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	Although this story is based on historical facts, the story itself is complete fiction. All the characters and events are entirely fictitious and no resemblance is intended to any event or any real person, either living or dead.

	 


 

	During the Cold War, East Germany was a front-line state in Europe. To assure Soviet military access to it in the event of a war with NATO, both Russia and East Germany were vitally interested in maintaining a firm communist grip in Poland. When, following a wave of strikes in 1980, that grip seemed to be slipping, USSR and East Germany forced Polish authorities to carry out a military coup and intern opposition figures. Many managed to escape and found themselves in West Berlin—a democratic, pro-western enclave within the borders of East Germany—and from there, they tried to continue their anti-communist agitation. Only naturally, they became an object of intense spying by both Polish and East German security services.

	 

	The activities of these services remain largely wrapped in mystery. Their archives have been partially destroyed, and access to them remains limited by law. Many of those who have lived through that period continue to live with an unsolved mystery: which of their friends and colleagues were spies reporting on their activities. Old scores remain to be settled.

	 

	 

	 


CALENDARIUM OF THE FALL OF THE SOVIET EMPIRE:

	 

	1945:
USSR imposes the Iron Curtain. West Berlin remains the sole, pro-western, democratic enclave in Eastern Europe.

	1975 onwards
Deepening economic crisis in the Soviet bloc.

	June 1976
A big wave of protest strikes in Poland followed by several years of opposition ferment.

	December 1979
USSR invades Afghanistan to demonstrate its readiness to defend the empire.

	Summer 1980
Nationwide strikes in Poland lead to a partial liberalization of press and assembly in that country.

	December 1981
Under pressure from USSR and East German regimes, the Polish communist party stages a military coup to reestablish communist dictatorship.

	1980-1981
Martial Law in Poland. The Communist Party attempts economic reforms.

	1983-1989
Polish economic reforms fail, leading to increasing discontentment.

	1989
Polish communist party concedes failure and allows free elections which it loses by a landslide.
The first non-communist government in Eastern Europe since 1945 is formed in Warsaw.
USSR pulls out of Afghanistan.
Lithuanian communist party secedes from the Soviet communist party.

	1990
Baltic states announce their secession from the USSR.
Hungary opens its western borders.
East German communists accept free elections for 1990.
Berlin Wall is dismantled.

	1991
East German communists lose elections by a landslide. Newly elected East German government signs a unification treaty with West Germany.
A failed military coup in Berlin deposes Gorbachov and allows Yeltsin’s Russia to secede from USSR. End of the Evil Empire.

	 

	
DRAMATIS PERSONAE

	Jacob Kubatski (“Ferrocyanide”): male, about 50, the protagonist of the book, Polish journalist, one-time refugee and political activist in West Berlin, now a cultural correspondent for a Polish weekly resident in Warsaw

	Heinz Kalrendorf: male, about 50, German journalist resident in Berlin, long-term friend of the above

	Carl Topolski: male, about 60, former Polish refugee in West Berlin, founder of the anti-communist magazine Opinion (1983-1989) now a university professor in Berlin

	Victor Stakhovich: male, mid 40’s, Polish ambassador to Germany as the action of the novel opens (2010)

	Roman Ferdinna: male, about 50, Polish emigree in Berlin, former collaborator of Kubatski and Topolski at Opinion, former president of an association of East European refugees in Berlin, former husband of Danuta Wrensch; now living in West Berlin, profession uncertain

	Danuta Wrensch (“Danka”): female, about 50, Polish emigree, long resident in West Berlin, former girlfriend of Jacob Kubatski, divorced wife of Roman Ferdinna and Christian Wrensch, mother of Susanne Wrensch

	Roman Yaremski: male, about 60, former anti-communist activist in Poland, now a businessman in Poland and a Senator of the Polish Republic

	Teresa Yaremski: his wife, president of a Polish pharmaceutical import and distribution firm Pilfarm

	Edward Skulksi (“Eddie”): male, about 50, Polish refugee in West Berlin, colleague, and associate of Kubatski, Yaremski, and Ferdinna, still resident in Berlin

	Kinga Berent: female, about 35, Kubatski’s recent girlfriend, an investigative journalist at a weekly in Warsaw

	Susanne Wrensch (“Susi”): female, about 16, daughter of Danka and Christian Wrensch

	Erjan: male, about 20, her boyfriend, a Berliner of Turkish descent

	Christian Wrensch: male, about 50, a jazz pianist resident in Berlin

	Captain Gluckpilz: male, about 60, former officer of the Stasi, current role unknown

	Inspector Schwalbe: male, about 40, a detective with tbe Berlin Criminal Police

	Berlin: a city in central Eur0pe, once divided by the Cold War and surrounded by a tall wall topped with barbed wire, now gloriously reunited again
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	It was an ordinary weekday in May: no sign at all of the lighting bolt about to strike from the blue.

	Heinz had promised to be at the embassy gate at exactly four forty-five. If I hadn’t arrived by then, he was going to wait. But he didn’t have to: because I did not know the area and generally hated to be late, I arrived on the S-Bahn three-quarters of an hour early. I sauntered around for a while in front of the closed gate, but standing for another half-hour in front of the diplomatic post—and in front of the guard who watched me with increasing attention—seemed silly. To pass the time, I decided to take a stroll about the neighborhood.

	Grunewald, illuminated by the slanted light of the evening, looked like a fairy-tale garden. A few pedestrians dressed simply and casually, and hardly any cars at all—only the most popular German makes—occasionally passed me by. I walked from villa to villa, admired their beautiful architecture, and looked into their well-kept gardens bursting with fresh greenery.

	Here, in a Berlin suburb, I must have looked quite peculiar. I wore a light formal suit, a cream shirt, a discreet silk tie, and new dress shoes which I had on for the first time. Their hard uppers had been increasingly chafing my ankle since I left the hotel. So, I was forced to tread carefully and hesitantly, with a slight limp at times.

	A droning melody suddenly stopped my stroll: the sound of a saxophone coming from the open window of a low-slung house close to the sidewalk. The sound did not come from hi-fi equipment: someone was actually playing the horn. I paused for a moment. Listening to the stream of rhythms, grunts, and blares, I was able to pick out a popular German song. But I was surprised to hear that, after playing the theme, the musician repeated the melody in variation, shifting some notes lower and moving the accent about so that the piece leaned more and more toward jazz. I listened for a while, standing still, a smile on my lips.

	I liked it.

	“Good evening!” I heard behind my back.

	I had never before met the old, bony man who greeted me by lifting an ornate wooden walking stick. He had probably come out of the neighboring Art Nouveau villa, which I had admired a moment earlier. He, too, stopped and listened. 

	I replied to his greeting.

	I pointed my finger at the window as if to explain why I was standing there.

	“Ich hatt’einen Kameraden,”1 he said. “You recognized it, yes?”

	He wasn’t talking about a comrade-in-arms from the past: he meant the title of the piece. I signaled with my head that I had recognized it. It was an old Prussian army song that Germans still play at the funerals of their soldiers.

	We stood next to each other in silence.

	“Do you have a friend?” he asked suddenly, without the slightest embarrassment, as if we were old acquaintances. It was the privilege of his age to do so. He was definitely over eighty.

	“Yes,” I replied. But due to the prudence acquired over the years, I was reluctant to form a definite judgment. I added:

	“At least I think so.”

	“I had one, too,” he said nostalgically, listening to the saxophone. “Have you served in the army?”

	I kept smiling, delighted with the way the musician improvised ever more freely on the subject of an old soldier’s song. We both listened, and yet each of us heard something different. He seemed to catch old memories: the flashes in his eyes showed it. But I followed the successive variations without relating them to any specific images. I took sheer pleasure in listening to the syncopated music.

	Suddenly, in my mind’s eye, I saw him as a wispy teenager weighed down with a huge rifle, commissioned in the last days of World War II to defend Berlin against the Red Army. Maybe he lost his best friend in battle? How old could he have been then? Sixteen? Seventeen? 

	Or maybe, as a young soldier, he was sent to the Eastern Front and captured there? I was about to tell him that, by sheer luck, I had missed compulsory military service, and I didn’t know what gunpowder smelled like. I made the appropriate facial expression.

	Now, he sensed a stranger in me again.

	When the saxophonist fell silent, we both nodded approvingly. We had both appreciated the music, but each for a different reason. 

	“I wish you that your friend should never let you down,” said the old man.

	I expressed the wish that it might be so. 

	“Good evening,” I said in parting.

	“And that you never fail him, either,” he added and, leaning on his cane, turned away. “Never forget that.”

	He left, carrying with him the untold story of his youthful friendship in the time of total war.

	 

	I returned to the vicinity of the embassy. I stayed on the opposite side of the street and watched the entrance for a while. In that short time, a few people passed through it, but I did not see Heinz among them. A few minutes before five o’clock, I finally went up to the wrought iron gate.

	Behind it was an empty guardhouse. A bit further, I found broad granite steps leading to a beautifully renovated two-story villa that probably remembered the days of Chancellor Bismarck.

	On the third step stood on duty, smiling, the ambassador extraordinary and plenipotentiary of the Republic of Poland, Victor Stakhovich. He wore a perfectly fitted navy blue suit and a snow-white shirt that contrasted sharply with his tanned face. His slim figure showed he was fit and passionate about sports. But it wasn’t so much his body that attracted attention as his mop of prematurely gray hair. Such a thing normally ages a man, but in his case, it made ambassador Stakhovich more distinguished.

	I did not know him personally—only from the newspapers and from some brief snippets on TV in which he spoke about the improvement of Polish-German relations. He looked no more than forty, though he was probably a little older. He stood with one foot on a lower step, the other on a higher step. This pose allowed him to display his elegant patent leather shoes to better effect. He greeted each new visitor with a handshake.

	I showed him the invitation. He barely glanced at it and, with his open hand, pointed to the top of the stairs. I was supposed to go there. Once I climbed the steps, I found myself in front of the entrance to the building. The stone terrace in front was shaded by a roof supported by four columns. I entered a small hall through the glass door. Someone offered me another greeting.

	“Jacob Kubatski,” I introduced myself.

	“From Berlin?” came the question.

	“I used to be, yes. But now, from Warsaw.”

	“Do you know Mr. Topolski?” the young, well-fed man with short hair asked.

	“Oh, yes,” I explained eagerly. “We once worked closely together for several years.”

	And then I clarified: “I mean, he was a publisher, and I was his editor.”

	“Sorry. I’ve been a consul here only a short time. I don’t know everyone yet,” explained the man at the entrance. “I would like to get to know the local Polish community better. You probably have many friends in Berlin?”

	“I think so,” I replied carefully. “I’m not sure I’ll recognize them all. I’ve been away for sixteen years.”

	I asked about the German journalist Heinz Kaltendorf. 

	“No, no one with that name has yet come,” said the consul.

	I began to watch a group of people discussing something heatedly at the far end of the hall, by the stairs leading to the upper floors. I didn’t recognize any of them.

	I turned to a glass wall through which a granite staircase was visible and looked at it thoughtfully for a moment. I still had that Prussian melody in my ears, all turned into jazz. I wondered how it managed to change pathos into sadness, then optimism, then nostalgia.

	I went outside. The ambassador was greeting more latecomers and Heinz was still not there.

	Unknown to us all, the bolt from the blue was building up over our heads. 

	I was now on the diplomatic territory of the Republic of Poland, where even a fifteen-minute delay was not a reason to be ashamed. But Heinz was not Polish: he was German. Arriving even three minutes late—unless something extraordinary happened—it just wasn’t like him. Somewhere in me, in the hitherto untouched center, a sense of unease hinted that something unusual had just happened. The impulse, however, proved too weak to elicit a more vivid response. I didn’t reach for my cell phone to find out.

	I decided that, in the event of an emergency, Heinz would call. Besides, was this event even important to him? I was worrying unnecessarily. After all, an event at the Polish embassy was of no importance to the German press.

	Something else was gnawing at me. I couldn’t understand why Carl Topolski was nowhere to be seen. 

	As the central figure of the event, he should be standing right there, at the ambassador’s side, or by the consul, at the very least, greeting the arrivals. I wondered whether he was inside already, perhaps sitting in the ambassador’s office upstairs, waiting to make a more glamorous entry. For a moment, I managed to convince myself that that would have been his style. In the hall, someone else made a similar supposition in an undertone, and I thought about it. On reflection, I found it unlikely.

	Carl liked to be in control too much to bide his time somewhere merely for an effective entry. It would be more natural for him to circulate among the newcomers, showing off his position as a successfully transplanted Polish immigrant in Berlin, demonstrating his ease in his new Germanness. As was his habit, he would be making wise, patriotic remarks and accurate political judgments, inspiring reflection, spreading compliments, and collecting congratulations. We had seen each other the night before. If he had been planning some surprise, he did not let on.

	I went back inside and looked about. I noticed that the consul and a few people looking like embassy staff seemed very animated.

	 

	 


2

	 

	As I wandered around the embassy, I searched for someone else. I was still hoping that Danka would appear at the ceremony. She had received an invitation: she had told me so two days earlier. In her case, being late even half an hour would not be unusual, so I did not lose hope that she would still come. But gradually, I began to wonder. While Danka would certainly have liked to appear at a reception at the embassy, she might at the same time wish to avoid meeting her ex-husband, Roman. I was afraid that if he came and she saw him among the guests, she would leave quickly.

	Many years have passed since their divorce. The reason they broke up remained a mystery. They parted ways without incriminations and never talked about the cause to any of our mutual friends. Given the passage of time, one would think that whatever conflict had divided them must have died out. But, on the contrary, their trauma seemed to be still alive. Within four days of my arrival, I heard about it at least twice. First, Roman told me that they weren’t really friends, and it didn’t look like they would ever be. Then I heard from Danka that she did not want to talk about Roman because talking about him would only spoil her mood and our meeting.

	Perhaps she learned from someone—she would never have called me to ask for such information—that Roman was at the embassy and had decided not to come? Yet, I couldn’t see him anywhere.

	Unlike Carl, Danka never came into conflict with the Polish communist regime. She was no longer in Poland when Solidarity came into existence.2 She had joined her family in West Germany even before the trade union was established. Her relatives managed to obtain proof of German descent in the seventies and used it to emigrate. Yet something went astray in her relationship with her parents. After passing her German high school diploma, she left them in the Rhineland and went to study in West Berlin, where she lived on her own.

	She never talked to anyone about what had happened. Only once in my presence did she say something that gave me food for thought: “My parents became Germans, but I did not. I am a Pole with a German passport.” And when I asked why she chose West Berlin, she replied laconically: “Because it was impossible to go further east.”

	This place, West Berlin, was then an enclave: an island of the free democratic West in the heart of communist East Germany. As such, it was a refuge for many: young German men avoiding compulsory military service in the Bundeswehr, migratory birds, asylum seekers from the communist east, immigrants, shipwrecked people, anarchists, artists, people who loved differently or thought differently. West Berlin was perfect for any runaway. A free city under the Allied occupation, redder, greener, and more liberal than the entire Federal Republic, and at the same time different from the Soviet zone. Similar to other Western cities, and at the same time, different from the rest of the world. Both separated from and connected to the city on the other side of the wall, like two poles of a magnet.

	During the dozen or so years that elapsed since the merger of both parts of Berlin into one city, Danka could have done many things with her life. She could have moved to any one of the West German states, not necessarily close to her parents. She could have moved to Cologne or Hamburg, for example, or even to Austria or Switzerland, about which she sometimes talked. However, despite the pain that she had experienced in Berlin, she remained in the city—the city lacking the beauty of Paris or Lisbon but with a special, hypnotizing character of its own. A tiny black hole, too easy to fall into but impossible to get out of on your own.

	Another glance at the clock: seven minutes past five. Embassy staff are whispering to each other. The secretary comes down to the lonely ambassador, says something in his ear, and they both climb the stairs. The secretary stays at the entrance to the building to take over the role of the host. Stakhovich walks past me, makes an apologetic gesture, and disappears behind the door of the corridor leading to the offices.

	At this point, my cell phone makes a soft humming noise. It is Heinz. He sends a short text message: Corner of Lassenstrasse and Koenigsallee in half an hour.

	I looked out the window. The sky had darkened.
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	So here I was again, in the Prussian metropolis built among the swamps at the confluence of Spree and Havel. In a city with two natures, exposing to the world like a pagan idol, sometimes one face—disciplined and fierce, and sometimes the other—libertine and cheerful. Even though these two natures are in conflict, one never annihilates the other. The temporarily triumphant side, like a Hegelian being, always retains within the seeds of its opposite. And that seed sprouts on the sidelines, grows, undergoes a metamorphosis, and then, after a short struggle, it comes to the fore, pushing aside the other.

	When I came to Berlin for the first time, world politics was in the midst of its attempt to separate these two faces with a thick concrete line: the Berlin Wall. I left the city two years after the wall had fallen when the two natures of the city launched yet another battle for dominance.

	I decided to leave shortly after the onetime foreman from the Gdańsk shipyard, the leader of the Solidarity trade union, Lech Wałęsa, now a Nobel Peace Prize laureate, became the president of my homeland, and it seemed that our struggle for liberty had come to an end. Shortly before that, my father had been diagnosed with a disease which, in those days, few men of his age could hope to overcome. His wife was unable to provide him with care while he was dying because she needed looking-after herself. My sister, who had married a Dutchman, decided that it was now her turn to emigrate.

	Thus, we agreed that she would live with her husband in Utrecht, and I would live with my parents in our old family home near Warsaw.

	To make a long story short, we buried my father a year later and entrusted our mother, who was losing her memory, to the care of nuns. We sold the family house.

	And now, sixteen years since leaving Berlin, I was someone else. I no longer viewed the city from my former perspective of a poor immigrant, a political refugee, one who had to live on ten marks a day and figure out at every turn how to preserve a sense of dignity; and how not to fall into social circles where dignity is spoken of but not practiced. In which the word “Solidarity” meant the Polish opposition trade union and was a badge to be worn and, in trouble, to cover oneself with, but not a life principle to practice with one’s fellow refugees.

	Unlike my first arrival in Berlin, back in those bad old days, coming here now, I was not arriving from the hell of communism to the paradise of capitalism. There was no longer waiting at the border. There were no Polish and East German customs officers, evil looks, unfriendly gestures, stamps in the passport, and illegally bought brands tucked away in the nooks and crannies of one’s clothes, glued into seemingly carelessly carried magazines, threaded into underwear. That bad old feeling of crossing the border of two opposite worlds as one crossed the Berlin Wall—was gone.

	I now had a credit card from a decent German bank which meant that I was liberated from the extraordinary sacrifices which had once been necessary to rent a room in an inexpensive hotel, pay for the prohibitively expensive public transport, to drop into Café Einstein, to go for a beer without being limited to street gardens, always hoping that someone else might pick up the tab. I was relaxed, independent, a free man.

	The notion of making up for that rat-like past had remained with me for years: to go to Berlin for a week, self-sufficient, financially independent; to meet my old friends who had remained there, and to look at myself in the mirror and see in it the confirmation that I had done the right thing by returning to Poland all those years ago. And see the same mirror tell me that I was finally free from my Berlin past, that evil shadow that had weighed on me as I left. Those events in Berlin had imprisoned me in the world of memories, plunged me into debilitating melancholy, turning me away from the world to which I had once wanted to devote all my talent and energies. They made me a slave of the past, and there was no one to redeem me from this bondage. No one to tell me the liberating truth.

	I had much rehearsed the old question: “What does it matter now?” Have not twenty years passed since our old Berlin editorial office closed, our association was dissolved, the Iron Curtain fell, communism collapsed, the Berlin Wall was torn down, all secret police files partially burned or placed beyond use? Why rehash the history from all those years ago, analyze the behavior of individual people, qualify it, reflect, cast suspicions on friends and acquaintances? Why even know the truth that could put a painful dagger in your soul for the rest of your life? Truth is dangerous. Truth is irreversible. Truth cannot be tried for size. Once you know the truth, you cannot go back to the state of ignorance. And yet that ignorance is not blissful. Instead, there is a lack of certainty. Unanswered questions gnaw at you.

	And such cunning, self-directed therapy raises new questions. Should I treat the past like theater? Assume that the actor on stage really was Prince Hamlet? That Julia actually died by poison? That the curtain came down on its own at the right moment, and never wonder what had really happened behind the scenes?

	Intellectually, overcoming this obsession was easy. Intellectually, I was able to resist the temptation to peer behind the curtain of the dark side of life, where the puppet strings with which hidden secret police animators controlled friendships, love, and hate were tangled like a nest of vipers. But the intellect is not always able to control emotions, hidden desires, and unconscious needs. Even when a sarcophagus of ice covers them.

	So, while I advanced this simple therapeutic idea, I found that I was not ready to submit to its logic. I was stuck in a state of emotional hibernation. For this reason, my friends and relatives left me: their encouragement and provocations were not able to knock me out of that state of suspension. Berlin still acted like a magnet for me, but a magnet with the same polarity. I was unable to get close to it. It repulsed me.

	Until one day, there was a breakthrough. I suddenly realized that there was no point in fighting what was hidden. I suddenly realized that I wanted to discover the old mystery that had bothered me, which prevented me from thinking and acting rationally in all matters Berlin.

	The block was removed by an unexpected invitation from the Polish embassy in Berlin: to attend an award ceremony honoring Carl. I got in touch with former friends, booked a hotel room, bought a ticket. And, one Sunday in May, I got off a train in a huge, newly built, unfamiliar to me Berlin main station. It did not resemble the small, neglected Zoo station where I had arrived in 1983, or the station on Friedrichstrasse, from which I departed permanently for Poland in 1993.

