,’ said Bobby, though George was not sure he meant it. ‘This place is owned by the American people – they can look at it if they like.’




  ‘This is my mother, Jacky Jakes,’ George said.




  Bobby shook her hand vigorously. ‘Mrs Jakes, you have a fine son,’ he said, turning on the charm, as he did whenever talking to a voter.




  Jacky’s face had darkened with embarrassment, but she spoke without hesitation. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You have several – I was looking at them in this

  picture.’




  ‘Four sons and three daughters. They’re all wonderful, and I speak with complete objectivity.’




  They all laughed.




  Bobby said: ‘It was a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Jakes. Come and see us any time.’




  Though gracious, that was clearly a dismissal, and George and his mother left the room.




  They walked along the corridor to the elevator. Jacky said: ‘That was embarrassing, but Bobby was kind.’




  ‘It was also planned,’ George said angrily. ‘Bobby’s never early for anything. Dennis deliberately misled us. He wanted to make me look uppity.’
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