	And now was my fourth day in Berlin.

	And Carl was the key to that mystery which needed a solution.
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	The crowd assembled for the ceremony somehow managed to disperse to the recesses of the embassy. Some of the guests stood in groups in the conference room where the ceremony was to take place, a few people hid in the banquet room, prepared for a small party, and the rest went out onto the terrace on the garden side. It was a warm May evening, and the greenery, lush with blooming fragrant lilacs, yellow goldfoot, and rhododendrons lurking in the buds and flowerbeds full of spring flowers, served as the perfect background for meaningless conversations with many polite empty words.

	And then I saw Roman. Apparently, he had shown up before me and remained ensconced on the terrace all along. He stood with a glass of water in hand because, so far, nothing but non-alcoholic refreshments had been served. He was dressed appropriately for the occasion in a dark brown suit, a bit passé cut, a tie, and a light burgundy scarf. In the eighties, he had worn his hair long. He now had close-cropped gray hair and a high, receding hairline.

	Not even a centimeter of the belly protruded from under his unbuttoned jacket. His athletic figure contrasted with his face—furrowed, with bags under the eyes. He looked tired. He stood in the company of two Germans unknown to me, perhaps Carl’s associates from the university. When he looked up, and our eyes met, he raised his glass slightly, as if in a victory toast, and said: 

	“She won’t come.”

	I understood. He meant Danka. It flashed through my mind that he had been watching me discreetly for a long time and noticed that I was looking for someone. Despite the fact that we had recently spent a few hours talking face to face in the last few days, carefully rebuilding our former proximity, and that we still had a lot of topics to cover, I didn’t want to talk to him now, and especially not about Danka. I made a face for “tough luck” and walked past, pretending to be headed for someone.

	Just opposite, at the railing separating the terrace from the garden, I saw a man whom I recognized easily. We had known each other since the 1980s, and we had met a few times recently in Warsaw. He was the highest-ranking political guest of the evening. Richard Yaremski, a senator of the Republic of Poland, stood lost in thought. I knew from Carl that he had been invited, so his presence did not surprise me. He was in an elegant, well-cut navy blue suit, but not one made to measure, as you could tell from the buttons at the cuffs: the lowest remained unfastened. He wore a white shirt and a maroon tie. Even his shoes were shiny new. One could see that diplomatic and political circles were his daily bread.

	“Good evening, senator,” I said, smiling and holding out my hand.

	“Jacob, how good to see you here!” he reciprocated with well-trained cordiality, shaking my hand. “I guess it must be important to Carl that we are both here. Don’t you think?”

	“Let’s keep things in their proper perspective,” I said, trying to stay within the convention of insignificant, polite conversation. “You are important. I have heard that you will be giving the laudation.”

	“There was such an idea,” he corrected me. “But after reflection and discussing it with the ambassador, we decided to ask someone else.”

	“Who will do the honors, then?”

	“Let that be a surprise,” he deflected the question. 

	“And speaking about importance: is the gossip in Warsaw true? You will be our new deputy minister of health?”

	“Ah, politics, you know...” he said, and he waved his hand dismissively. “Do journalists have to go on about it constantly, even here?”

	He did not seem best informed about my current situation.

	“I see that you may have missed something, although you probably read the newspapers. Or someone does it for you. I left political journalism a long time ago.”

	He took my little jab of malice smoothly.

	“Really? That’s a pity. You were very good at it. Not only while here, in exile, but later, when you returned to the country too. When was it? Probably still in the nineties?” He waited for my confirmation. “Yes, I remember your political column. It was very good. Wouldn’t you like to get back to that? Poland needs good political journalism.”

	My heart rate goes up whenever a politician speaks about Poland in general and says he knows what it needs. And when Richard Yaremski does this with round sentences, my irritation doubles.

	“First and foremost, they need good politicians,” I said, expecting to upset him.

	“Oh, I can see that Mr. Editor is in an excellent polemical form today,” flashed a deft riposte. “That’s fantastic. Because, seriously speaking,” he continued in a low voice, leaning over toward me, “there may soon be new opportunities in this field, and I think there would be a good place for you.”

	“Do you want to invest in the media market?” I stepped back slightly in genuine surprise.

	“Come on, I’m a legislator, remember? I may only work for my country and deal with broad social issues. I cannot deal with private investments,” he said sanctimoniously. And then added in a mysterious whisper: “It is possible, however, that someone will. And it could be a really big entry. We absolutely need to talk about this. Maybe even after the ceremony? Or tomorrow, if you prefer? The Radisson Hotel, the one on the Spree. Yes?”

	The proposal was surprising. I didn’t know what to say. Just in case, I remained on my guard.

	“Let’s not talk about it now,” I said. “Politics as a subject of journalism is a thing of the past for me. I prefer to stick to culture. Literature, theater, film, art, and things like that. Above all, music.”

	“You must be joking!” He looked into my eyes and must have read that I wasn’t joking at all. “Believe me, you’re wasting your writing talent,” he said, part compliment, part condemnation. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was a way to continue investigative journalism because you have a lot of experience in that, but culture? By the way, I noticed something else.” Sensing that he was making no progress, he suddenly changed the subject. “Looking at our old friends here, I realized that only one person from the old Berlin pack returned to Poland: you. Carl, the man for history books, never returned. Vitek, who wrote about the economy, is in Rome. Barbara stayed in Paris.”

	“Beata,” I corrected him.

	“Oh, yes, yes, Beata. Literature,” he corrected. “Who else worked with you here?”

	I marveled at his memory: he knew almost all of us and remembered us by name. 

	“Roman,” I said.

	“Ferdinna, yes? Well, yes, he’s right here. That woman of yours, about whom you two quarreled, Danka—she also lives here. She isn’t coming? But it seems to me she was not really involved with Opinion. Do you see each other sometimes?”

	“I didn’t quarrel with Roman about her. It was a completely different story,” I said, ignoring the question about my contacts with Danka.

	I wasn’t going to tell him the story, and he didn’t want to hear it, either.

	“But those people from that time in Berlin,” he continued, lowering his voice, “these people here today, at the embassy, let’s be honest, they didn’t make a career in Germany.”

	“To make a career in Germany, you must first become a German.” I hastily produced a comment appropriate to the subject and situation. He looked at me more closely. Before he could say anything, I quickly added:

	“Tell me, who do you need to become to make a career in Poland?”

	He was saved from the need to come up with a biting riposte because from the direction of the table with drinks, the senator’s spouse approached us energetically. She wore much makeup, flashy decorative jewelry, and a shiny silver-gray dress with a tight black jacket, all a little too showy for an official function. We didn’t know each other well but she, seeing me next to her husband, stretched out her hand as she approached, holding it up, clearly expecting me to kiss it. I don’t kiss women’s hands, I am not that gallant. Grasping her fingers, I held them in that position and bowed elegantly. Richard muttered something like: “my wife Teresa, editor Kubatski.” It seemed that he hadn’t read the chapter of the how-to manual concerning the rules of introducing strangers to each other.

	“You came from Warsaw, right?” she said in a declarative tone, adding a question mark at the end, slightly surprised by my behavior. I had no idea how she could have known that. “It’s a pity we hadn’t connected sooner. We had an empty seat in the car. Right, Richard?”

	She was his second wife, a dozen or so years younger than him. They had gotten married three years ago, although they had been a couple longer: they had started romancing during Richard’s first marriage. They stopped hiding their relationship when the first Mrs. Yaremski died in a car accident. She was driving alone, apparently too fast, and while making a right turn, she turned the wheel left unexpectedly, lost control, jumped a ditch, and hit a tree.

	The accident happened a few months before Richard assumed the office of senator. He entered the Senate as a result of a by-election. His predecessor had been a second-rate politician, a backbencher whose most important task was to help create the majority in the chamber. He owed his election entirely due to being nominated by his party. Released from any duties of a statesman, he tested how far a citizen with parliamentary immunity could push it, and in the middle of his term of office, he got involved in a nasty sexual scandal publicized by the media and was forced by his party leaders to resign. The party then appointed Richard to stand in the by-election to fill the vacated post.

	I knew that Richard’s wife had an important position in the pharmaceutical industry. Not in production but in the distribution of medicines. Her firm, Pilfarma, had become a giant on the Polish drug market.

	I owed this knowledge mainly to The Messenger, the newspaper where I had taken a position a few months after my return from Berlin, before moving a few years later to the respectable, and non-sensational weekly The World. 

	And I owed it in particular to Kinga Berent.

	Kinga started work at The Messenger a year later than me. She was young, ambitious, even predatory. She understood from the beginning that journalism was not a hobby or even a job like any other: work nine to five and then home. It is not an occupation for those who dream of a harmonious personal life. She was hungry for a career and ready to pay the price. She constantly brought extraordinary news, and she wrote like a Canon printer. In a series of articles, she described how Pilfarma of the future Mrs. Yaremski made money on foreign drugs by corrupting administrators and doctors: the administrators put her drugs on the appropriate official list, and doctors entered them onto prescriptions, even though there was a cheaper domestic substitute.

	Many in our circle suspected that I played some role in the Pilfarma investigation, but that was not the case: I merely edited the still-raw and sometimes unbalanced texts of a novice journalist. But there was more to it: Kinga and I became lovers.

	Kinga launched her career with this material and never abandoned the topic of Mrs. Pilfarma: she reported on all the successive steps in her career. And when the superwoman Teresa married Richard Yaremski, he too became the subject of her articles. 

	Richard must have suspected that Kinga obtained some information about him from me. Even if he didn’t know what exactly connected us, he would have seen my name in the same newspaper. So he probably did not quite share his wife’s regret that they had missed the chance to offer me a ride to Berlin but spread his hands in a gesture of polite helplessness. I wanted to release the rising tension.

	“I’ve been here since Sunday,” I explained hastily and, seeing something like a surprise in her eyes, added: “I’m staying in a small hotel in Schöneberg.”

	“That’s great,” she said gracefully, but it was not clear if the name Schöneberg meant anything to her.

	“Yes,” I said. I was in a fighting mood. “Do you know that in the twenties, it was the favorite neighborhood of Schwuls?”

	“Who, I’m sorry?” she pricked her ears.

	“Schwuls and dykes. Or, correctly speaking, homosexuals of both sexes.”

	She laughed.

	“And the hotel is called the Isadora,” I continued. “I suppose its owner is captivated by Yesenin.”

	“Ah yes?” she muttered vaguely, confused by my reference to an unfamiliar subject, and Richard cleared his throat loudly as if he wanted to say something.

	“I meant Isadora Duncan, an American dancer who became a citizen of Soviet Russia,” I added, launching on a lecture. “They say she was bisexual, though in these things, nothing is ever certain. Sergius Yesenin was her third husband.”

	I looked her straight in the eye, toying with her confusion.

	“She wore scarves that were too long and loved driving in a convertible. And you know... in the 1920s, car wheels had spokes, and such a scarf got tangled easily... It’s a tragic story.”

	For some reason, I remembered the accident of Richard’s first wife. I wasn’t going to get into an awkward situation. I apologized and theatrically reached for the phone as if I had to take a call.

	“Think about what I said!” Richard said quickly as I turned away from them. “Let’s talk after the ceremony.”

	I walked away to a corner of the room.

	I reread the mysterious SMS from Heinz. I should answer him as soon as possible, I thought, so that he would know his message had been received. Its content was quite intriguing. Heinz did not ask if I could leave the party, did not put any “if” in the text, but merely stated that I was to present myself in half an hour at an intersection three hundred meters from the embassy. But why? He could have come to me. Why didn’t he? Why did he summon me outside just when Carl should be giving a speech? The categorical tone of the message gave me no alternative. I replied with a text consisting of three question marks and two letters: OK.
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	It was almost six-thirty when the first secretary appeared on the terrace and announced that the ambassador was asking everyone to come inside. We followed him with great relief because, even by Polish standards, the delay was becoming excessive.

	The ambassador was waiting in the conference room. He no longer smiled that broad American smile he’d had on when greeting us at the entrance. Next to him, instead of his wife, stood someone unknown to me: perhaps forty years old, chubby, wearing an indifferent tie, a workaday gray jacket, and darker-colored trousers. He kept one hand in his pocket.

	Carl was not there.

	The ambassador indicated that he would be speaking. 

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said in a choked voice, and when everyone looked at him, he cleared his throat and started over, first in Polish then, briefly, in German.

	“Ladies and gentlemen, we are gathered here under extraordinary circumstances. We all know them. We were supposed to participate in the ceremony of awarding the Order of Merit of the Republic of Poland, bestowed by the president on an outstanding émigré activist in recognition of his valuable support for the Polish democratic opposition in the bad old communist days. However, there has been an unexpected change to our program. I would like to introduce you to Inspector Schwalbe of the Berlin Criminal Police Department. He has a message for us.”

	The policeman took his hand out of his pocket, then said briefly and to the point: 

	“I know that you are all waiting for Mr. Carl Topolski. Unfortunately, I must inform you that Mr. Topolski will not be coming. He was found dead in his home about noon today.”

	The lightning bolt had struck.

	Meanwhile, softly and inaudible to those around me, my cell phone buzzed and twitched again. I reached into my pocket. Heinz was asking me if I would be at the appointed place in time. The moment did not seem right to leave the embassy. I didn’t know what to do.

	I wrote back to him, apologizing and saying I would be there in a quarter of an hour. It now crossed my mind that Heinz must already have known—and that that was why he had not come. Given his numerous contacts at the Berlin and Brandenburg police and at the federal headquarters in Wiesbaden, this would not be surprising.

	Before the ambassador repeated the words of the Inspector in Polish, the assembled throng, who largely understood German, gave a collective groan of shock. Most were speechless, me among them. This was the kind of moment when someone says something to us in an incomprehensible language. What to do? Ask for a repeat? Wave your hands helplessly? An Englishman standing next to me, wearing a bow tie and a fashionably worn jacket, probably did not understand what was going on because he was asking his Polish wife: “What’s going on? What happened?” And when he finally heard the news, he exclaimed: “Oh, God! Incredible!”

	“Yes, ladies and gentlemen,” repeated the ambassador aloud, calming the audience for a moment. “Mr. Carl Topolski is dead. I received this grim news ten minutes ago, and yet I still can’t believe it. But it’s true, and nothing will change it. Inspector Schwalbe and I ask you to please kindly give us your contact numbers in Germany as you leave the embassy. This may make it easier for the Berlin police to contact you should the need arise. I repeat: we are on the territory of Poland here, and therefore the Inspector can only ask you. If someone among you does not wish to because, for example, he is about to leave the Federal Republic, no one will complain.”

	Someone raised a concern immediately.

	“Mr. Ambassador, I have a question,” he said as if it were a press conference. He was a fat man in a corduroy jacket standing next to Richard. His dress showed an aversion to diplomatic customs in the matter of dress. I recognized the voice of Edward Skulski—known to all as Eddie—who, in the bad old Cold War days, had cooperated with Roman to found the Association of Political Refugees from Eastern Europe in West Berlin. “A member of the Senate of the Republic of Poland is with us. He has a diplomatic passport and is protected by immunity. He doesn’t have to be on that list, does he?”

	The Inspector was interested in the question. The ambassador quietly translated it for him. Schwalbe said something, and the ambassador nodded. “Of course not,” he said aloud in Polish. “Again, no one here is under any obligation. It is only the Inspector’s polite request.”

	I was surprised. Was Eddie now acting as a spokesman for the senator?

	Richard had once been his political model. Eddie admired Richard because Richard had been in trouble with the communists even before the Solidarity trade union was founded, spent time in prison, and displayed an intransigent attitude toward the regime during the subsequent martial law. Back in our Berlin days, whenever Richard came to Berlin from Poland, it was a holiday for Eddie. He accompanied him at almost every step, drove him around the city, fed him, and put him up.

	Despite the admiration, he also found something to complain about. He once told me over a beer:

	“I was so poor in those days that I couldn’t even afford cigarettes,” he said. “Literally, I was picking discarded cigarette butts off the street. But when Richard came, I tried to keep the refrigerator full. He spent the night at my place, ate, drank, and—never once asked if I needed anything. Never. And yet each time, he received a speaking fee several times higher than my entire monthly allowance.”

	Perhaps now that he has come into a greater fortune, Richard somehow found a way to support his former acolyte. Eddie did not look well-to-do.

	Urged by text messages from Heinz, I managed to be the first to be at the side table where contacts were being taken down. On my business card, I wrote the name and address of the hotel where I was staying. 

	Roman appeared next to me.

	“Are you running away already?” he asked without any expression. He looked as devastated as the others. 

	“Should I drop you off somewhere? Maybe at your hotel? I’ll be going that way.”

	“No, no!” I refused. “I want to cool down. I have to process this somehow. I will go to the station and take the S-Bahn,” I lied.

	“As you like,” he agreed without protest. “Then I’ll stay here. I’m going to try to learn something because this is fucking incomprehensible. And look, this is really incredible: you’ve been in Berlin for four days, and this is already the second death about you since you arrived.”

	“Exactly,” I said, surprised at his words.

	“If you need anything, call me!” he shouted as I ran down the stairs.
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	As I hurried away, I wondered what Roman had meant by associating the two deaths with me. Of all the people present at the embassy, he was the only one who might have come up with a similar idea. Only he knew—and he knew it from me—about the dramatic event from two days earlier at the Isadora hotel.

	On the day of that event, Roman and I had an appointment to meet and chat about the old times. We had made an appointment at noon at a Mexican restaurant. He was free at lunchtime because—as he put it—he had lost his job with his German master and was temporarily unemployed. As we sat down, I told him that someone had shot a certain Russian in the hotel room across from mine. The day before, I had met that Russian in person. His name was Yuri.

	My relationship with Roman was neither hostile nor friendly, but neither was it bland. It was difficult to define. I had hesitated whether to arrange this meeting with him. I couldn’t formulate a specific reason for it. I suppose that I wanted to demonstrate to him and to myself that the Berlin past had become indifferent to me, that time had healed all wounds and allowed me to forget old resentments; and also how generous and fair-minded I was, choosing male solidarity over the old jealousy concerning a woman. There was more intellectual correctness in it than honesty. Whatever the true grounds of the decision may have been, three weeks before leaving for Berlin, I asked Carl for Roman’s email address.

	When planning that meeting, I probably also counted on something that I could not admit to myself. Even after so many years, it still bothered me that Danka had left me for him. Or maybe I wanted, in a one-on-one meeting, to experience the satisfaction that she had also left him for another, and very quickly, too, even before I left Berlin.

	Carl wrote back that he did not know his address. Apparently, they had lost contact. I was surprised to hear this because Roman Ferdinna had been a member of the editorial group with which Carl, as the head of Opinion, had worked the longest. They had known each other before I ever got there.

	A few days later, I was even more surprised. Roman wrote to me. He said that he had learned about my plan to visit Berlin and that he was very happy to hear about it. We exchanged ten emails—at first reserved and coldly polite, then more and more honest. I described to him my plans for a week’s stay, and I expressed my wish to meet. He offered to meet for a beer and to reminisce about old times.

	His last email before the meeting was very friendly. He started it off with “Hello, Old Ferrocyanide,” dropping the formal phrase “Dear Jacob.” In this way, he reminded me of how he once twisted the pen name with which I signed my political commentaries in Opinion. At first, it was the pretentious “Ian Cyprian Ferro,” later shortened to “Ian C. Ferro.” Roman, who had studied chemistry at the Humboldt University in East Berlin before escaping to the West, read the pseudonym backward, and it came out as “Ferrocyanide.” And that’s what he started calling me. 

	Until everything went wrong between us.

	But now, Roman turned out to be extremely helpful. He came to collect me at the station, took me to my hotel, asked if I needed anything, and even made sure that I would not have to pay extra for local phone calls by calling from my Polish cell phone via Poland. He lent me a cell phone with a German network card. When I protested, he explained that he had several such phones and that the card had a minimal charge and would run out of money quickly, so I would have to buy a new one anyway. Then I could return the phone to him before I left.

	He really touched me with that small gesture.

	But now, on my way to the meeting point designated by Heinz, I did not analyze my relationship with Roman. I was more preoccupied with what was going on around me. I did not know the Grunewald district well. I had never been to the area of the new Polish embassy before. Although there was just one straight street leading to the designated intersection, I preferred to study the road signs. Some streets in this area suddenly turned, and the street leading straight on sometimes had a new name.

	Koenigsallee looked to be one of the main streets in this part of Berlin. If Heinz had come by car, he would have had to park some distance away. As I approached an intersection, I dialed his number. When he answered, saying only his name as was his habit, I said I was there.

	“OK, I can see you in the mirror,” I heard in the receiver. “Take a look to your right. You’ll see a navy blue Opel. Come right up and get in on the passenger side.”

	“OK, Heinz, but tell me, are we playing a spy game?”

	I made an effort to make a joke, although the situation did not seem all that funny.

	“Just get in,” he ordered shortly, without reacting to my question.

	I crossed over to where his car stood. There were no other navy blue Opel cars in the street, so I got it right the first time. I got in from the sidewalk. Heinz breathed a sigh of relief. He looked deadly serious.

	“Saluto,” he said flatly. “You have heard?”

	I nodded. Then we were silent for three seconds.

	“You don’t have a bag?” he asked.

	“I do not carry a bag. I keep what I need in my pockets.”

	“OK. Let’s go,” he said and, still looking ahead, he started the engine.

	“Fine. Let’s go. But where to?”

	Only then did he turn to me and, holding the steering wheel with one hand and with the other the gear stick, he asked seriously: 

	“Jacob, we’ve known each other for so many years. Do you trust me?”

	“Well, rather, yes,” I replied hesitantly.

	“But do you have unlimited trust in me?”

	“What’s going on?” I started to get worried.

	“You might be surprised to hear this, but you can’t go back to your hotel.”

	“What? Why?” I raised my voice.

	“Well, this is the hardest part. I can’t explain it to you right now.”

	I felt strange—as if someone was depriving me of free will, which I do not like. Boundless trust is for children and had not become my specialty in my mature years.

	“You want to show me what trust is, right?” I said with a grudge in my voice. “But you know that if you don’t tell me why, I…”

	He interrupted me with a wave of his hand.

	“All I can tell you is this: you can’t go back if you wish to avoid arrest. You have to sing the rest for yourself for now.”

	The blow was hard. I was speechless.

	He started to turn right at the traffic lights onto Koenigsallee.

	“Besides, I have to say you really look like a smart-ass today,” he added sarcastically, rubbing his long nose with his hand.
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	I had told Heinz about the murder in the hotel Isadora on the phone shortly after the incident, even before meeting Roman.

	The hotel staff had discovered Yuri’s body on Tuesday morning while I was sleeping off the previous night. By the time I woke up, the police were already in the hotel, and the medical examiner had arrived. First, I heard an unusual commotion, noises, voices. I did not leave the room to identify them. Only after a while, when the noises and calls continued, did I put my clothes on and open the door a crack. The first thing I saw in the gap between the door and the frame was the navy blue uniform of a policeman. The young officer turned to face me and asked me to wait a moment. He wouldn’t let me go out, but he didn’t forbid me to look.

	I peeked my head out. In front of my door, I saw an open room out of which the paramedics were pushing a stretcher. A body covered with a white sheet lay on it. As it squeezed through the doorframe and turned into the narrow corridor, the sheet slipped a little, and I saw the bluish face of the deceased. It was Yuri. It looked as if a bullet had pierced his skull just above his nose. His eyes were open.

	I had spent the previous evening with Heinz at a small club in the Prenzlauer Berg district. They played jazz there, and one could try several types of beer: light, dark, green— which they serve only in Berlin—wheat, unpasteurized, bottled, on tap—a great variety of brews. Both brews and jazz suited me well.

	Wherever they play jazz, you can meet people of all ages, and two friendly chaps in their middle age do not stand out. Besides, the German version of jazz is very easy on the ear. Four musicians played smooth jazz, pleasant to listen to but not very engaging. We could drink beer, have a bite, and chat.

	We reminisced how we had met by chance in Warsaw in 1981. Heinz, then a twenty-year-old student, had come with a West Berlin theater group to stage his play, which showed the evils of the Western, capitalist world with all the passion of the author’s young age. The actors—by way of circus tricks—showed how this evil, after appropriate transformations, was presented in the Western lying media as the highest good.

	The members of the troupe wanted not only to present a critique of the Western bourgeois system at the Warsaw University—one of the leading schools of Eastern Europe— but also to learn what was happening in Poland and why. Poland was in the midst of the Solidarity rebellion. They did not quite understand how the workers of a socialist republic, led by their own socialist worker’s party, could rebel against their own government. After all, the Communist Party ruled in the name of the working classes? It implemented the principles of social justice?

	I was a student at the University then and, with my scant knowledge of high school German, became Heinz’s guide. I tried to explain to him what the “rule in the name of the working classes” was about (a dictatorship, plain and simple) and why workers rebelled against it (social injustice and exploitation). He took my explanations very hard and had a difficult time seeing his imagined socialist utopia, the worker’s paradise in Eastern Europe—dissolve before his eyes. He had really believed that social justice was being built in Cuba, China, Russia, and behind the Berlin Wall. And he didn’t have a good answer to my question why they didn’t just move their theater group to East Germany, if they really believed that the communist system was so much better than their rotten West.

	He mumbled on that it was not so simple, that the struggle to change consciousness must be fought wherever you live, otherwise the bourgeois mentality will never change. It was like hearing a French student in May 1968. I took credit for deconstructing Heinz’s consciousness.

	And then I asked him for his contact number, saying casually that if I ever was in Berlin, blah-blah... I did not expect then that only three years later, I would end up behind the Berlin Wall with unfinished studies and a one-way ticket.

	It was neither an escape—no one was pursuing me—nor a banishment. I was free to return at any moment. At my request, Heinz had sent “a letter of invitation”—essentially a letter of guarantee for my upkeep and good behavior, without which, back in those days, no one from Eastern Europe got a visa or a passport to travel to the West. And, with its help, I left legally. And I never went back.  

	For the first three months, while my Polish passport remained valid, and until I became a formal asylum seeker and received a stipend from the German taxpayer while the German government decided my fate, I stayed with Heinz as his guest. And once I started receiving my stipend, we shared the rent.

	At first, there was harmony between us, but eventually, tensions arose. Sharing a common living space for a Pole and a German, especially in their youth, when one is unaware of various things, is a provocation. I couldn’t understand that aluminum bottle caps weren’t thrown into the general garbage but were collected in a separate container for weeks and months, only to be disposed of later anyway. When he found another bottle cap in the basket, which I had instinctively thrown there as a result of a Warsaw habit, he gave me a whole lecture on this subject, delicately emphasizing the cultural differences in the area of Mitteleuropa or Central Europe. 

	But before things could blow up, I moved in with Danka.

	This way, we could retain our friendship with Heinz, and I no longer had to sort the garbage, which was too much of a challenge for me at that time.

	After our meeting at the jazz club, I returned to the hotel late and, laden with beer, fell asleep immediately. I had no idea what went on in the room opposite while I slept. 

	And this is what I testified to the policemen who led the interrogation at the hotel. When they found out that I was Polish, they wanted to give me an interpreter, but I said that one would not be needed. I told them why I had come to Berlin and that I was staying until Sunday. I signed the protocol, and they left me alone.

	They informed me that I might be summoned to the police station again in order to provide additional explanations, and that was that.
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	“Do you know how Carl died?” I asked Heinz as we drove toward the city center.

	“Did they say he was killed?” he replied with a question.

	“The Inspector, I believe his name was Schwalbe, said he had been found dead,” I said.

	“Exactly. It doesn’t mean he was murdered. He could have had a heart attack, a stroke...”

	“Oh, and is that why the Criminal Police took the case?”

	“Did they say Criminal Police?” 

	I did not answer.

	“He was shot,” Heinz said after a short while. 

	I remained silent.

	“About one in the morning,” he said. 

	I had nothing to say.

	“Not long before the last subway train left,” he added.

	A small hand grenade exploded in my head. What was Heinz up to?

	“Does that have anything to do with the case?” I asked.

	“I don’t know. Maybe it has. If the killer took the subway, it has to. They will look for passengers who traveled on the last train.”

	“That could be hard,” I said.

	“Not really, if they broadcast a message on TV or on the monitors in the subway. And the station may have a security camera.”

	I tried to guess what paths Heinz’s thoughts were taking. 

	“Is that why you think I can’t go back to the hotel?”

	“Look. I know that you met Topolski last night. You told me as much yourself.”

	I couldn’t get out of the speeding car, but my body started to overheat.

	“And you think I could have shot him?” I huffed.

	“Jacob, don’t be stupid!” he exclaimed in a scolding tone. “What I think is not important now. The most important thing is what the police think. Tell me what time you left Topolski’s.”

	I shook my head in horror and disbelief.

	“Looks like I was the last man to see Carl alive.”

	“No, Jacob, not the last. The one before the last. The murderer was the last person to see Topolski alive. You stick to that. Of course, for the police, you might appear to be the last. How long do you think it takes Schwalbe’s people to figure this out?”

	He was right.

	“They just need to question me again,” I said resignedly.

	From the beginning of our relationship, I had the same problem with Heinz, all resulting from his love of stage art. Not only for theater but also for illusionism. Magic tricks were his hobby. At first, it seemed to me to be a continuation of some fascination from his childhood.

	In the past, he would flick coins between his fingers for hours at a time; he practiced with cards; wasted time mastering tricks of making small objects disappear and then reappear. While he was involved in his amateur theater, he liked to refer to circus art in his performances. I saw that in Warsaw. Years later, I came to the conclusion that such a useless hobby must be related to his character. Heinz liked—even loved—to surprise those surrounding him and make a great impression while cleverly hiding its mechanism.

	“Are you still playing illusionist?” I asked. 

	“Sometimes,” he said indifferently.

	I had not followed our route. This was the rush hour, Berliners coming back from work. The lanes were quite crowded and we stopped every now and then. Fortunately, the quick changes of lights at Berlin intersections make traffic quite fluid. To cool down a bit and reassess the situation, I started looking out at the street. Heinz had left Grunewald and entered the Kurfürstendamm then, jumping over the Landwehr Canal, with Kreuzberg on the right and Mitte on the left, clearly headed for one of the bridges over the Spree. I might have thought he was driving me to his home in Prenzlauer Berg, but at that moment, I didn’t care where we were going. To tell the truth, my mind was blank.

	“That’s not the worst,” Heinz continued.

	“What is?”

	“That you were the last one to see Topolski. They might detain you for some explanations and let you out in the end. They don’t have any evidence. Am I right?”

	“I suppose. Then what?”

	“It’s about that Russian. Two murders close in time in which you are somehow involved.”

	“Come on! How am I involved?”

	“Relax. Let’s look at it like a policeman. Murders in Berlin happen often, but not every day. We don’t need Inspector Columbo to guess that you are on both deposition lists. You were already questioned in the first case, right?”

	“Right.” 

	I had little else to say.

	“Unless they find some other trail, it may turn out that you need to be interviewed again because, for example, you did not say everything or you missed some important detail. Maybe it will occur to someone that the two cases are connected somehow. Before that happens, we should find out more about what actually happened there. You have to tell me your story again. Otherwise, you will be completely defenseless during the interrogation.”

	“Heinz, have mercy! You know, I’m not some goddamn investigative journalist! I deal with beauty: music, literature, art. Sometimes ugliness too, but not crime stories!”

	“Then you do art, and the police will do you,” Heinz snapped firmly.

	Only then did I begin to realize my plight and that I had no one else I could trust.

	Heinz went over the Spree and headed for Friedrichshain, which, during the communist era, was an East Berlin neighborhood adjacent to the wall, and then he drove into Prenzlauer Berg. For me, for my old mind, raised on the old realities, this district was still “behind the wall,” in the Eastern Sector, a foreign territory, even though I’d had scarce time to get to know it a little. After all, I lived for a while in a united Berlin after the wall fell. Heinz moved to the eastern part after German reunification when apartments across the wall became fashionable for some Western Berliners. Heinz—a somewhat lonely, unfulfilled writer, mostly self-employed journalist, fit this group.

	I tried to understand him, although, for me personally, there was nothing attractive about living where the communists used to rule, even if it had once been the favorite district of East German elites.

	We drove through streets with names that didn’t tell me much, looking for a place to park. Finally, we squeezed between some Trabant and a furiously painted old Golf. I thought we were getting out, but Heinz stopped me.

	“Please wait for me. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back in thirty minutes.”

	He clearly did not want me in his apartment.
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	I had not been friends with Carl, even though we had worked together for several years. He really wasn’t friends with anyone. He had colleagues and associates but no friends. The only two feelings he had for others were respect or contempt. He could respect with utmost submission, with total and absolute platonic love; and despise profoundly with a deep, searing hatred. When he admired someone, he was liable to talk about them with tears in his eyes, despite the embarrassment this caused his listeners.

	After exchanging a few words with him, one began to sense a certain kind of tension. It stemmed from the fact that while he experienced powerful emotions, he tried hard to mask them. The contradiction was that he wanted to announce something and yet keep it only to himself. He wanted to be admired for his emotional flamboyance and, at the same time, to protect his reputation as a simple and secretive person. It made him quite mysterious.

	As a man of emotions, he was really thrilled with all this award-giving business. So much so that masking his emotional state became practically impossible. The old country—never mind that it came twenty years later—had finally appreciated his contribution to the fight against communism and the recovery of its sovereignty, and he was immensely pleased with it. On the occasion of receiving the award, he told me, he planned to tell the truth about the eighties. It didn’t seem to matter to him that “the world” to whom he would reveal this truth consisted of only thirty people.

	We spent the late evening of the day before the embassy event together. He had invited me to his small villa—really just a house with a modest garden, on a large development on the outskirts of Berlin, a quarter of an hour’s walk from the last metro station on the line. 

	Carl, as usual, took care of appearances, for which I have always admired him. Even a simple meeting had a special setting for him: the right glasses, cups, napkins, and perfectly arranged cutlery. Arrivals from Poland were sometimes irritated by this ceremony.

	We talked until late at night. We reminisced about the bad old days before the Berlin Wall fell, we talked about our plans to publish our memoirs of those days.

	Carl, whom I found to be one of the most rigorous moralists I have ever met in my life, repeated his unforgiving opinions—known to me from other conversations—about politicians from Warsaw and Berlin. He did not indulge anyone. He was the type of intellectual for whom the declarations of a public figure should always be grounded in deeds, although he was aware that it was rather difficult to do so in political life.

	He returned several times to the speech he was preparing for the event at the embassy. It seemed he had worked it out down to the last detail.

	He planned to describe, among other things, what the first months following the introduction of martial law in Poland looked like in Berlin. In current politics, this period is almost a prehistory, but for him, it was a period of fundamental importance. He wanted to explain who and how helped the Solidarity movement and ordinary Poles under communist oppression of those days and who among German politicians and Polish emigrants ducked responsibility in the hour of our greatest need. He wanted to recount how, in the first months of martial law, he founded the independent monthly Opinion, how he assembled the editorial team and organized contraband distribution in Poland, who helped him and who stood in his way. And about the people he had worked with over the years.

	“And about those who reported on us to the security services, too?” I asked him provocatively.

	It was the third time that I returned to the topic of the presence of secret communist security apparatus informers among us, the Berlin refugees. I’d never had the opportunity to ask him about it in person before and only once over the phone. I noticed that Carl was always very restrained in such situations. He did not take up the topic willingly, limiting himself to some jokes and generalities that closed the conversation. What he knew he preferred to keep to himself.

	I thought this was just caution on his part: that until he discovered reliable documents, he could only suspect certain colleagues who had worked with him in the 1980s. And I acted as if it were obvious that I had not cooperated with any security services and Carl should accept it without checking.

	One thing interested me: if not me, then who reported on us? And to whom?

	That we had a spy in our midst, maybe more than one, was certain. Nothing had come out of the Stasi3 archives—at least, nothing I was able to find. But in Poland, the secret police themselves, in a niche publication, boasted that they had first-hand information about developments at Opinion. When I came across it, I found Carl’s university address on the internet and informed him of my discovery. He replied to my email but did not react to the news.

	Now, on leaving his home, I asked him point blank if he knew what that article might have meant. In fact, I bluntly stated that he knew and simply did not want to say. At these words, Carl stood up suddenly. He was ten years older than me, balding, had many wrinkles on his slightly yellowed face, but he still kept in good shape. As was his habit, he raised his hand in a gesture of reassurance and said: 

	“Tomorrow. See you tomorrow.”

	I took these words to mean that the following day at the embassy, during his acceptance speech, he would say something, even if in passing, about the secret collaborators in our midst. Or at least I hoped he would.
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	Dusk was falling slowly. On a nearby wall separating the sidewalk from the empty field overgrown with neglected greenery sat a group of young people of both sexes with cans and bottles in their hands. In Berlin, alcohol can be drunk in the street and no policeman bothers you.

	Clad in studded leather jackets, with colorful hairstyles, and in heavy boots, they looked a little scary, but I knew that Prenzlauer Berg, like Kreuzberg, was not a dangerous neighborhood. And, in any case, I felt a bit at home here. As if I had returned from a long journey.

	After all, I knew how to move around Berlin and how to behave in order not to get in trouble. It has always been a safe city for me. It is true that after the merger of both Berlins, the West and the East, many things have changed, especially on the eastern side, but I was not eager to get out and see for myself. Wearing a suit and a tie, I might have looked a bit strange in this district of artists and misfits. So I sat in the car and didn’t move.

	There was so much to think about, but I was unable to construct an orderly train of thought. Instead, my head was flooded with images, overheard words, and guesses without any order or sense. It was only when the phrase about my possible re-interrogation appeared in the chaos that I tried to focus on recreating the events of my stay at the Isadora.

	The owners called the place a “hotel-guesthouse.” I chose it, encouraged by Roman, who lived nearby, although in a different district. It was important to me that the hotel was in the west of Berlin, not far from the metro station, was intimate, had affordable prices, and a website where you could make a reservation.

	It was located in a renovated tenement house from the Kaiser days, and one entered it directly from the street. I had booked the place two weeks before my arrival.

	I arrived on Sunday afternoon. Roman took me to the indicated address and dropped me off some distance from the building with the Isadora neon sign. We made an appointment for a longer interview in a couple of days.

	I didn’t find the entrance to the hotel right away. The door was an ordinary street door of the sort one can see in any apartment building. To get in, you had to select the button with the name Isadora on the intercom. I did so.

	It buzzed. I entered. An ordinary door again, just like any apartment. It was only inside, and even then not immediately, that I managed to find the reception desk. There I came across a young blonde. I said who I was and presented a computer printout. She was nice, with an intriguing Eastern accent.

	I showed my passport. She began to explain the rules of the hotel and the rules of payment for the stay.

	“Can I pay you by card?” I made sure.

	“Yes, you can,” she said uncertainly. “But it’s better with cash. We have to charge a commission for paying with the card,” she explained. “Do you have cash?”

	“I do,” I admitted because I had already withdrawn some euros from an ATM at the station. “But I don’t know if it’s enough for the entire stay.”

	At that moment, a short, elderly, dark-haired woman with sharp features entered the side door and peered at the passport on the counter.

	“You can pay for the first day now and pay the rest tomorrow,” she said. The eastern accent was even clearer in her voice. “You will also need to pay a deposit.”

	I made big eyes in surprise, and she, assuming that I did not understand her German, said in my mother tongue, with a strong Russian accent: “Do you understand Polish?”

	“Yes,” I said. “But maybe it’s even easier and simpler to speak Russian?” I risked another language change.

	“Oh, do you speak Russian?” it was her turn to be surprised. “Polish and Russian, well, well. And they said that you Poles hate to speak Russian.”

	“Maybe I am an unusual Pole?”

	And from then on, we spoke in Russian, and they both seemed pleased.

	“Why the deposit?” I asked at one point.

	“It’s a small sum to be returned to you upon departure. You can’t even imagine how many people forget to say goodbye and return the keys when leaving the hotel,” explained the older lady.

	When the blonde in a flowery dress finally handed me my set of keys, the dark-haired woman took them and returned them to the girl.

	“Not these,” she said to her in German. “Give me those.”

	And she gave the room number.

	“What is it about?” I asked.

	“That room is facing the yard. It’s quieter there,” she explained. “You won’t hear the cars in the morning. You take that room.”

	I guessed that I had won her sympathy with my fairly correct Russian.

	It was not the first time in my life that I had to thank my extremely demanding Russian teacher. She proclaimed and implemented the motto, referring to learning Russian and German, that one should know the languages of one’s friends and one’s enemies. We students urged her to reveal whom she included in the first group and whom in the second, but she remained stubbornly silent about the topic.

	I was to keep my keys until my departure. One key was for the front door, the other for the room. There was another small key in the bunch—for the door to the street. I could get in and out of the hotel whenever I wanted. The classic hotel reception did not exist. And I suppose this was why the owners called the Isadora a guesthouse.
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	I turned on the car radio. I wanted to listen to some calming music. Heinz had a receiver tuned to a station broadcasting news every quarter of an hour, interspersed with contemporary pop. It was not the kind of music I needed at that moment, not to mention that I did not feel particularly comfortable with the pulsating beat. As the years went on, I lagged ever more behind the world’s top pop music. I did not have the strength or desire to learn and follow ever newer trends. I pressed the search button, and after a few tries, I found the frequency on which RIAS radio used to broadcast—the broadcasting station of the American zone of occupation in Berlin. Now it was the frequency of the state RS2. They were playing swing, something like the Glenn Miller orchestra. It suited me. It had only been ten minutes since Heinz disappeared. I stretched out on the seat, crumpling my elegant jacket, and continued to plumb my memories. I had nothing better to do.

	The invitation Heinz sent me in 1983 was an official document stamped by the Polish military mission in West Berlin. Back in the bad old days, one simply could not leave Poland and travel to the West on a private trip. By inviting me, Heinz undertook to cover all costs of my stay in Berlin and to finance any health expenses. After only four days of contact in Warsaw, we really didn’t know each other—it was a very trusting and generous gesture on his part.

	It surprised me. He certainly took into account the possibility that I may want to stay in the West and that the commitments he was undertaking were only camouflage for the sake of formality, but for a long time, he performed them conscientiously. He also introduced me to the company of his friends, despite my then very poor German.

	He was an aspiring journalist and writer. Writing freelance for several newspapers, he had the time to devote himself to his true passion—creating avant-garde, one-message theater plays.

	Mostly they exhorted people to be kind to each other and show solidarity in fighting evil wherever it lurked. It was impossible to live off it, but it allowed him to feel that he was an artist. Writing for the press supported him. Over time, journalism began to draw him more and literature and theater less. He began to make more money, rented an apartment in a richer neighborhood. It was no longer a ruined place in Wedding for three hundred marks a month, which we used to share. That place had had a washroom on the mezzanine shared with other tenants, and an improvised shower stall in the corner of the kitchen, and windows whose wooden frames remembered the Weimar Republic. His new place had two renovated rooms with all the attributes of financial independence. 

	He moved in with his girlfriend, Gabriela, an actress from his alternative theater. She looked a bit like a woman from the Red Army Faction.

	During this period, our contact became looser, but we continued to meet from time to time for a beer or in the canteen of the editorial office of Das Leben, where he worked. I could always count on a cheap lunch there.

	We were both full of contradictions. We felt an aversion to Moscow’s Bolshevism and, at the same time, sympathized with leftist movements in the West. Several times, we attended the meetings of the local Greens. Usually, they were in total chaos, trying to create the appearance of direct democracy. Endless votes on subsequent amendments to amendments in order to develop a text of a manifesto or a proclamation that would be acceptable to all factions; and individuals who reminded me of the independent student assemblies in Poland during the Solidarity strikes. They were so different from the mood of the official communist celebrations in honor of this or that, that I actually found it welcome for a time. Which is how far that went. The fact that there were groups of gays and lesbians within the movement did not prevent me from going to the Polish church every Sunday, around which the political and economic life of Polish emigrants revolved. It was obvious to Heinz that a Pole meant a Catholic. He even helped me find the place. It was there that I met Roman and that was how my contact with Opinion began. In the editorial office, I met Danka, who did not deal with journalism, but for some time joined in various activities organized by Opinion.

	Pushed deep into my car seat, I put my scattered thoughts in order, arranging them in a series of events that now came a full circle and brought me back to this place. Suddenly, I heard a clang from the back of the car. Heinz had opened the trunk door. I looked around.

	“Come and see,” he said.

	I opened the door and walked to the back of the car. Heinz opened the zipper on the bag he had brought. There were clothes inside.

	“They should fit you,” he said.
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	I had expected it to be a completely different evening. First, a small banquet at the embassy, then perhaps a meeting in a smaller group, perhaps in someone’s apartment. Rather not at Carl’s, because—as he told me—his contribution to the reception at the embassy was to pay for the banquet, and he could not afford more. But maybe at Roman’s, whom, despite our renewed acquaintance, I had not yet visited.

	Or at Eddie’s, although I had guessed his economic position and did not count on much. Or maybe the senator would like to catch up with a group of former acquaintances whom he had visited so many times, and invite them for a little something to remember the bad old days of struggle and show how high one can go in the new, free Poland? Admittedly, none of the options for the end of the evening had seemed attractive to me, but it didn’t matter now. Instead of listening to stories about unfortunate Poland’s fate, accusations of treason and collaboration with the secret services, about the ingratitude of this or that friend, about arrogant Krauts and evil Russkies and their plots against noble Poles, I now sat with Heinz in his car, about to set off into the unknown.

	“Will you tell me where we’re going?” I had to ask this question at last.

	“Where no one can find you. I’ll tell you on the way,” he said and closed the door.

	To be entirely honest, what I had been hoping for was an evening with Danka. After our meeting two days earlier, surprising, violent, and bitter, she left me with the impression that she had been living with some terrible secret that she refused to share with anyone. It has been bothering me for two days.

	Danka was basically a closed chapter in my life. Shut painfully, it left ugly scars on my soul.

	The passage of time, all that life lived away from Berlin, meant that I reflected on these scars ever more seldom and each time with growing consternation. As if I had forgotten where they had come from.

	I had expected that our meeting would be like a conversation between two mature people who had exchanged innocent kisses in their childhood and believed that they would stay with each other forever and now laughed at these childish memories.

	But it happened otherwise. 

	The moment I saw her, it stopped hurting that she had once left me. There was no cheap sentimentality in that. I wouldn’t dare to say that I fell in love again because I honestly didn’t know if we had ever been in love. Maybe we just clung to each other at some point because we were there together as the political storm raged about us. We remained so entwined, bound by fear, until the threat passed, and a kind of embarrassment ensued. 

	In any case, the sight of her now reawakened something in me, something rarely found in a relationship between a man and a woman, something which is more than mere friendship and yet not quite love.

	We made an appointment to meet in the city, in a tiny place she knew, near the Kleistpark station. As was my habit, I arrived at the meeting a little early. Hidden behind a plane tree, I saw her approach from the subway station. She was a few months older than me, so she was already in her fifties. I would be a hypocrite if I said she looked young. However, she kept a slim figure, and with her exotic beauty inherited from her Karaim4 ancestors on her mother’s side, she could pass for an Italian or a Turk, for whom she was, in fact, sometimes taken. In a toned, loose, floral mid-calf dress, like something from a Turkish bazaar, black lace-up shoes, and a black denim sweatshirt, she even looked attractive. The whole ensemble was crowned with jet-black, undoubtedly dyed hair. I came out from behind the tree.

	“Hello, it’s me,” I said.

	When she smiled, I saw numerous lines around her mouth and under her eyes.

	“Jacob, hello!” she said, showing her healthy teeth and extending her hand, initiating a greeting with a double kiss on the cheek.

	“You look fantastic,” I said honestly. 

	“Thank you,” she replied with a sad smile. “You look well, too. Are we sitting inside, or are we walking?” she added immediately, leaving the initiative in my hands.

	I suggested a short walk first, which was a nonsensical move, but she followed me without a protest. I couldn’t decide how to call her: Danka?

	Danuta? Danka? Danusia?

	Every version of her name seemed inappropriate at this point. Besides, I did not know how to start our conversation or what to say so as not to sound stupid.

	“I really didn’t think we’d ever meet again. And you?” I finally managed the trivial question.

	“I didn’t expect it, but I also did not think it was impossible. The world is not that big,” she replied matter-of-factly.

	I said that I was very happy about our meeting. That so much had changed in recent years, that Berlin was as fascinating as ever, and that she was like this city: mysterious and beautiful, especially in May.

	“Well, you have already exaggerated here, flatterer,” she said in mock rebuke. We stopped, and without saying a word, we turned back.
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	Heinz left Prenzlauer Berg and plunged into East Berlin, which, although I hardly knew it, because even after reunification I rarely visited it, always seemed somehow strangely familiar to me. These multi-family prefabricated blocks on the main streets, trams (absent from the western part of the city), wide streets rebuilt on the Soviet model, and all that socialist realist architecture: it so much reminded me of Warsaw that I would feel at times like I was back in Poland. The buildings on Landsberger Strasse were very similar to Muranów in Warsaw, only on a larger scale.

	“This was once Lenin Avenue,” Heinz explained.

	“You want to hide me here?” I asked.

	He was silent for a second.

	“We’ll go forty kilometers beyond Berlin, farther north,” he began to explain matter-of-factly. “But I’ll have to stop for another moment along the way. I’ll do some shopping. Can you give me your hotel room key?”

	He surprised me.

	“My key? What for?” I asked.

	“I won’t answer you yet. Just give it to me. It is very important.”

	“Trust you, right?”

	He nodded and held out his hand. I dug a metal ring from my jacket pocket and handed it to him reluctantly, showing him with my eyes that my trust was not boundless. Heinz pulled into a grocery store parking lot and disappeared again.

	I certainly wouldn’t have entrusted him with the keys had I believed what Roman had told me about Heinz two days earlier. I would have slammed the door and walked to the nearest subway station. But I didn’t.

	“Do you remember how Heinz came to us at Opinion at least once a year and inquired in detail about what had happened with us, what had changed recently, what our plans were, and so forth?” Roman asked me. “And do you remember him using that information even once in an article?”

	“Once, yes, I remember,” I replied honestly.

	“Once at most,” Roman agreed. “Just some small mention. It was the same with our refugee association. He came, asked, took notes, took pictures and—nothing, no publication. Isn’t that weird?”

	“Maybe he was just gathering materials for his archive? If a bomb went off in our editorial office or in your headquarters one day, he would have a ready file. Experienced journalists often do this.”

	“Or maybe he was working on someone else’s behalf?” asked Roman.

	On reflection, it turned out to be something unacceptable to me, although it did not seem improbable either.

	I did not want to develop the idea further. And I didn’t think Roman actually knew anything: I thought he was just talking. He did not write and was alien to journalistic practices. At Opinon, he took care of the technical side of the editorial office—typewriters, telephones, computers. He also put together each issue for the printers and supervised the printing. He had a lot of knowledge, he was irreplaceable in many matters. He knew not only about technical issues or chemistry, he was also well-versed in geography and politics.

	With regard to Heinz, however, he became paranoid. He gave evidence of this a moment later when he started talking about Carl’s supposedly suspicious contacts.

	“I remember these mysterious phone calls, sometimes in English, sometimes in Russian. Sometimes at night. Why did he talk only at night when I was the only other person at the office? Because, for example, he had to talk to Washington in the middle of the night. He brought me because I didn’t know much English, that’s why.”

	“Maybe he was raising money for our magazine?” I put forward a conjecture. For me, it bordered on certainty.

	“From whom? The CIA?” Roman asked reproachfully. “Or from the KGB? Or some other service? Did you know that in 1980 he spent several months in the States? He never, ever told anyone about that.”

	“I don’t know where he got the money,” I said. “It didn’t interest me. It was important that it was there for us. You made a living off it, as did I. And a few others.”

	“Oh, yes. Both in Berlin and in Poland. I remember there were some couriers from home, they took the print runs and money, and no one ever saw them again, neither here nor in Poland. Carl himself told me about it.”

	“Stop. There have only been a few such situations. And it is not clear whether they were secret police agents or just crooks.”

	“So they first gave us money, then took it away?”

	“Or maybe some gave, and some others took away, and we were only intermediaries,” I replied, trying to reduce the matter to a grotesque joke.

	“But admit it: we do not know who Carl really was,” he continued. “Every normal Pole would break down more than once at this job and throw it to the devil. You remember how it used to be—we were constantly on the brink. On the edge of existence. He never broke down, he always found a way out. As if someone forced him. As if he performed a task for which he would have to submit accounts, and as if he had no way of quitting.”

	Roman’s assumptions struck me as so absurd that I took them for a kind of fiction, a role-playing game, a harmless quirk. Now I had to prove to myself that I didn’t really take them seriously. Therefore, I continued with the strange game of trust that Heinz imposed on me, even though I had no clue what he was trying to do.
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	After Heinz left, I looked for some quiet music again and went back to replaying my evening with Danka in my mind. She told me how after she parted ways with Roman she married a German. His name was Christian, they had a daughter, Susanne, who was almost seventeen, who now lived neither with her nor with her father. She lived in Kreuzberg with a boy of Turkish origin. I had known about Christian because she married him shortly before my permanent departure to Poland. How this relationship ended, I had no idea.

	“I couldn’t stop Susanne. She stayed with me only until she turned thirteen. Then she moved out to live with her father,” she explained briefly. “She wanted it very much, and I agreed. I didn’t want the case to go to court. I was hoping she would come back after a while, but she never did.”

	“She stayed with him for three years, while she remained in high school, and then went to live with the Turkish boy. I think he has been a good influence on her because since she’s been with him, we started talking again. She’s not so rebellious anymore.”

	“What about your marriage?” I asked when she fell silent for a moment.

	“We were together for five years,” she began reluctantly. “Eventually, it made no sense to drag it out any longer. We had a kind of admiration or, if you prefer, fascination for each other. Because, regardless of everything, he is a very gifted man. However, that was not enough for a lasting relationship. He also needed simple, casual sex with women he didn’t know. It became unbearable for me.”

	“Are you with someone now?” I asked as we sat on our high stools with coffee and a glass of semi-dry wine.

	I liked the fact that in Berlin, even in the smallest place, they served each wine at its proper temperature.

	I boldly asked the question but immediately felt that I shouldn’t have asked it.

	“Seriously—with no one,” she replied simply, without nuance or any reservations. “And you?”

	I felt she asked only out of politeness, out of a sense of symmetry.

	“I’ve tried three times. Somehow I couldn’t keep any relationship going.”

	“You never married?”

	“The proposal never happened in time,” I briefly explained, partially blaming the other side, but only so as not to delve into the subject.

	“As always. The man who is afraid to climb too high lest he accidentally fall. No risky moves.”

	“You know me so well? Or maybe I have changed?” 

	And suddenly, I took her hand in mine.

	“Jacob, what are you doing?” She said reprovingly but did not pull her hand away. She calmly extended it toward me.

	I had to come up with an excuse quickly.

	“You know what it’s called?” I asked.

	“Tell me.”

	“This is called memory rejuvenation.”

	“Exactly,” she said eagerly. “But I am not a memory. I am a real person. And worse: no longer a young and bitter woman. You can afford a younger one,” she added unexpectedly.

	“You’re perfectly ripe,” I protested.

	I thought she looked at me gratefully.

	After leaving the café, we wandered around Kleistpark and the streets of Schöneberg for another hour. She threw me some crumbs from her current life: that she translated a little, earned a small amount by participating in social projects, that she had a part-time job in some association. I told her that I was writing, that I wrote my own culture column, that I dealt more with the past than with the present...We politely avoided the subject of our breakup, or rather her leaving me and her subsequent relationship with Roman as if those subjects were some kind of taboo. We were walking very close to each other, touching and rubbing shoulders, until she unexpectedly took my arm.

	Suddenly, it felt like we were thirty again.

	“I’ll go now, it’s close to your hotel from here, and I’m close to the subway,” she suggested at one point.

	“I’ll keep you company a little longer,” I replied.

	She didn’t argue. We were close to Bayerischer Platz station when it started to rain. In fact, I could have gone from there in one direction and she the other way, but her train was first to come. So I got in with her. We got off at Mehringdamm. It had been that typical, light, brief, passing May rain. It had hardly rained in Kreuzberg.

	“Do you remember?” I asked.

	She nodded twice. A few hundred yards from there, we had once rented a flat in the 1980s.

	“And I remember,” she said, “that nothing happens twice.”

	We stood in front of her house. We were not a couple in their twenties, as in the 1980s, when we met, but we were fifty-year-olds who no longer thought of bantering at the door about whether to have tea, or not to come in because the place is a mess.

	We entered.

	We still played “pretend”—with and against each other.

	We hugged each other as if we were just saying hello. The hug lasted too long. The usual words came: coffee, maybe tea, or something cold, there’s some wine, no, maybe better no wine, water or juice is enough. Among the worn-out, but not accidental, pieces of furniture and things from some displays or garden sales, there was a certain order. Maybe you can sit down, and I’ll serve us something. I sat down, then got up. I drank three sips, and we started kissing.

	“Don’t imagine anything,” she warned me.

	But she was wrong. There was no outbreak of new-found love, just one great manipulation of the imagination.

	We hugged memories, the ghosts of the past trapped in our bodies. We looked—each looked for that other of years ago, when we were fine together, or at least we wanted to believe that it was so. Back then, on a stormy sea, we found for ourselves a small, fragile asylum in which we wanted to preserve human feelings. Now we wanted to be those resilient bodies again, those movements and touches, somehow rediscovered today. We pretended it was a dream, a dream made of memories.

	And now she was sitting down on the edge of the couch with her feet tucked under her, hiding her breasts between her arms and showing me the column of her vertebrae.

	We were back to reality.

	“Are you leaving yet?” she asked.

	I did not react.

	“Do you think the past could be mended somehow?”

	It was the first thing that came to my mind after a gulp of water. She shook her head violently.

	“Our past…” she hesitated for a moment. “Our past is poisoned.”

	“It doesn’t have to be that way,” I tried to object.

	She braided her fingers through her hair, hiding her face.

	“It’s poisoned. Words, images, and events are poisoned. People, too. We were all poisoned, Jacob. Nothing healthy can be built on this.”

	I placed my hand on her naked, damp back, covered in numerous freckles.

	“Go now,” she said.

	“Has something gone wrong?” I asked.

	“What are you asking about?” She exploded. “About my life? Yes, everything has gone wrong in my life.”

	“Not that.”

	She took off the bedspread and wrapped it around herself.

	“Want to hear it before you leave? OK, let me tell you. You are affectionate and gentle. You’ve always been like this, and I really don’t know why you’re not married and happy and why you don’t have children. Believe me, there aren’t many guys like you. Now get dressed and go. Everything is fine. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I am poisoned by the past, and maybe when I have to bear witness to my feelings, I start to spit venom. Even at those I love. Maybe that’s why no one can stay with me very long.”

	I took no notice of her attempts to send me away and continued the conversation she didn’t want to have.

	“Jacob, leave me alone.” 

	There was a note of pleading in her voice. 

	“I don’t believe in hopeless situations,” I said, getting dressed. “You think there’s no antidote? That nothing could be saved. That we cannot start all over again?”

	She stubbornly refused to look at me. Suddenly, she said abruptly, changing her tone: “I don’t want to develop this metaphor, I don’t want to think about it, I don’t want to experience it. I do not want to hurt you. Please go away before this gets even harder.”
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	Heinz tapped on the windshield, interrupting my reverie. He was carrying a shopping bag. I opened the back door for him. He dropped the groceries on the seat, got in, started the engine, and said firmly: 

	“Now, straight to our destination.”

	He screeched out of the parking lot.

	“Heinz, tell me one thing. Why are you doing all this? Will there be an interesting article out of this, or is this about German-Polish reconciliation?” I asked as we joined the traffic, masking my malice with a dispassionate tone.

	I upset him with this question.

	“Only to save your endangered ass. Is that enough?” he said in an irritated voice.

	I was irritated too. And resigned. And I trusted him less and less.

	He pulled off the eastbound boulevard and turned left. He drove a few blocks and turned onto the north thoroughfare. Soon, as we passed a small lake along the Berlin Avenue, I learned from the signpost that we were driving in the direction of Eberswalde.

	The further we went into this darkness and the more we lost sight of the city lights and buildings, the more painful and disturbing was my feeling of losing ground under my feet.

	I felt that I was drowning. I just wanted to come to the surface, catch a gulp of air, drop the anchor. I reached for the phone.

	What are you doing? Heinz asked, following my movements.

	“I want to make a call,” I said dryly.

	“To whom?”

	“To Danka,” I informed him in the same tone. He stretched out his hand as if to cover the cell phone with it.

	“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he said.

	“Why?”

	I swung the phone to the right, where he couldn’t reach it, and started browsing through the list of contacts. There weren’t many of them. During the last few days, I entered no more than twelve. At Danka’s number, I pressed the “connect” button.

	“Jacob, do not call!” Heinz said sharply. “First, hear me out,” he added more gently.

	I hung up. The phone at the other end did not have a chance to ring. “I’m listening,” I said with exaggerated politeness.

	He gathered his thoughts for a moment.

	“Being here is your choice,” he began in a voice that he probably used on the radio. “The fact that you trusted me is also your choice. That I have taken this action is my choice. I don’t know how it ends. For you or for me. It is all fair. If I’m asking you not to call, I have reasons. You don’t have to know them.”

	“Trust?”

	“Yes, but I’m not 100 percent sure of these things, which is why I don’t reveal them.”

	“Well, tell me, goddamn it. Then we will both be less than 100 percent certain.”

	He considered something for a moment.

	“I don’t think I have a choice,” he said and drove on in silence for a while. “It’s about Danka,” he finally blurted out.

	“Yes, I know it is about Danka. You don’t want me to call her.”

	“The point is that Danka could have been an agent of the Stasi.”

	I felt blood rush to my face.

	“What?” I was stunned. “Heinz, what kind of shitty shit is this?”

	“Calm down. I said she could have been. Maybe. Probably. I’ll be sure in a few days, maybe even tomorrow. That’s why I didn’t want to tell you anything. I only ask you one thing: don’t call her, don’t tell her where you are and what’s happening to you.”

	Emotionally, I completely disagreed with him, but my mind worked independently.

	“What if she calls me?”

	“Don’t pick up. It’s best to turn off your cell phone altogether.”

	He was asking too much of me.

	“And what if someone else calls? Roman, for example?”

	He didn’t answer right away.

	“When Danka was married to Roman, the Stasi had a full insight into the happenings at his Association of Political Refugees.”

	“Was the Stasi interested in this?”

	I couldn’t believe it. Roman never mentioned it to me.

	“You have no idea what the Stasi was interested in.”

	“Sometimes they had more knowledge about Polish emigrants in Berlin than your Security Service. This association of Roman’s—it could have been dangerous to them. They wanted to control it and make sure that it wasn’t planning any agitation in East Berlin. They had to know what was going on there.”

	“And they learned it from Danka? And not from someone else?”

	“I’d say I’m not sure, but there are many indications.”

	“For example?”

	He had no example.

	“This death of Topolski, just at this moment...” He seemed to change the subject. “It’s puzzling. Did he tell you anything that might be related to his murder?”

	I had the impression that he was questioning me.

	“You better tell me what happened, how it happened,” I reversed the direction of questioning.

	“If I were speaking about a movie, I would say it was banal. The murderer could have been an acquaintance because it seems that Topolski opened the door for him. On the other hand, a friend would not have fired at the entrance right away. He could have gone inside. Topolski got two shots at close range: one in the head, the other in the heart. Each of them was fatal. A professional job. The killer dragged the body into the living room, set it in an armchair, and left.”

	“Nothing’s missing?”

	“Schwalbe’s people are trying to figure out the details. The home anyway was not looted.”

	“You were there?”

	“I was not. I know what a policeman told me.”

	“How did the police find out?”

	“Topolski’s son told them. He came to collect his father in the afternoon. He was supposed to go with him to the embassy.”

	“That’s right. Carl was alone in the evening,” I confirmed. “At least when I left him.”

	“It could be that the murderer was lurking in front of the house, watching you. When you left, he rang the doorbell. Topolski thought you had come back for something, and he opened the door without asking. That’s why he was surprised.”

	“It sounds reasonable,” I admitted. I felt terribly depressed by these thoughts. But even more by what Heinz had just said about Danka.
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	We were traveling in a line of cars leaving Berlin. The traffic was getting thinner, the buildings were scarcer, and the greenery was getting denser. I felt hungry.

	“How far are we going?” I asked.

	“Another half an hour, forty minutes at the most,” Heinz said.

	And then he fell silent. Maybe three minutes had passed. His silence became more and more difficult.

	“I’d have noticed something,” I said.

	“What?”

	“I lived with her for two years, for Christ’s sake. I would have to have noticed something, started to suspect something.”

	“Exactly.”

	“We spent whole days together. And nights, if I’m to be exact. Can you hide a secret like that?”

	“If you have no idea about operational work, don’t try to be an expert on it.”

	“But you have an idea,” I said mockingly.

	Instead of responding, he opened the glove box. I saw a rolled-up stack of typing paper.

	“Look,” he said.

	“What is this?” I asked, straightening the printed pages.

	“Read it.”

	There was a list of dates on the first sheet of paper. I flipped through a few pages.

	It was getting dark, visibility was fading. It took me a few minutes to realize that these were accounts by former Stasi officers. I looked up.

	“I’ve been working on this for five years,” Heinz explained before I could say anything.

	Now I had a lot of questions. Where did you get them? How did you get to them? Who helped you? How did you make them talk? But I didn’t want to ask. Not at this point. It became clear to me that while working on one topic for five years, he not only got to know the work of the secret police but also entered those circles, made friends there, friends who had other friends.

	“Why did you break up?” Heinz snapped me out of my momentary reverie.

	“With Danka?” I made sure.

	“Yes. We are talking about you two, yes?”

	“I never told you?”

	“Yes. One spring evening, rather late, you were so kind as to come over to me and say that it was over with Danka. I said that since you’d already come, why don’t you sit down and explain what was going on. You said there was nothing to talk about, she just left, and that’s it. I offered to get you a drink, and you gladly said, yes. My evening with Gabi went to hell, but not entirely because shortly after midnight, you fell asleep on the couch. Gabi felt very sorry for you, she even covered you with a blanket to keep you warm. You did not come back to the topic anymore. And I did not, either, out of delicacy.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Come on, that was a quarter of a century ago. So what was that all about?”

	“I still don’t know. At first, I thought there was something wrong with me. Then it occurred to me that I was pushing her too hard to get married in church, and she, you know, was not OK with the church then. Probably isn’t OK with it now, either. 

	“I’m not saying that I somehow clung to the altar... it’s just an emotional attachment to tradition, I just wanted to have a sanctified wedding, and that’s it. Well, I thought she was scared of this, that she would have to stay with me for life.”

	“Ah, you Poles, you Catholics. You have to complicate everything. But since you loved each other…”

	“I don’t think it’s so certain. We were close, but maybe not that close. Were we really in love? And you, why did you break up with Gabi?”

	“It just happened. She concluded that Berlin was a terrible city and returned to her beloved Munich, and I couldn’t see myself in Bavaria at all. I don’t even understand their language.”

	“Just like that? Snap and over?”

	“What did you think? I know that with you, it must be a drama, a wound, a terrible experience. Why shouldn’t life be simpler?”

	“You’re not quite the cynic you pretend to be. And I’m not sure that it was as you say. But there is something in that: I do take things seriously, I have a wound for life.”

	“You never thought that there could have been a different reason?”

	“Meaning?”

	“That your Danka got a new assignment and had to leave you?”

	I covered my ears with my hands.

	“I do not want to listen to this.”

	“You have no choice. Now you must. I will repeat it because maybe you have not remembered it: today, I am not sure. I only have circumstantial evidence. But if she had been truly recruited, leaving her with you was, for her handlers, a waste of a good agent. At Opinion, you were just an ordinary editor. You said it yourself. They kept you from the most important stuff. Roman was different. Not only did he deal with the entire technical side of the editorial office and had access to its documents, but he also managed this association. An agent located close to him was much more valuable to the Stasi or the Polish secret service. You have to see this.”

	I was silent.

	“Great association it was,” I said, not wanting to admit anything. “When your officials granted me political asylum and then tried to send me to a transit camp in Hesse anyway, this damn association did not lift a finger to keep me in Berlin. Only Carl managed to get the thing called off.”

	“And were you even a member of the association?”

	“That’s why I wasn’t.”

	“And that’s why you were of little interest to the Stasi.”

	I felt I had to stop the conversation.

	“You’re full of it. Danka was no agent!” I barked angrily.

	“Look. Do this for me: don’t phone her. Not just yet.”

	There was silence again.

	“You think that a church wedding was a problem for her?” Heinz asked after a moment.

	“I thought so. She did not explain anything specifically, she only made some offhand remarks, tired old things that made no sense. That we have burned out, that I should not ask anymore because it was all for nothing. That when she had decided something, there was no turning back. I had to come up with some explanation for myself just to stay sane.”

	“Didn’t she just say that she didn’t love you anymore?”

	“There was never any question of that.”

	“Ha. You see. I do not know anything about Catholics, but I think that if she wanted to marry you, the church would not have been a problem for her. And if she then decided to part ways later, to get a divorce—that wouldn’t be a problem either.”

	“There are no Catholic divorces.”

	“Jacob, it is not a good explanation, don’t you think?”

	Damn. We were back to the topic! I had to cut it out.

	“I will not discuss matters of the Catholic faith with a heretic.” I made the kind of joke that is only allowed between close friends.

	“You know what that is called?” he picked up the thread.

	“Ecumenism?” I dropped insidiously, not wanting to allow him final victory.

	“It’s called Catholic pride.” He pricked me in the same vein. “Let me summarize it for you: the right is on our side, and we can only discuss how various dissenters, including Evangelicals, can move closer to our positions, but never how we can move closer to theirs.”

	“Heinz, I’m not good at these mind games.” I tried again to close the topic. “I’m not even particularly religious. More attached to the tradition than a practitioner. Maybe that will change someday, but this is not a conversation for the moment. Let’s get back to what is important now.”

	“Exactly,” Heinz said, to my relief. “So what did you and Topolski talk about before you left?”
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	We were not on the Berlin-Rostock motorway but on a parallel national road going northwest. We passed small towns and villages: I had stopped paying attention during our conversation and only now noticed that we were entering the wooded area of Barnim County. At one point, Heinz slowed down and began to study the signposts more closely.

	“We have to turn somewhere here,” he explained.

	I didn’t care if we turned or went straight to Eberswalde.

	“Can you tell me where we’re going?” I asked.

	Heinz made a turn. We found ourselves on a local road.

	“To a Forsthaus,” he said shortly.

	That meant nothing to me.

	“Is it a place name or an actual forester’s lodge?” I asked.

	“More like a villa in the woods, but not an ordinary one. You’ll see for yourself soon,” he replied without explaining anything.

	The shock of Carl’s death and the strange coincidence of this event—through me—with the murder at the Isadora, which I had not realized until Heinz enlightened me, were slowly wearing off. And with the shock, the fear that had paralyzed all independent thinking passed, too. In flashes of sober thoughts, I now wondered whether I was doing the right thing to get into what Heinz was setting up for me. I tried to imagine that instead of getting into his car, I had returned straight to my hotel, collected my belongings, settled accounts, and immediately gone to the Central Train Station to return to Warsaw by the first possible train.

	But soon, I saw news flashes of policemen finding me at the hotel to take me to the police station or, even worse—chasing me around Berlin and catching me at the metro station. I thought about Danka: what if I had gone to her and asked if I could stay the night with her because...What?

	It might have seemed to her like a silly, childish trick. There was also Roman, whom I had not visited yet—I did not know his new address. But trying to hide with a fellow with a conspiratorial theory of recent history looked even more absurd. He would have gone off on a bender: he had already signaled at the embassy his willingness to free associate. What if I had asked the ambassador for help? Only—with what justification? Stakhovich could start suspecting me of a persecution mania or some other similar mental condition. And thus, I kept coming back to Heinz and his crazy plan to take me to some forester’s lodge.

	“We talked about everything at Carl’s,” I finally picked up the thread. “One of those night-time conversations of Poles, as we call them. About politics, history, friends and strangers, about our plans for the future. The usual blah-blah. Carl was briefing me on his speech at the embassy. We talked very little about our private lives.”

	“But you did.”

	“Just me. I mentioned that I had applied to the Institute of National Remembrance5 to find my SB6 file—if it existed and had been preserved.”

	“You told me about it, too, when we first met. Do you remember? Is there anyone else in this world that you haven’t told?” He asked teasingly.

	“Is this a secret?”

	“In my experience, it is better to wait with such a disclosure until one has had some results.”

	“I wrote about it on a blog. The whole world already knows,” I said, deliberately exaggerating.

	“You are so smart and yet so frivolous. You have to do these things hush-hush. Fortunately, the whole world does not read your blog. Am I right that you also wrote about secret service informers who had penetrated Opinion?”

	“A little,” I said evasively.

	“Meaning?”

	“It means: I asked but learned nothing.”

	After a few kilometers, Heinz stopped at the side of the road, turned on the car’s interior light, and reached into his shirt pocket for a sheet of paper folded in four. He unfolded it, looked at it, and said:

	“A little further on.”

	We drove about a kilometer and stopped at the edge of the forest. The road was blocked by a barrier. Heinz told me to get out and raise the crossbeam so he could pass. It was dark already. Driving into the forest at night in a place barred by a crossbeam seemed strange to me and also—a little frightening.

	Heinz passed the barrier.

	“Everything will be fine,” he reassured me.

	I lowered the beam, got back in, and we started along the unpaved forest road.

	After a few score meters, the surface became even, and after a few hundred—it became paved. The road was wide enough now for two cars to pass each other. There were no markings on the roadside, even at a place where the road crossed another forest road. About three or four kilometers beyond that intersection, some buildings appeared in the headlights of the car. Actually, only their red roofs because the area was fenced with a high, very thick fence. Heinz pulled up to the gate.

	“This is the Forsthaus?” I asked. 

	“That’s right,” he nodded. 

	We heard dogs barking inside the enclosure.
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	The gate was two meters high, with brick posts nearly a meter wide, and it was topped with a decorative wooden arch. Mayflies were spinning in the headlights of the car. I was finally able to dig myself out of the Opel and stretch my bones.

	It smelled like a forest. I felt a chill. Heinz was wearing a light jacket; I had only my suit jacket on. I was already hungry and pretty thirsty. But the barking at the gate suggested we would not soon be inside.

	Heinz reached into his pocket and took out something like a whistle. 

	“We’ll see if it works,” he said.

	He blew on the tube, but there was no whistle that I could hear. The dogs, on the other hand, stopped barking and—incredibly—went away.

	He looked at me like an illusionist awaiting applause after a trick. He showed empty hands as a sign that this was not the end of the performance. He walked over to the padlock and unlocked it. Then he took an electronic key fob out of his jacket pocket and picked up the folded sheet of. I figured it had a code written on it that opened the gate. As he pressed the last button, the gate jerked and began to open inward. Fortunately, no animal lunged at our throats. The ends of both wings of the gate formed a small corridor leading into the courtyard in front of the house.

	At the same time, they divided the space around the forester’s lodge into two parts: one accessible to the dogs and one for the guests.

	“Clever,” I said.

	Heinz pulled into the yard in front of the house. Without turning off the car’s lights, he unlocked the front door with another key and switched on the lamp above the entrance. Carrying our two bags, we entered the spacious, brightly lit hall.

	It smelled like all old interiors: old mortar, resins mixed with oils, shellacs that covered the furniture, a little damp. The house had been built in the nineteenth century.

	A flight of wooden stairs led up to the second story. On the right, on the left, and straight ahead, there were closed doors. Heinz thought for a moment and reached out his hand to the left. Behind the door was a kitchen. There was a large table in the center.

	Heinz set the shopping bag on it and began emptying it. He took out bread, margarine, cheese and cold cuts, two cans of beer, two bottles of milk, a packet of coffee.

	“This should tide you over for a while,” he said.

	He took out a toothbrush, toothpaste, and a disposable razor.

	“I forgot the shaving cream, you’ll have to use soap,” he said.

	But there was no soap either.

	“There should be some in the bathroom,” he explained. 

	“It’s all right. I don’t need to shave,” I said.

	He showed me the bathroom door. Just in time, because I really needed it. There was soap and also clean towels. There was an electric water heater on the wall.

	While I was in the bathroom, Heinz closed the gate. When I came out, with a bag in hand, he was waiting for me at the stairs.

	“Your room will be upstairs,” he announced.

	“And yours?” I asked.

	“I’ll tell you in a moment.”

	I wondered why, despite the closed gate, the dogs did not show up. Apparently, this system was more sophisticated than I thought.

	The first floor had the same layout as the ground floor. I followed Heinz, who started pressing door handles one by one until he hit an unlocked door.

	He opened a small room clearly intended for guests.

	There was an old, made-up bed, a table with a modern art deco radio, a desk, two chairs, and a small wardrobe. There was a small rug on the wooden floor.

	“Make yourself at home,” Heinz said. “Change if you want to, and I’ll make us something to eat. The stuff in the bag is mine, so it might be a little too big for you.”

	He left me alone. I took off my jacket and shirt and looked inside the bag. I pulled out a T-shirt and a fleece sweatshirt. There was also a pair of denim pants. I had to tuck them slightly. There were no shoes. I stayed in my ankle-chafing dress shoes.

	As I ran back down, my footsteps pounded on the stairs. 

	“Looks alright,” Heinz said when he saw me. “Only those shoes...”

	He took out the bread and opened the cheese and sausage wrappers. There were two large glasses and two cans of beer on the table. I put my hand on one of them. It was cold. He opened the beer and began pouring it into the glass until the froth reached the rim, then he filled the other glass.

	“Your health,” he said, raising his glass and encouraging me to do so, too.

	I took a sip. It tasted good.

	“What is this place?” I asked.

	“It’s about time I told you.”

	Heinz put down his glass and wiped his mouth.

	“Back in the bad old East German days, there was a Stasi center here,” he replied casually, though he must have known the answer would make an electrifying impression on me. He paused for a moment.

	“Undercover, of course. Markus Wolf’s boys7 used to come here for meetings, training, and relaxation. The local population knew only that it was a state facility.”

	“And now?”

	“Now, this is private property. But let’s eat something because I have to go back to Berlin.”

	 

	
19

	 

	The space to which I was confined was theoretically the entire house, except for the locked rooms. It consisted of my guest room, kitchen, bathroom, and a living room opposite the kitchen.

	In the living room, among the old sideboards and chests of drawers, perhaps from the 1920s, there stood a huge table. On one of the walls was an oil painting in a decorative frame depicting a forest landscape. If it was not an original of one of the many similar works by Karl Bennewitz von Löfen, then it was an excellent copy.

	Of course, it’s a copy, I thought after a while. No one would keep an original in such a place. 

	There was also a fireplace in the room. The decor suggested that the entire facility may once have been a hunting lodge of the Prussian nobility. It may well have been created simultaneously with the Bennewitz painting—at most a dozen or so years after Kaiser Wilhem, the King of Prussia, became Emperor of re-united Germany. Sometime at the end of the nineteenth century. I asked Heinz about it as we sat down at the table in the old-fashioned, cushioned chairs.

	“I was told that the lodge is over a hundred years old,” he confirmed. “They built it for Kaiser Wilhelm. Yes, it was originally a hunting lodge. In the 1930s, Nazi dignitaries came here, and apparently, also some National Socialist artists, if that term does not offend your sensitivity.”

	“I’m not that sensitive. Every totalitarianism has its eulogists. So did National Socialism and so did Bolshevism.”

	“Except that their work is more of an artistic craft than an art. After all, what could they create? More portraits of the commander-in-chief? Allegories of their ideas?” He suspended his voice. “Immediately after the conquest of Berlin by the Red Army, the NKVD8 set up here, and a few years later, when East Germany was established, the Stasi. The place has an interesting story, as you can see.”

	“And an interesting present, too. I wonder who took it over from the Stasi,” I continued.

	I wanted to know what Heinz was getting me into.

	“It became the property of the state and was sold off. It was bought by people who today mean nothing in Germany as a group.”

	“How curious.”

	“They were former MfS officers.”

	“The Ministry of State Security… The Stasi?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Private individuals or an organization?”

	“If you think that they set up something like ODESSA,9 or some formal veteran group, then you are wrong. But former Stasi officials are not barred from joining organizations which may own property. They are only barred from working in the state administration and education. And the police, of course. At least theoretically. They can even take part in politics, as long as the people elect them.”

	“As far as I know, the people do elect them from time to time. And they sometimes cooperate with the police, even if they don’t ever work in it. I’ve seen that in your press, Heinz. What do you have to do with these fellows?”

	“You know. I collect reports. I gather materials. So I had to get to know these people a little.”

	“I could not think of a greater absurdity. For me, to hide from the West German police in the hideout of the Stasi...”

	And then Heinz surprised me once again.

	“If only from the police...” he said and fell silent. He had clearly expected my reaction.

	“Not only the police?!” I exploded. “Who else wants to get me? What do you know that I don’t know?”

	“Remember what you told me about your arrival at the Isadora? You said that you got a different room from that which you had booked.”

	That was true.

	“Has it not occurred to you to wonder who got the room you had reserved?”

	I froze for a second, but my mind, at full speed, almost exploded.

	“Yuri?!” I shouted.

	“I suppose so,” he replied calmly.

	“Are you crazy, Heinz?” My mind raced in all possible directions.

	“Who would want to shoot me and why?”

	“Think about it before you do something stupid. You have a lot of time. I have to go back to hear from my sources.”

	“The police?”

	“All of them.”

	He began to get ready.

	“Tell me one more thing,” I said, deciding on the last provocation of the day. “Whose prisoner am I? I’d like to know.”

	Heinz bore it well. He only said:

	“Tomorrow, I will show you how to leave this place safely. You will be able to do so any time if you want.”

	“Why not today?”

	“Because today, even I don’t know! Look, I am improvising all this. I found out about Topolski’s death at two o’clock in the afternoon. When my police informant gave me the details and suggested what the investigators wanted to find out, I immediately understood that you were at risk. I didn’t know if it was a coincidence, or if someone was setting you up, or if you were the target yourself. I had to organize everything quickly, and believe me, it was not easy. You should appreciate it.”

	This talk made me feel awkward.

	“Heinz, forgive me. My mind is racing,” I said soothingly, extending my hand in agreement.

	“I understand, and I forgive you,” he replied generously, squeezing my hand. “I’ll be back at noon. Can I get you a pizza?”

	I wondered.

	“How about potato pancakes with apple sauce?” I asked.

	“Anything for you,” he said.

	With his hand on the doorknob, he gave one final instruction:

	“The fridge is yours. The bar also, but don’t overdo it. And remember: do not call or answer the phone. It would be best to turn off your cell phone altogether and remove the battery.”

	As he opened the gate, he remembered something.

	“Something very important,” he said. “In the morning, a man will come to feed the dogs. Don’t get scared. He will not enter the house. And you don’t have to show him that you’re here.”

	As he left the yard, he paused for a moment to close the gate.

	When the gate closed, cutting off the yard from the forest, the dogs appeared again. Probably some other code served to open their cages. Now I saw their silhouettes through the window. I didn’t know much about dog breeds, but I’d seen this type before. In the low light, they didn’t look like murderous rottweilers. They were more slender, muscular, and fast. I would say they were black German Shepherds. They barked a few times after the departing car and disappeared somewhere.

	I turned off the light. The starry sky was no longer pitch black. The rising full moon was beginning to shine through the tree tops. I estimated that it should be quite light in an hour or so.
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	I was left alone again, in circumstances that at times felt like a nightmare. I finished my beer, which relaxed me a bit and invited me to stretch out on the couch and plunge into sleep. But I had too much on my mind to indulge in carefree laziness. It wasn’t just that I had to make sure I had clean underwear and socks for the next day—because Heinz hadn’t thought about bringing those items. I also had to turn on the gray cells and organize my thoughts.

	What was going on around me? I thought in the bathroom. What had I got involved in? If I hadn’t come to Berlin, would everything have turned out the same? Probably yes, because what could my presence mean for the course of events? I had not threatened anyone here, nobody was looking for me to regulate unsettled business. Yet someone next to me shot that Russian and murdered Carl right after I left his house.

	I figured that if a third murder were to happen around me, I’d have my proof that it wasn’t just a coincidence.

	Was I supposed to be the third case? I wondered.

	None of my friends, except Heinz, knew where I was.

	If now, all of a sudden, any of the locked doors opened and my killer walked in, I wouldn’t have had any chance of escape. Nobody would ever find me.

	However, I had a cell phone with me: I could make calls. If Heinz had been in collusion against me, he would not have limited himself to advising me not to use the phone but would have demanded the phone along with my hotel keys. I don’t know what I would have done then because that would have meant a total cut-off from the world. I did not have the cell phone I had brought from Poland. I had left it at the Isadora.

	I went upstairs. The pale moonlight lit up the forest and the yard around the house. My room window faced the front courtyard of the forester’s lodge. Out of it, I could see a little of the gate and fence and a second building that looked like a farmhouse. I didn’t see the dogs, though they would no doubt appear the moment I tried to go out.

	I wondered what kind of threat and to whose interests I, an ordinary journalist from the culture department, who had long stayed away from politics and economic scandals, could pose. As for Carl, I assumed that what he had been about to reveal could really have hurt someone. But who? Was it someone from our old Polish circle? Carl had been active in many fields. He could have made enemies among Germans, too. But me?

	Could I possibly know something which threatened someone? Possess some compromising documents without knowing it myself? Maybe there was something, some detail that I had forgotten since I cut myself off from the world of politics? Then another possibility occurred to me: that while I had no such knowledge, I may have been in the position to know it in the future. For example, after reviewing that file I had requested from the Institute of National Remembrance. Someone interested in that file may have read my ill-considered blog post. In which case, it would have been someone who had been undercover: perhaps a former coworker who feared exposure. 

	Then I thought about Yaremski. Maybe because of his troubles with lustration?10 But Richard, upon becoming a senator, would have been investigated and cleared by the court. And his declaration, according to which he had never cooperated with the Security Service, had never been proven to be a lie. The court concluded that there was no convincing evidence that he had undertaken a deliberate, secret, and paid cooperation with the SB. The case should be considered closed. Or maybe something in my file might undermine this verdict? If so, then I would have to be removed ahead of time, so that I would not get to know its contents and publish them.

	Fantastic, I scolded myself for these thoughts.

	And the death of Yuri? What could it have to do with me? 

	Here, free-ranging fantasy came to my aid. Maybe it was some Russian mafia settling old scores? I imagined that Yuri had absconded with someone’s money, or lost a shipment, or failed to complete a task properly and had to be punished. This is what happens in movies. But why did they kill him at the hotel? Usually, the Russians handle these matters professionally so that not even a trace of the victim remains.

	I sat down on the bed and examined the abrasion under my ankle more closely. The skin was worn, and the area was red, but there was no cut or bleeding. I wouldn’t get the sheets dirty. I lifted the quilt and lay down on the firm mattress. I tried to fall asleep but couldn’t. The moon shone straight through the window, it was as bright in the room as if it were morning. I drew shut the curtains. It didn’t help. The hands of my watch showed past midnight.

	And then I thought of Kinga Berent. She had reported on the corruption scandal of Richard’s present wife and, a few years later, wrote extensively about the lustration of the senator. Maybe she would know why they both came to Berlin at the same time?

	He—I understood, former associate of Carl and all, but she? Why was she wasting her precious time on a minor ceremony at the embassy that was wholly irrelevant to her interests?

	Kinga and I had unsettled business. Even though we were no longer a couple, yet, somehow, our separation was not complete. We were in a limbo. Maybe I still loved her?

	Impossible. So many years after she moved out? 

	And what about Danka? How to understand that relationship and what had just happened the other day? An emotional rush? A sentimental sojourn into the past? I thought there would be less chaos in my description of male-female relationships if I had learned a few new concepts in psychology. Perhaps that would help me name these relationships and events.

	I did not have Kinga’s phone number with me, nor did I know it by heart, and there was no one in the editorial office of The Messenger at this hour. I put the matter on hold until the next morning. I reasoned that when Heinz asked me not to make phone calls, he meant phone calls to my Berlin contacts. Calling Warsaw should not hurt me in any way. This simple resolution allowed me to finally fall asleep.

	 

	
21

	 

	She was twenty-six when she moved into my Warsaw studio, recently bought with the proceeds of the sale of the old family house. It was one-third the size of the flat I had rented in Berlin. Thirteen years’ difference between us was not a problem for her, and certainly not for me.

	She gained a mentor, which she obviously needed, and I could pretend that those Berlin years in my life had never taken place at all. With my help, she matured as a journalist and as a woman. That binds people. After five years of living together, we both felt that something had to be decided: either we got married and set up the classic family unit, or we beat a retreat.

	Professionally, we were going in opposite directions. She was going deeper into investigative journalism, she tracked scandals, got to know politicians, businessmen, policemen, customs officers, intelligence officers, prosecutors, and judges. It excited her and impressed her. For me, the world of politics, drawing its models from pop entertainment, was becoming more and more repugnant. I was less and less interested in her contacts. I dragged her around theaters, concerts, and exhibitions, but I felt that it was not her element. Our relationship could hardly be called love until death do us part. Perhaps we were held together by a sense of loyalty to each other. If so, it was being put to ever more severe tests.

	One day, in the sixth year of living together, she took me into her confidence: she had been contacted by people from the counterintelligence services. They offered to exchange information: if she had something for them, they would have something for her that others would not get.

	“Be careful,” I said then. “You are approaching the limits of journalism. One more step, and you will become a tool for them. They will end up owning you.

	“Jacob, do not be a naïve idealist!” she replied sharply. “Every investigative journalist sooner or later gets a call from people from the services. I got it later than usual.”

	“And do they all cooperate?” I asked.

	“Oh, no! Everyone says they’re not going to,” she said and fell silent. I can’t remember what the latest on that was. I had stopped helping her with her stories a long time ago. She was now fully independent.

	More and more, we behaved like flatmates rather than a couple.

	It wasn’t just that which kept us apart. She felt that something was bothering me. Something about which I didn’t want to talk, she said. When I entered that “Jungian climate” (as she put it), my melancholic moods became too much for her to bear.

	“Tell me, but honestly, why have you never gone back to Berlin?” she asked bluntly one morning as I stared at my cup of coffee without a word. “You know the language, you have contacts, the editorial office made you so many good offers, and yet you have always refused.”

	“It ceased to interest me,” I said indifferently, not wanting to pursue the topic.

	“Who are you kidding? Me or yourself?” she wouldn’t be put off. She turned up the aggression. “We’ve known each other too long. After all, I can see how you react to every piece of news about Berlin, how you comment on it. That city is important to you. Maybe not the city, maybe the people in it. You never suggested that we take a trip there, although maybe I would have loved to. Jacob, do something about it!”

	“What should I do, in your opinion?”

	“I don’t know. I have no idea what you left there. Or rather who. You never talk about it.”

	“Because there is nothing to talk about.”

	“That’s the problem, Jacob. That you have nothing to talk about, and yet something bothers you. Why don’t you deal with it? Why don’t you go there, do what you have to do, finish what is unfinished, and come back? Or stay. Because it’s killing me.”

	“Would you really want me to go and stay there?” I tried an infantile trick.

	“God, Jacob, no matter what I want! I just want to help you, realize that. Maybe this is how I can help both of us.”

	At that moment, she seemed the more mature of the two of us. 

	“I have this man who is only half mine because the other half lives in a different world into which I am not allowed. It really doesn’t make sense. We’d better be friends.”

	She was pulling at something that I really preferred to keep hidden. I was silent. And that silence was my defensive wall that she couldn’t break through.

	Within a week, she moved out to a friend’s house. We were already working in different editorial offices and didn’t have to see each other at all. She called a week later.

	“Don’t be angry. It’ll be better like this,” she said. “I had to do it. Maybe now it will be easier for you to decide something.”

	It wasn’t. In order not to torment myself, not to ask her to come back, not to make any commitments, I told myself that she had needed that break up more than I did. She no longer needed a guiding hand. She wanted to be able to decide things for herself without asking my advice. And she found an excuse to break up.

	We met a year later, as a pair of good friends. She was an attractive young woman. She didn’t have to be alone. But she lived alone.

	“I’m single for the time being,” she said when I asked her about it.

	I understood: nothing was closed between us, but I had to solve my problem first. This was not indifferent to me. The years together had done their job: I felt an attachment.

	I didn’t wonder if it had been love or an arrangement. I was just sorry it ended like that. No later passing acquaintance would ever come close—only one did: the years I had spent with Danka. But I couldn’t change the past.

	I kept telling myself that I had just had a repeat of Berlin in Warsaw. I excused myself that such was my fate.

	The matter that stood between us was like a growth on the body that we did not want to touch lest we learn the truth about it. Like a consuming cancer, while a person thinks that he will be safe as long as he keeps ignoring it. Like a lurking predator that won’t attack us as long as we don’t irritate it.

	And then I stopped avoiding it.
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	I didn’t notice the man feeding the dogs.

	Had someone like that entered by the main entrance, I would have heard some noise because I had left my window ajar, and I am a light sleeper. So the gate never opened. However, when I woke up and looked outside, I saw both dogs lying quietly in the yard, apparently sated.

	So someone had visited the lodge.

	I remembered what Heinz had said about the “safe exit.” The mysterious man must have entered through it. The conclusion was simple and disturbing at the same time: if I could use it safely to come and go, someone could just as easily have used it to enter.

	My laundry had not dried. I was forced to put on wet clothes.

	Because of my irritated ankle, walking in my dress shoes without socks was out of the question. In socks without shoes—it was possible. I went downstairs, first to the bathroom, then to the kitchen. It was almost eight o’clock. I did not call Kinga, convinced that she was still asleep at that hour, like most journalists, and that the editorial office was still closed.

	I made coffee, came back upstairs with the cup, turned on the radio. I did not expect to hear about a murder in a small house on the outskirts of Berlin or about the unfortunate Yuri.

	And I was not mistaken. The news had a lot about the world, European and German politics, about catastrophes, accidents, and victims, but no station said one word about the Berlin murders. Instead, more space was devoted to the first German case of infection with a new strain of the swine flu that is said to have taken a deadly toll in the Far East. The news was disturbing, but I wasn’t too worried. I concluded that the police had not sent out search warrants for me.

	At nine o’clock, I decided that journalists in Poland had already had enough sleep and turned on the phone. I called the main Warsaw office of The Messenger.

	The girl from the reception did not know me and did not want to give me Kinga’s number. This annoyed me, but I had to accept that one just didn’t give an investigative journalist’s number to anyone claiming to be a former newspaper employee. I called the secretariat of the editor-in-chief. At least they knew me there. But no one picked up the handset. I had to wait again.

	In the list of missed calls, I saw two items with no number. Those calls were probably from Roman because he was the only one who called me from a restricted number. He was probably wondering what had happened to me. There was nothing from Danka.

	Half an hour later, I got Kinga’s number from the secretary’s office, and I was able to reach her. She was on the tram. Surprised, because we hadn’t spoken for months, she asked me to call in twenty minutes. After twenty minutes, it turned out she had a small meeting at the editorial office. We couldn’t talk until about eleven.

	All this time, I walked about the accessible part of the Forsthaus like a wolf in a cage. As I pressed the door handles through the toilet paper so as not to leave fingerprints, I discovered another unlocked door. It led to the attic, which also had locked doors and a hatch window in the ceiling. One room was unlocked. It was a storage room with cleaning detergents and other housekeeping stuff. In the hall downstairs, I identified one of the closed doors as the entrance to the basement.

	A few minutes before eleven, Kinga called from a different number.

	“Hello, Jacob!” she said happily. “I looked at your number, and I can not believe it. This is the country code for Germany. Are you in Berlin?”

	“Yes.”

	“You finally did it! Jacob, I’m really happy. You want to tell me something interesting?”

	“You will not believe whom I met here,” I started the main topic because I thought trying to explain my position was pointless.

	“Come on, tell me, I don’t want to guess. It’ll spoil my fun.”

	“Your favorite senator.”

	She exclaimed with a triumphant note in her voice:

	“How about that? Is beautiful Richard in trouble?”

	“That would indeed be better. But instead, I am. And trouble is not my specialty, as you know. But don’t worry, I’ll manage somehow.”

	“What is it, then?”

	“I wanted to talk to you for a moment about the Yaremskis. Both of them.”

	“I see. What about them?” she became interested. Though she probably had a hundred questions on her mind, she paused and waited for me to continue.

	“Do they have some business in Berlin now?”

	“Jacob, don’t be angry, I’m not their secretary.” 

	“Nobody knows their business better than you.”

	“I don’t think I know very much after all. I didn’t even know they were in Germany.”

	“Information for information,” then.

	“A little trade? Why not,” she teased. “But you go first.”

	Hearing her talk, I felt a rush of warmth and regret over the years we had lost. I told her about the murder of Carl and the interrupted ceremony at the embassy.

	“Sorry, this is covered by agency news,” she said. “We won’t write about it. But perhaps we can run your report as our own material. I’ll talk to the editor, he’ll definitely buy it.”

	“No, no! I can’t appear in your newspaper with my own byline right now. And I can’t even explain it to you. Just believe me.”

	“OK, I do, but what does Yaremski have to do with it?”

	“Exactly. You tell me.”

	“You expect too much of me. Jacob, I don’t know.”

	“Tell me something, anything. Somehow it’s hard to believe that Richard came with his wife to Berlin only to watch the ambassador pin a medal to someone else’s chest.”

	“I could tell you something new, but it’s probably irrelevant. Anyway, I can’t tell you, I’m still working on it.”

	“Kinga, at least tell me what this is about.” 

	She sighed deeply.

	“Well, if we’re gonna be friends... Because if it was anyone else...” she began and didn’t finish. “Just one thing, please. Explain to me: what is this phone number I am calling?”

	“Plain pre-paid. I mean, anonymous.”

	“Can you receive emails?”

	“I think so. I haven’t done that with this cell yet. But it looks modern enough to me.”

	“I’m calling from the editorial office. I’d rather not talk about this on the phone. Give me your email address, I’ll send you a couple of sentences. Then I’ll check if you received it.”

	“You think someone’s eavesdropping?”

	“Whatever. I cannot talk.”

	I gave her an email address. She began to say goodbye.

	“Hold on. Can’t you say something just for me?” I wanted her to say something in cipher.

	“You’re a nice guy. Maybe not everything is lost between us?”

	“No kidding. Please, seriously.”

	“Predecessor. Sorry, nothing else. Take care. Bye.” She hung up the phone.

	I heard the dogs barking. I looked out the kitchen window. The dogs were crowding at the gate. I ran upstairs. From my bedroom, I saw a navy blue Opel approach the gate. I turned off the phone.
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	Heinz was not alone. There were two other men in the car. Looking down at them, I couldn’t recognize them. I ran downstairs.

	I opened the front door and stood on the threshold. For a moment, I watched as the wings of the gate opened. Heinz rode up to the steps and got out of the car, smiling as he did so and waving his hand in a greeting. With him was an older man in glasses, with gray hair combed back, holding a bundle in his hand, and a younger, dark-haired man, whom I recognized.

	It was Inspector Schwalbe.

	The thought struck me that I had been betrayed. Holding on to the doorknob, I waited for them to come closer. Heinz took a small traveling bag out of the trunk, and the three of them started toward me.

	“How was your night?” Heinz asked, holding out his hand.

	I let go of the handle and said hello. I nodded my head to show that everything was fine.

	“Let me introduce you, gentlemen,” Heinz continued. “This is my friend Jacob,” he said to the two men. “And this is Inspector Schwalbe, whom you have already met, and Captain Glückspilz,” he said to me.

	A captain of what—he didn’t explain. We shook hands.

	“The Inspector is here in a private capacity,” added Heinz reassuringly. “Let’s go inside.”

	I was going to let them go ahead, but they insisted I go in first. We stopped in the hallway.

	“Captain, you are the host here,” Heinz said to the white-haired man. “You command us.”

	The captain bowed and pointed to one of the closed doors.

	“Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said and walked over to a metal box with a small numeric keypad hanging on the wall below the stairs. He dialed the code and opened the door. Inside, there were keys on hooks.

	I watched his movements from a distance, but I was unable to see the code. Then Glückspilz used one of the keys to unlock the door at the far end of the hall.

	All that time, Schwalbe looked around as if he were in the forester’s lodge for the first time.

	“Come in,” said the captain.

	We entered a room arranged as an office. In addition to a massive desk and built-in shelves, there were quite a few open shelves with books. I saw a closed laptop on the desk. There was also a square table with four chairs and a kind of chaise longue. Above it, hung a nicely framed reproduction of an oil painting in 19th century realist style by Adolph von Menzel, The Rolling of Iron, depicting the interior of the steelworks in today’s Chorzów.11 I was struck to see it because I remembered that a reproduction of that painting had once been hung in Erich Honecker’s12 office.

	The room looked like the office of the director of the facility. I guessed that twenty years ago, right there, next to the Rolling of Iron, another picture hung: the portrait of the leader of the East German state himself. And perhaps even the same Captain Glückspilz ruled the facility from it. Because who the hell is he if he isn’t a former Stasi officer? I thought.

	I imagined him as a Stasi-Hauptmann.13 He walked in here in his feldgrau14 uniform, deceptively reminiscent of the uniform of a Wehrmacht officer. He hosted very important persons, perhaps even Mielke15 himself in a general’s uniform or his comrade Honecker, who gave him a reproduction of the painting in his office. In one drawer, he kept Juwel 72 cigarettes, which he smoked every day, and in the other— Marlboros seized from Polish smugglers.16 The latter he kept at the ready for his esteemed guests. Now, after the disappearance of East Germany, and fully committed to Western democracy, he sat here from time to time, behind his old desk, typing up his memoirs from the bad old days of the dictatorship of the proletariat and of the people he had hosted at the Forsthaus.

	Schwalbe had yet to say one sentence. The captain was also not talkative. I was even less so. Heinz tried to ease the tension.

	“Perhaps, with the permission of the captain, something to drink? Juice? Water? How about a beer?”

	The captain shook his head.

	“Never in the morning, sometimes in the afternoon, always in the evening,” he pronounced his motto. “Water, please. Still.”

	“Me too,” said the Inspector.

	It remained for me to join them. Heinz went out into the kitchen for a moment.

	I had to say something.

	“Amazing place,” I started a pointless spiel. “Really impressive. This house must be over a hundred years old.”

	“You speak German well,” said Schwalbe. “Where did you learn it?”

	Surely he already knew everything about me, he was just pretending.

	“Thank you,” I replied. “I studied at school in Poland and later here, in Berlin. Heinz didn’t tell you?”

	“Yes, he did mention something. Apparently, you even lived together.”

	“Briefly, before I received my asylum. Heinz is a great friend.”

	The Inspector looked gloomy. At this point, Heinz came in with water from the refrigerator and glasses. He set the tray on the table and invited us to drink. Schwalbe poured himself some, I didn’t want any. Glückspilz asked for a dash but did not take the glass in his hand. He stared at the books on the shelf.

	“Would you come over here?” he turned to me.

	I walked over. He pointed at the spine of one of the books.

	“This is a Polish author, right?” he asked without looking at me. I took a closer look. He was pointing to a mystery novel by a Polish writer, published in Poland almost half a century ago, when he wrote under an English-sounding pseudonym. It stood in a row of battered books of similar format, many authors, different languages, including Russian. The entire shelf looked like a collection of detective novels from the countries of the former Soviet bloc.

	“Yes, he is a Polish writer, although his name is English,” I admitted and added immediately: “Actually, it is a pen name. And do you know the real name of this author?”

	The Glückspilz gave me an askance look, from which I could read a clear message: maybe I know, but please tell me.

	“Waldemar Trzyparszczyc,” I blurted out a ridiculous made-up name. He nodded.

	“Interesting, very interesting,” he muttered, and I did not understand what was interesting for him: the name, the sound, or something else.

	When I turned around, I saw that Heinz held a gun in his hand.
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	Over the course of its several decades, my acquaintance with Heinz went through some difficult moments. More than once, it could have ended up in a row and a break up if the friendship had not turned out stronger than our differences.

	I had no hesitation in calling our relationship a “friendship,” even though a friendship between a Pole and a German is not an easy thing. I think it came down to each of us being damn curious about the other. 

	We exchanged knowledge about areas that were exotic to us—he offered me knowledge of the German world, or more broadly, of the Western world; and I of the Polish, and even more generally, the East European. We were able to surprise each other and also disagree profoundly, but somehow without ever becoming offended.

	Thanks to him, the Berlin exhibition about Frederick the Great, held sometime in the 1980s, stuck in my memory forever. Heinz praised it, emphasizing what an outstanding king this Frederick was. He argued that I absolutely must see it. So I told him: for you, he is a great builder of Prussia, for me, he was a destroyer of Poland. He didn’t see it that way because his view of history was different. He paused, thought, then said: “You must have your reasons for that.” But he continued to insist on his.

	Once, he invited me to a meeting with a group of friends on the occasion of Oktoberfest, when one drinks huge amounts of beer, in liter jugs, preferably chasing it with pork knuckle. We were in our twenties then: I twenty-six, he twenty-eight. He introduced me to his friends by name only. “This is Jakob,” he said. Just enough. The loud feast lasted for several hours.

	At midnight, when we said goodbye, the beer bubbled in our heads. Heinz walked aside with his friends, and when he returned without them because they had left, he told me with a laugh:

	“Boy, were they surprised when I told them that you were Polish!”

	“They thought I was German?” I asked stupidly.

	“Nah! Your accent gives you away. But they thought you were English or Scandinavian. Are you surprised? You don’t look Polish.”

	“Is that a compliment?” I asked, quite seasoned with beer and irritated. “Because I don’t wear a mustache, and I haven’t ended up drunk under the table? Because I didn’t steal any cutlery? Isn’t that right?”

	“Jacob, if you want to, go ahead and give me a hard time,” Heinz said. We were both drunk, and that was why we were fighting. “But that’s not a compliment. I met various Poles, both in Poland and here in Berlin. And what you said about cutlery—I didn’t mean it at all.”

	“Just what did you mean?”

	“I can’t explain that to you. You’re not typical, that’s all. This is a goddamn fact. And one doesn’t debate facts.”

	“And if the facts go against us, so much the worse for the facts, eh?”

	“I don’t know that maxim, but it’s good,” he said. “Whose is this?”

	“Party-line. Trotsky, I think.”

	“Ah, a worthy thinker,” he said, swaying. 

	“The fact is that we are drunk, and this is not good for facts,” I tried to put an end to the argument, but nothing logical came out.

	“Sorry, I’m not following. Is it some sophistry?” Heinz asked then, and, not waiting for an answer, he waved his hand at a passing taxi.

	We did not return to the topic of a stereotypical Pole.

	Until today, I didn’t know what he had meant then.
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	He wasn’t aiming the gun at me—or anyone. The barrel of the pistol was pointed downward.

	But his finger was on the trigger. If he had wanted to scare me, he failed. If he was going to fire, I preferred to know what was going on.

	“You know what this is?” he asked.

	Schwalbe and Glückspilz stood motionless. Only their eyes moved.

	I felt trapped.

	“Tell me what’s going on,” I said through my teeth.

	“Topolski was shot with this gun,” he announced.

	“And?”

	“Also, a certain Yuri.”

	“The same gun or the same model?”

	“Just like you say. The same gun.”

	Heinz didn’t lift the barrel of the gun, but he waved it left and right.

	“And now comes the worst part,” he warned. “Pay attention. What would you say if I told you that the gun that killed both Yuri and Topolski was found in your hotel room?”

	My face froze in a bitter smile. I wasn’t moving. What could I say?

	“Am I supposed to guess how this could have happened?” I asked reproachfully.

	“Watch out!” Heinz shouted suddenly and threw the gun at me. Instinctively, without thinking, I grabbed the object flying toward me.

	I’d never held a pistol in my life, so I looked clumsy and ridiculous with it. Sure, I’d watched a lot of thriller movies and knew theoretically how one shoots a gun, but I wasn’t going to play James Bond. I did not even know how one unlocked the safety catch on the thing. I held it by the barrel, handle down. I waited to see what would happen next.

	“There is only one thing missing to bury you completely in the eyes of the police,” Heinz continued.

	I didn’t ask what. I expected him to tell me himself. He was waiting for something, too.

	“What?” I asked.

	“Just this. Your fingerprints on the gun,” he announced.

	A person under stress can do various stupid things. I took the pistol in my other hand, handling it through the sleeve and, with the end of my sweatshirt, I began to wipe it.

	The Inspector and captain smiled with pity. I angrily threw the gun on the floor.

	“Who the hell are you Heinz?!” I shouted in Polish. “Are you going to tell me?”

	I shouted more at myself than at him, but he, who, just from knowing me, had learned maybe a hundred Polish words and was often able to figure out what was said in that language, understood me.

	“Not who you now think,” he said in broken Polish. “Only a man trying to save your ass,” he repeated what he had already declared to me in German the day before.

	“What is it about?” asked Glückspilz, concerned and a bit confused.

	“My friend’s been a little nervous,” Heinz explained. “But now we cleared it all up.”

	“Not all, not all!” I objected. “I completely do not understand what this whole show is for.”

	Heinz picked up the gun from the floor. I saw him pull the catch and release it. He inspected both sides of the gun and put it in his inside pocket.

	“Now the Inspector knows you couldn’t have shot anyone,” he explained slowly and forcefully. “You can’t even hold a gun. And forgive this little trick. This is not the same weapon that killed Topolski and Yuri. I lied to you. Though the real gun was similar. It was also a nine-millimeter.”

	Schwalbe nodded his head in agreement.

	“The Inspector has a few questions for you,” said Heinz.

	“In private or in his official capacity?” I said gruffly because even though the scene had been supposedly played out to prove my innocence, I felt stupid.

	“For the moment, let it be in a private capacity,” said Schwalbe. “Why don’t we take a walk and you tell me exactly what you remember from the Isadora Hotel? Especially about the Russian.”

	I took the free glass, filled it with water, and gulped down the entire contents.

	“I brought you your potato pancakes,” Heinz said.

	“And the apple sauce?” I made sure in an aggressive tone, totally inadequate to the situation.

	“Certainly.”

	The gate to the forest was closed. We could only walk around the forester’s lodge, on the inside of the fence, as long as the dogs were away. Glückspilz saw our hesitation. He suggested that we follow him.

	We crossed the yard toward the other building. It stood perpendicular to the forester’s lodge. So far, I had only seen that part of it not hidden behind the gable of the house. Only now did I notice that its shorter side was adjacent to the fence. When we got close to the building, I noticed the dogs.

	They twirled and whimpered ingratiatingly behind a massive grate in the wall near the fence as if they sensed their master. In the room behind the grate, each of them had his own doghouse. The captain said something to them, and they sat down as if waiting. Glückspilz opened the door next to the grate and stepped inside, inviting us to do the same.

	“Schreck! Rambo! Attention!” He shouted sharply at the animals, making a hand gesture as if in sign language.

	At the end of the building, there was a second barred door leading out into the forest. A sturdy wooden inner shutter, now open, completely covered the grille when closed. The captain released the two heavy bolts, let us out, and called the dogs.

	“On your way back, gentlemen, come in through the main gate,” he said.

	We could have exited through the main gate, too, but I guessed that Glückspilz had wanted to demonstrate something to us, maybe show how difficult it was to get inside the grounds. He did not show any emotions. He seemed to have repeated a well-practiced routine. This passage was probably used by the invisible dog handler.

	After we moved off a little, the captain followed us, and the two dogs followed him.
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	Inspector Schwalbe briefed me on my situation. By law, he said, I could be detained formally for questioning, but he preferred to wait with that until it was absolutely necessary. For the moment, he wanted me to tell him in detail about everything I knew about the murder at the hotel.

	My testimony was very laconic: I returned late, and in the morning, I saw that a man was being carried away from the room, dead. That was all.

	“Have you met him before?” Schwalbe asked now.

	He had an accent typical of the inhabitants of Thuringia or Saxony Anhalt.17 He must have grown up under the communist regime. In my mind’s eye, I saw him in the uniform of the German Free Youth, in which he would have passed his high school exams in East Germany just before the fall of the Berlin Wall and, as a first-year student at the Humboldt University demonstrated his support for the party and the government on the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of the “foundation of the first German state of workers and peasants.” Soon thereafter, he would have thrown that uniform and tie away and rushed to the Brandenburg Gate to climb on the freshly breached wall somewhere near the Reichstag and feel the breath of true freedom with other cheering German youth. Could we have met then?

	We could have. I stood on the other side of the wall, amazed that what had seemed unthinkable even a year earlier was actually happening.

	“It’s a strange story,” I admitted in reply to his question.

	I started talking about my brief acquaintance with Yuri. On Tuesday morning, on the third day of my stay in Berlin, going from the hotel to the city center, I changed trains at the Potsdamer Platz station. I was waiting for my train, standing next to the ticket machine, when a young man approached me, helplessly trying to figure out how to buy a ticket.

	“Sorry,” he said in his high school English with a heavy Slavic accent. “Can you explain to me how this works?”

	I came closer.

	“I’m going to Schöneberg, over here,” he pointed with his finger on the city map. “But I don’t know which ticket I need or which color line to take.”

	He gave the name of the street. I was surprised to hear that it was the street of the hotel Isadora. When he spoke, he said the word “color” in Russian and then corrected himself, trying to get the English “r,” and I guessed where he had come from and started speaking his language. He seemed a little confused that I had figured it out so easily. I advised him to buy a time ticket. He took a handful of euro notes out of his pocket.

	“Is that enough?” he asked, though he must have known perfectly well it was way too much.

	I nodded my head.

	“And you… you are Polish?” he asked.

	“Polish,” I confirmed.

	“Well, well. So we Slavs have found each other,” he said, glad that he guessed my nationality too. “What is your name?”

	“Jacob,” I said. “I mean…Yakov.”

	“And I am Yuri. How do you say my name in Polish?”

	“Yezhi,” I said.

	He clearly wanted to make a closer acquaintance, but I had other plans which I wasn’t about to give up. I wished him good luck and jumped on my train, which had just arrived. He remained on the platform.

	When I saw him again at the hotel that afternoon, I was even more surprised. I do not believe in such coincidences, and this whole thing began to worry me. But I could not come up with any smart theory for the chain of events except coincidence. He seemed more pleased than surprised, but again, I didn’t have time for him because I was getting ready for my meeting with Heinz. I felt that Yuri would not mind if I took him with me, despite the age difference between us and our extremely short acquaintance. But I preferred to duck further intimacy and left. What happened then, I had no idea. I don’t know if the killer showed up before I returned or after, while I was already asleep. I suppose that if he came after my return, I should have heard a shot, but pistol silencers are not a filmmaker’s invention. I happen to know that they’re actually manufactured.

	I also had no idea how the killer got into the hotel. It doesn’t mean that I couldn’t imagine a way. Getting hold of the keys was not a problem. It was enough to spend one night in the Isadora and never return them. I already knew that such things happened. It was possible to keep even the keys to a specific room, as long as the hotel did not change the locks each time. I found out for myself that it was possible to enter the hotel unnoticed because even from the reception room, one could not see the guests entering. Besides, usually, no one was on duty at the reception desk in the afternoon. There were three bathrooms on the first floor: showers, sinks, and a washroom. The killer could easily have waited for the right moment in any one of these rooms.

	“Perhaps we should track down those guests who had not returned their keys?” I asked, not really expecting an answer. I was sure that the police had already tried various leads, and Schwalbe did not have to inform me of anything.

	I shared one more observation with him. 

	“My room and Yuri’s were located across from each other at the end of the corridor. Further on, there was only a washroom and a room, the purpose of which I did not guess. The corridor ended with a door to an external staircase. The door could be opened from the inside but not from the outside because there was no handle on the outside. There was a lock, but none of the keys I had matched it. Such secondary staircases existed in old tenement houses: they faced the yard and were once intended for servants. By mistake, I exited the Isadora through that staircase on my first day, when I did not know the hotel yet. The murderer could have gone out that way, too, without making much noise. And, if he had had the right key, even gone in.”

	“We need to look at that more closely,” concluded Schwalbe. “And the idea to search among former hotel guests is very good.”

	I also told him how on Sunday, when I arrived, I was given a different room from the one I had booked. But he must have already known about it from Heinz because he only nodded his head. 

	“It will be better if you stay here,” he said at the end.

	Walking among the pine trees, we did our second lap around the Forsthaus. At a distance, we saw the captain playing with his dogs. Glückspilz played fetch with them, and they brought him the stick each time obediently, without weariness or impatience, and then waited for further instructions.
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	We came near the gate. It was open. Heinz was standing in front of it.

	“All good?” he asked as we approached.

	“All good,” I replied matter-of-factly, without emotion. I decided that the walk with the Inspector was over and headed for the gate.

	“One more thing,” Schwalbe stopped me by getting hold of my arm. “What about that second murder... Do you know anything that might be related to that case?”

	I had no idea if the police knew that I was the last person to see Carl before someone shot him. Schwalbe could only have learned that from Heinz. The latter heard the question but was not going to make it easier for me to answer because he remained silent. What if this is a test of my truthfulness? I thought.

	“I mean...” I began hesitantly. “I have no idea. I live in Poland, I haven’t seen Carl for many years. I mean... Mr. Topolski, the victim. I don’t know his business at all.”

	“And you don’t suspect anyone?” he asked. With a gesture, I made it clear that I did not.

	“But I am curious as to why my room was searched,” I wondered out loud.

	“And how do you know it was?” Schwalbe asked.

	“Haven’t you found a gun there?” 

	“This is just routine police investigation...” Heinz cut in. I had guessed that my belongings had been searched from some things he had told me.

	The Inspector did not let him finish:

	“A more thorough questioning at the station would have been the routine. But in the morning, we got a signal from the hotel that you had disappeared and had not returned at night. We had to go into that room. The murder weapon has not been found, but so far, you seem to be the only person who connects the two murders committed in the three days of your short stay in Berlin. I would be in my right to arrest you.”

	“So why don’t you do that?”

	“Your friend, Heinz Kaltendorf, has guaranteed for you. And, in any case, if it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t even be here.”

	“Shouldn’t you arrest him too? For hiding a suspect?”

	“It’s quite complicated. It is true that you are still among the suspects, but we have no specific charge, and there is no need to keep you in custody. The trick with the gun was quite convincing: you clearly don’t know how to handle a gun. I also have your assurance that you will not disappear, and I trust that it is true. Let’s go inside.”

	Heinz exhaled loudly and lightly pushed me toward the gate. Schwalbe followed us slowly.

	“We have to go back,” Heinz said. “You stay, of course. The case remains unsolved.”

	“I would say it’s gotten even more confusing. But,” I added in an undertone, “I hope you don’t take me for a fool.”

	“What do you mean?” Heinz demanded, pausing for a second.

	“How did you learn so quickly that the same gun was used in both murders? Where’s the ballistic analysis that proves it? I don’t know much about guns, but I do watch crime movies.”

	“The explanation is simple,” said Schwalbe, following us two steps behind. “We know what weapon killed the Russian. We have the bullet. It is the same as the bullets found at Topolski’s house. Except in his case, there were two bullets: one for the heart, which went right through him, and the other for the head. The skull wound looks exactly the same in both cases. Same caliber. This is a well-practiced shot. Like a trademark. You’re right that we are still waiting for the ballistics, but I’m pretty sure they will call any moment to say that the same weapon was used in both cases.”

	“You are probably looking for a pistol with a silencer?”

	We stopped at the doorstep.

	“How do you know about the silencer?” the Inspector asked quickly.

	“I guessed it. An unsilenced shot would have woken up the whole hotel. The shot had to have been silenced.”

	“True, no one heard the gunshot,” admitted Schwalbe. 

	We entered the hall.

	“How about some coffee before going back?” Heinz suggested. Schwalbe signaled “no, thanks” and pointed at his watch.

	“We have time before the captain comes back.”

	He let himself be convinced. Heinz asked him to come into the office and dragged me into the kitchen. We set the coffee maker.

	“Do you know how I feel?” I said to Heinz without looking at him. “Like a toy thrown in the water. I can’t figure out if you are trying to save me or sink me.”

	“You’re back to your old self again,” he interrupted. “Remember that you have free choice. I had to make a few calls before going to bed last night. Then I got up at six in the morning, and maybe that’s the only reason why the police aren’t looking for you all over the European Union. Schwalbe is not my friend. I had to find some mutual contact through friends for him to trust me. But never mind that. There are more important things.”

	“Like what?”

	“Danka has disappeared.”

	I did not understand.

	“What does ‘disappeared’ mean?”

	“There is no contact with her, is what it means. She is not answering the phone, she is not at home.”

	“How do you know? Have you been to see her?”

	“Jacob, spare me allusions and understatements. She disappeared. These are the facts. Yesterday evening her daughter informed the police about it. They were supposed to meet with Danka at Danka’s apartment on Wednesday. What’s the girl’s name? Susanne? Yes? Well, she went to her mother’s in the morning but did not find her. And none of my friends know where she is. I hope you haven’t called her, and I don’t think she called you either.”

	“We couldn’t have talked. My phone was off.”

	“Good boy. And when was the last time you saw her?”

	“Tuesday night,” I said, surprised. “In her apartment.”

	Heinz gave me a sidelong look but said nothing. He did not have to. His eyes said everything: you were the last person to see her before she disappeared.

	I had no intention of informing him about my contact with Kinga.
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	We sat in the office over coffee. Glückspilz brought the dogs into their quarters, closed the door, and walked briskly across the yard.

	“You have beautiful dogs, Mr. Shchenshchash,” I said as he entered the office, slightly out of breath.

	He made sure I was talking to him.

	“Sorry, but my name is...” He wanted to correct me.

	“I know, Captain. Mr. Glückspilz is your name. In Polish, it is Shchenshchash: a lucky man.”

	“Sh...She...Shes...” he tried to repeat the word, more and more amused.

	“Shchenshchash.”

	He laughed and gave up any further attempts. He swallowed a few sips of coffee quickly.

	“Even I can’t pronounce that,” Heinz admitted. Schwalbe signaled that neither could he.

	“I was once in Poland,” said Glückspilz. “Long ago. More... Well, you know when. In the eighties. Our bosses believed that our Polish comrades should be helped because they were not coping. That was the official line. Minister Mielke, and above all Honecker,18 really worried that the counterrevolution—that’s what we called it at that time—might spill over the border into East Germany. I was a young officer then, and I was sent with the delegation. I remember our conversations with our Polish colleagues. It seemed to me that wind was whistling between their teeth. I understood nothing. How do you say that again?”

	“Shchenshchash.”

	“Can you write this down for me?” he suddenly felt the desire to master a difficult Polish word.

	I took a piece of paper and a pen from his desk and wrote down the word phonetically in German. On purpose, I chose a spelling variant with especially many consonants: 

	 

	Schtschenschtschasch

	 

	He looked at the card with the utmost astonishment and, after a few attempts and listening to our bursts of laughter, finally uttered something that was rather difficult for a Pole to understand.

	“Can you say Shchechin?” I asked to make his task easier. Which is how we pronounce the name of the town of “Szczecin.”

	“Stettin,” he said the name of the city in German.

	“Well, you see, both words start the same way.”

	He drank some coffee again. It was evident that he was focusing before his next try.

	“Sztensztasz,” he said quickly and clearly. 

	“That’s very good,” I said politely.

	Although a casual Polish listener would not understand him, I found his stubbornness commendable. Inspector Schwalbe drained his cup and looked at his watch eloquently.

	“We’re going together, aren’t we?” Heinz asked.

	“I’ll take the note,” said Glückspilz with amusement, signaling at the same time that we should leave the office. “I’ll show it to my wife.”

	We took the coffee cups. 

	“I’ll wash them,” I offered.

	We took them to the kitchen. There Heinz indicated the bag on the table. “You know what’s in here,” he said. “Do you need anything else?”

	“Yes,” I replied as we left the room. “Size forty-two shoes that don’t chafe.”

	He patted my shoulder in front of Schwalbe and Glückspilz.

	“I’ll think about that. You’re not going on any trip yet, are you?” he joked.

	The other two found it a good joke. I was detained both by choice and by necessity, with no chance to walk off.

	I could have walked out of there at any time, yes, but it was practically impossible.

	“There should be a TV set in a decent German jail,” I replied with my own joke. “Since there’s an antenna...”

	I had noticed a satellite dish while walking with the Inspector.

	“Yes, there is!” the captain exclaimed. “Here!”

	He pointed to the fireplace room and marched into it. Once there, he opened a sideboard door, and a TV set appeared in front of our eyes.

	“Great,” I said.

	We went back to the door.

	“Thank you, Captain,” Heinz said to Glückspilz. “And thank you, Inspector,” he said to Schwalbe. “On my friend’s behalf and my own.”

	I took his speech as a clear sign that I had something to thank them for. Maybe I should even say something appropriate. But I remained silent, shaking only their hands in approval. At the end, I sneered at Heinz:

	“And thank you, Heinz.”

	“You just wait, you will thank me yet,” he said ambiguously. “If I don’t come back tonight, I’ll be here in the morning. I hope everything will be over by then.”

	He looked at Schwalbe, but he showed no sign of confirmation.

	“This is a difficult matter, many conflicting trails,” he said. “However, let us be of good hope.”

	“Before we leave, I have a request for you,” Glückspilz said to me. He took my arm lightly and led me to one side. “I was supposed to do it myself, but it’s still too early. If you would like to give it to the dogs in three hours...”

	He then took out meat in a foil wrapper from his bag. 

	“The fellow who was here in the morning is called Franz Werner. And now he won’t have to come again. It’s not far, maybe a kilometer away, but it’s always a chore to make him come here twice a day.”

	“But how am I...” I mumbled uncertainly.

	“I’ll show you how to do it safely.”

	He explained how to close and open the cage by pressing the appropriate buttons on the control on the wall of the outbuilding.

	“Now the dogs are locked up. You throw the meat into the bowls in the yard, come back and open the cage.”

	For a moment, I couldn’t believe my ears. Was Glückspilz showing me the way out? But I was mistaken because he immediately added: “Just stay close to the house, please. Whenever you approach the fence, it can be dangerous, even when the cage is closed.”

	He didn’t say how dangerous, and I didn’t ask.

	“All right, captain,” I agreed. “I will do as you wish.”

	“Thank you very much,” he said and said goodbye once more. 

	“Sztensztasz,” he said with a smile, getting into the Opel.
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	My position remained essentially unchanged, although the awareness that I was not being chased by the police brought some reassurance. In part because I still didn’t know if I was imprisoned or protected. The mystery of the two murders remained to be solved.

	I had two problems on my mind, both having to do with women. One was practical: receiving that email from Kinga; and the other, theoretical: contemplating the mysterious disappearance of Danka. The latter seemed more pressing. If Susanne had decided to go to the police, she must have felt desperate.

	This meant that she had checked all the places Danka might have been. What if Danka were to prove the third victim in the series? And the police found out that, yet again, I was the last person to see her alive? The thought chilled me. In order not to develop it further, I turned my thoughts to the subject of my email box.

	What did Kinga mean by “predecessor”?

	It was the middle of the afternoon. On the one hand, I wanted to find out as soon as possible what she had meant by “predecessor.” On the other, I was really attracted to the potato pancakes. Potato pancakes are something that the whole of central Europe knows in numerous national mutations. The Germans figured out that their variant—Kartoffelpuffer—tasted best with apple sauce. I learned this from Heinz. He once took me to the canteen at the editorial office of the daily Das Leben, where this product of German cuisine was served.

	I had known Polish potato pancakes with sugar and cream and was skeptical about the apple sauce business. My attitude changed 180 degrees in that canteen.

	“I don’t understand,” Heinz said. “You have potatoes, you have pancakes, you also have delicious apples, perfect for apple sauce. So, why don’t you eat your potato pancakes with applesauce?”

	“Because we,” I explained patiently, “we have our pancakes and our apple sauce separately. For us, they are two separate things.”

	“Exactly,” he said. “Why not connect them? Have you noticed that in French, the two aren’t even two things at all, just one thing with two different endings? Apples are les pommes and potatoes are les pommes de terre. Yes, earth apples, would you believe it. But it took us Germans to connect the two and create this masterpiece.”

	“We never figured that one out,” I admitted.

	“That’s it,” Heinz emphasized. “That’s the whole point: someone had to think of it.”

	The pancakes he had brought me had come from a supermarket. They had had plenty of time to defrost and had to be quickly put into the pan. I searched the kitchen and found a pan. I came across some oil in a fridge filled with beer, water, and juices. After a while, the smell of fried Kartoffelpuffers filled the kitchen.

	What about these confusing things swirling about me? Potatoes and apples? I wondered. What two things must I put together to figure out this mystery?”

	In keeping with Captain Glückspilz’s motto, it was time to open a beer. I reached into the refrigerator. I had no qualms about robbing former Stasi operatives. I pfffed open a can, took a sip, and turned on my phone.

	I had to work quickly: I had to save both the credit on the SIM card and the battery because once I used the limit on the card or discharged the battery, I would be cut off from the world.

	I was manipulating the cakes in the pan and trying to connect to the internet at the same time. Fortunately, the cell phone with which Roman had equipped me was quite modern. Opening the browser was easy and quick. I took the frying pan off the burner and entered the website where I had my mailbox.

	I ignored a dozen unread emails, focusing on the one from Kinga. The foxy lady had not disappointed. She had put the message in a separate text file. As it was quite long, I saved it in the phone’s memory and disconnected from the internet. Now I could heat up the pancakes, put them on a plate, ladle the apple sauce from the jar, sit at the table and combine business with pleasure: eat, drink, and read.

	Kinga was working on a story about the circumstances of the scandal that had led Yaremski to his Senate seat. Yaremski’s predecessor—a Senator Konopka—had been filmed in a compromising video, and one of the girls in it decided to cooperate with the investigation. It now appeared that the senator might have been a victim of a honey trap. 

	Konopka himself had claimed this repeatedly, even if he carefully omitted to mention that no one had dragged him against his will into that hotel room. But he never named the presumed orchestrators of the affair. 

	At first, the girls had said that he had found them himself, like any other client, and that they had recorded their pranks on his cell phone in order to get more money out of him. He did not want to pay, so, as an act of revenge, they posted the recording on the internet. But now Kinga learned from a source that, in fact, things were more complicated: the girls had been hired, yes, but by someone else, and evidence pointed to people in the orbit of… Richard Yaremski.

	Her story would break within the next couple of weeks.
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	How had I met Richard? I tried to remember our first meeting during the first Solidarity (1980-1981). I remembered well the day when he first appeared at the University of Warsaw, invited by our dissident association. 

	Not much older than us, he was already bathed in the glorious halo of a political prisoner. Sometime in the late 1970s, he had been charged with membership in an illegal organization and seeking to overthrow the socialist system by force. The court sentenced him to two years in prison. He was released shortly before the Solidarity strikes began in Gdańsk in the summer of 1980. 

	During his visit with us at the university, we got carried away by his radicalism, his courage, his openly anti-communist language. None of us wondered what gave him this courage and this power over us. We had not studied the mechanisms of power in revolutionary times. We watched the unfolding events, participated in some, and we had no clue whether we were independent agents of history or naive objects of manipulation. We applauded him, ready to carry him out of the room on our shoulders. I don’t think he noticed me then.

	We were introduced to each other only much later. When the communists crushed the Solidarity movement and imposed martial law (1981-1983), he was among the thousands of activists interned. At the end of the martial law, Polish security services released him and allowed him to leave the country. Something formerly unthinkable was now a common occurrence: the communists allowed inconvenient people—activists, dissidents—to leave in the hope that they would never come back. Presumably, they were glad to see the back of Richard. 

	But he wasn’t going to stay in the West. He came to West Berlin at Carl’s invitation. He gave us a little talk, wrote an article, collected a fee, and left.

	I had no idea how Carl and Richard had met. Carl always referred to Richard with great respect, jokingly called him “minister without portfolio,” and treated him as the future head of state of independent Poland and our editorial office’s most precious friend. 

	In the next few years, until the Iron Curtain fell in 1989, Richard came to see us several times—five, maybe six. Initially, he stayed with Eddie; later, Carl put him up.

	I mentioned him in my last conversation with Carl. I learned then that their contact was established through London, where Richard had the opinion of a promising young leader of the Polish opposition, and Carl was very important in the assessment of the Polish government-in-exile.19 But when communism collapsed, the changes disappointed him: he felt they were too slow, not radical enough. He ended up not playing a significant role in politics. He focused on earning a lot of money instead.

	“He could have headed a government, but instead, he became just a small bit-player,” Carl said disapprovingly. “He put his financial interests above the needs of the country. OK, he became a senator, that’s something, but you know, not in the general election but in a by-election. Did you notice the turnout in his district during that by-election? You must have written about it. Twelve percent. I think he must have known personally every single voter who voted for him. It was like buying a bus ticket. Can you imagine? He could afford it.”

	“Have you heard about his troubles with lustration?” I asked.

	Carl fell silent.

	“I found out he was to give the laudation tomorrow,” he said after a moment. “I told the ambassador that it was not the best idea.”

	“Look, all power corrupts,” I expressed one of my not-very-original insights at which I had arrived with age. “Little power corrupts a little, big power corrupts a lot.”

	Ever the idealist, Carl could not accept it.

	“If he had been a real leader, one who understood the interests of the state and the nation, a statesman, he would not have been corrupted, not even with a lot of power.”

	“Perhaps. But clearly, Richard is not a statesman. Although I must admit that he once did seem very promising. I don’t know why. He was so confident, so sure of his path.”

	“You really do not know?” Carl looked at me searchingly.

	“I don’t know how it worked. Perhaps that sort of intransigence was necessary to fight the dictatorship: the lines were clearly drawn, everyone was either white or black. You were either with us, or with them. But in a democracy, where there are so many competing interests, and where you always have to make compromises—perhaps then intransigence is a liability because then other skills are needed? We both know such cases. Maybe he transferred his radicalism to the field of economy and became a business shark? After all, he was successful, you can not deny it. Or is it just a case of a little power corrupting a lot?”

	“Maybe...” Carl said and added: “How about a little more wine?”
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	Through the open window I heard a few short barking reminders of the task ahead. I took the foil wrapper from the refrigerator and took out the meat. I went outside.

	I put the meat in the bowls near the grate. The dogs behaved restlessly, but they did not lash out or bark madly. I had the impression that they had been trained for this procedure and knew the end of it. I looked at them for a moment.

	“Sit down!” I shouted sharply, imitating the captain.

	They didn’t listen to me, though they stopped for a moment as if surprised.

	I went back to the hall and pressed the appropriate switch. I heard the light click of the grate. Leaning out of the kitchen window, I could see the dogs greedily devouring the food I had given them. Now I could not enter the yard anymore.

	I turned on my cell phone again. Kinga had already made several attempts to reach me. I texted her that I was available and started watching a movie on TV. She called a quarter of an hour later.

	“Hi, honey,” she said warmly. “Why weren’t you picking up?”

	“My cell phone was off. I have to save battery.”

	“You don’t have a charger?”

	“I don’t have one here. I’m outside of Berlin. It’s a long story.”

	“You said you were in trouble.”

	“I’ll tell you when I get back. Assuming I come back.”

	“Do not scare me. It’s something serious?”

	“I don’t know. Let’s not talk about it now.”

	“Did you get my email?”

	“Yes. I read it. You want to say that our friend Richard arranged his predecessor’s scandal in order to become a senator himself and join the Senate Health Committee?”

	“Something like that. Note that he formally resigned from his post at the company just a month before the scandal. But this story could be level-two manipulation: to destroy him in turn.”

	“Someone else waiting in line for the Senate seat?”

	“No, it’s more about business. You know yourself how much money is in pharma. You can’t let go of the thing for a moment. There will always be someone who tries to grab it. Especially if you’re just an importer.”

	I read this as a clear hint.

	“For example, from Germany?” I asked.

	“I have made a few phone calls this morning. I learned that Pilfarm is going to open a representative office in Berlin. They have found someone who knows the market and is to be their representative for Germany. It is about importing drugs to Poland.”

	Eddie? I thought. No, it was unbelievable. He was not suitable for the role.

	“It makes sense,” I said. “That would explain why they both came.”

	“Do you have anything on that?”

	“Not now,” I replied. “But I’ll find something. One hundred percent sure.”

	“Jacob, I’m counting on you.” 

	I think she was trying to motivate me to undertake a journalistic investigation because I do not know what else she could count on. “I really can’t help you with this Berlin trouble?”

	“I don’t know if anyone could help me at that moment. Or if I needed any help.”

	But I did have an idea.

	“When I’m in really bad trouble, I’ll send you an emergency blank SMS. Then make waves—at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, at the embassy, on TV. Let them look for me at any cost. But for now, what I need most is shoes that don’t chafe at the ankle. Can you send me a pair?”

	“I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said, not reacting to my hopeless joke. “You were always smart. I’ll call you again. Maybe tomorrow?”

	“The phone may be off,” I warned. “But don’t let that discourage you. When I see you called, I’ll call back.”

	“Until then,” she said. “And perhaps while you are there, you will find what you had once lost,” she added.

	I turned off the phone and fell deep in thought. Did I really lose something? Did I have a mission to fulfill? Strange things were happening around me, but at that moment, everything important to me was happening beyond my control. All I could do was wait. I had a Friday afternoon ahead of me and didn’t know what to do with it. I had a can of beer and a TV set. I was jumping from channel to channel, but I couldn’t focus enough on any topic to watch any program until the end.

	I was more interested in the increasingly publicized case of swine flu recorded near the border with Poland. The news was reassuring. Although the patient was in a serious condition, he was under the care of doctors. On the other hand, the comments in which both experts and non-experts blew up the pandemic were disturbing. Someone recalled the black death, someone else the twentieth-century Spanish flu. People asked whether the coalition government was prepared for the possibility of a pandemic. The chancellor’s office assured everyone that everything was under control. The Brandenburg government, through the mouth of its spokesperson, confirmed that in the event of the first signs of an epidemic, a mass vaccination program would begin. But were there enough vaccines? the journalist inquired. Apparently, adequate supplies were being stocked as they spoke.

	The second news that caught my eye was the death of a German non-commissioned officer in Afghanistan. It wasn’t really news, just a human interest story. A soldier had died the previous day in the morning when a vehicle carrying a patrol from the Bundeswehr contingent hit a landmine.

	The next beer and the quiet made me sleepy. I went upstairs and lay down on the bed. I fell asleep.
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	I woke up as the sun tilted sharply toward the horizon.

	I went down to the bathroom. Then I made a cup of coffee in the kitchen. It was, of course, German filter coffee, not Italian espresso, but I stayed at the Forsthaus as a guest, so it was not my place to complain. In actual jail, I couldn’t have counted on anything better.

	I sipped my coffee, staring blankly out the window. The high fence cut off my view, and the wall of the forest above it did not allow me to look into the distance. My next few hours did not promise an improvement, I couldn’t count on any variety. I was convinced that Heinz would not return the same day: another quiet, lonely night in the wilderness awaited me.

	Not quite lonely: there were the dogs, after all. I leaned out of the window to look but didn’t see any sign of them.

	If I were to make a noise in the yard, then the dogs would probably come out. I didn’t really feel like playing with well-trained beasts, but the overwhelming monotony and silence around me encouraged me to try a stupid game.

	I went into the hallway and slammed the front door. I didn’t notice any reaction. I thought that the dogs were in a cage and not reacting to such ordinary noise. So I opened the kitchen window, looked through it, and began hitting the edge of the shutter rhythmically with the butter knife I pulled out of a drawer. There was silence. From the room with the fireplace, which had windows to the front, I was able to see little else.

	I returned to the upstairs room, which was closer to the cage. I could also lean a little more out of the window there. Holding onto the window frame and looking into the yard, I saw a corner of the netting. I was surprised to see that it was lowered, even though I had raised it myself. I saw no sign of the dogs.

	I felt creeped out. I did not leave the house: I found it too scary to enter the courtyard.

	Until now, the dogs had not allowed me to leave the forester’s lodge, but at the same time, they gave the guarantee that no strangers would enter it, either. Did something happen while I was asleep? Had my defenses been compromised? I remembered the roof skylight in the attic. I opened the attic door and climbed the narrow stairs. To look out of the skylight, I would have needed a ladder or at least a chair. I thought I might find something suitable in the storage. I decided to search it.

	I approached one of the wardrobes and—

	suddenly someone grabbed me from behind, covering my mouth with one hand and wrapping the other arm around my waist. In that other hand, I saw a gun. He didn’t have to tell me to stay calm. Fear paralyzed me sufficiently, my mouth felt hot, I didn’t even try to struggle.

	“Relax. My name is Franz Werner,” the man hissed in my ear. “I’m here to protect you. Do you understand?”

	I tried to nod with my immobilized head.

	“Will you be quiet?”

	I made the same move. He felt my gestures and carefully released his grip.

	I turned slowly. In front of me stood a muscular man with short hair, about my height and age. He put a finger to his lips and pointed at the door. We left the storage room and stood under the skylight.

	“There are two of them,” he said. “I don’t know their intentions. But take it easy, they won’t get here.”

	He seemed to be referring to some unknown intruders. “I don’t see the dogs,” I said.

	“I locked them up. They are in the cages,” he reassured me.

	Immediately, I lost my barely regained peace. 

	“How did you get here?” I asked.

	“It doesn’t matter now,” he replied in a tone that discouraged any further questions.

	I realized that he was not going to try to be friendly. He was just doing his job.

	“Have you been here all the time?”

	He did not answer.

	“Mr. Glückspilz said you lived a kilometer from here.”

	He was surprised.

	“Who said that?”

	“Captain Glückspilz. You don’t know him?” I asked worriedly.

	“Ah, the captain!” he said louder, and a kind of smirk appeared on his face for a split second. “Glückspilz, you say? Imagine that. An original name.”

	I was confused. True, I have never met a German with that last name. I haven’t even heard of anyone like that.

	“That’s not his real name, is it? I asked uncertainly.”

	He shrugged.

	“Please follow me,” he said.

	He took a few steps and opened one of the doors that had been locked before. He let me in first. I found myself in a room that looked like a mirror image of the one we came from. There were also several doors and steps leading downstairs.

	“This way,” he said, pointing to the right.
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	He let me into a room with two slanted skylights. The blinds were closed. If he was the guard of this facility, it might have been his quarters.

	He gestured for me to come to the window. He handed me a pair of binoculars and stood aside, and slightly opened the middle part of the blind.

	“There,” he said and indicated the direction.

	I pointed the lenses to the right. I looked deeper into the forest thicket.

	I moved the binoculars both ways, but for a long time, I could see nothing in particular, only tree trunks forming a dense wall. Eventually, I saw something between them that was not part of the forest.

	“What do you see?” Werner asked.

	“Something like an all-terrain vehicle.”

	“And people?”

	I didn’t see people.

	“They’re either in the car or they’re coming over to visit us,” he said. “One was at the gate already. He walked all around the fence and went back. He made no attempt to get in, but they will probably both try to come in shortly,” he added.

	“Has he seen the dogs?” I asked. He shook his head.

	“Not yet. I have hidden them,” he said. “But they certainly know about their existence. They just don’t know how trained the dogs are. The dogs won’t attack until one of the men gets over the fence and touches the ground on the inside. I say, let’s be prepared for this.”

	“How did you know they were here?”

	He didn’t want to answer.

	“That’s what I’m here to know,” he brushed me off. 

	“And why do you think they want to get in here?”

	He looked at me as if I was the dilettante I was.

	“Two masked guys with guns do not come to the lodge to shoot the pine cones. The scout who was here noticed the security cameras. Only two, the ones for show, because the other two are disguised.”

	“Maybe they will leave now?” I asked a question worthy of an ignorant person.

	“They haven’t finished their job,” he said dryly. “They can’t leave.”

	“Meaning?”

	“Either they have to take you out of here, or... forgive me...”

	He stretched out two fingers before my face and mouthed a soft “bye” with his lips. He must have noticed the panic in my eyes because he raised his hand as if for an oath and said:

	“Don’t worry. We’re in control now. They must reckon that we saw them on our monitors and reported it somewhere. They probably assume they have twenty minutes to get things done. When they see someone is coming, they will run away.”

	“Wait, what monitor?”

	“If there is a camera, there should be a monitor.”

	“Well, yes,” I admitted. “I must have slept really soundly. I heard nothing.”

	“Yes, if you had been unlucky, you could have woken up in a completely different place. Now pay attention. They don’t know I’m here. I estimate that the entire Forsthaus has been under their surveillance for several hours, and they may have come to believe that you are here alone. Besides, you had advertised your presence here by making all that racket.”

	“Sorry, I had no idea. I didn’t see the dogs, and it struck me as strange...”

	“It does not matter now. If they leave, it will be because they have not heard you. I don’t know, I haven’t been able to observe them all the time. Our best chance is that they don’t know about my presence here. Just remember the basic rule: I protect you and defend the area inside the fence, that is my job. If you’re outside, I can’t guarantee anything. You’re on your own there.”

	“Sure,” I muttered, though it wasn’t entirely clear.

	He opened the cupboard. I saw a monitor showing four images. Two frames were dark.

	“They broke the two cameras they could see. They may want to approach us in a place from which we cannot see them. Over there, where the bushes reach all the way to the fence. You will watch the yard scene from your room. I will watch from here. Please take this.”

	He handed me a clip-on earpiece. He found and activated the microphone—a miniature knob on the cable extending from it. He himself put on a set of larger headphones with a boom microphone.”

	“You hear me?” he asked.

	I heard him, both through the headset and directly.

	He held his index finger in front of him to point at the exit, then pointed down. I started for my room but turned right back.

	“Have you notified anyone yet?” I asked.

	He pointed at the clip to remind me that I didn’t have to come back to speak to him.

	“It’s not been necessary yet,” he replied.

	I wasn’t too sure about it, but there was nothing I could do.

	I went downstairs, entered my room, and started staring through the half-opened blinds of the window. I had been through various difficult situations in my life, but this one could not be compared to any of them. When one ran away from ZOMO20 during the martial law in Poland, you knew that you might get hit by a truncheon. Now I felt threatened, but I had no idea why. Mentally, it was more difficult to bear.

	I considered making use of the telephone. But whom would I call? Heinz, who forbade me to use my cell phone? Besides, I was wiretapped, and therefore a conversation in German was out of the question.

	It is true that I could turn off my headset, but Werner would notice it immediately and come looking for me. I was not supposed to call Danka, and apparently, she wasn’t answering anyway. I thought of Roman, who was probably trying to contact me himself. But when I thought about what I could say to him, I gave up the idea. He couldn’t help me, but he was able to cause new trouble.

	And Kinga? Is it time to sound the alarm? I turned on the phone.

	Among the missed calls, two numbers appeared. One from Germany, the other one from Poland. The latter was more intriguing. It could have been Kinga calling on someone else’s phone or someone from the editorial office, where they had my Berlin number.

	I also had a voicemail message. I listened to it. So it was Kinga. She left two short sentences: “If you can, call me back immediately. It’s super important.” How could I call her back? I could only send a text message. I dialed her number and was about to start texting when Werner spoke in my headset.

	“Attention, there is some movement,” he said over the receiver.

	“I’m at the ready.”

	I wanted to turn off my phone, but in a rush, I pressed the wrong button, and the words “Message sent” appeared on the display. I tossed the cell phone on the bed in frustration.

	Still, nothing happened.

	For at least three minutes, I stared at the section of the fence clearly visible from my window. Then I noticed a thin rod protruding above the top of the fence. I was about twenty meters away, and it was hard to see the details. I would not have noticed it had it not given off a momentary flash of light as it rotated. Apparently, someone from behind the fence was looking into the yard with a computer camera and the camera reflected sunlight.

	“Mr. Werner,” I said into the microphone, “I’m not sure, but I think someone is behind the fence.”

	“We’re waiting,” he answered.

	The little wire disappeared after a while. Then I saw someone’s hands grab the top of the fence from the other side, and in a split second, and completely silently, an individual in a balaclava jumped down into the yard.

	He looked like a commando with no marks or distinctions.

	“Someone has jumped the fence,” I informed Werner frantically.

	“Only one?” He asked. 

	I confirmed.

	“We’re watching,” he ordered.

	Then something extraordinary happened. The commando wanted to run from under the fence to the side of the house. But he barely managed to take the first step when one of the dogs ran toward him. Hearing the animal approach, the man turned, but before he could react, the dog jumped and knocked him to the ground. It growled and showed his teeth but did not bite.

	“I see him. We are not moving,” the voice in the receiver said.

	Werner either crossed to the other side of the attic or had a view from another camera.

	The man in a balaclava was lying on the ground, covering his head with his left hand.

	His legs tightened. When he tried to make a move, the dog jumped onto him and, biting his jacket, jerked him till he stopped moving again. This lasted at most fifteen seconds. Finally, the man, with tiny, gradual movements of his right arm, put his hand to the boot and tried to yank a knife out of it, but the dog was faster.

	It jabbed its teeth into his forearm. The man first cried out in pain, then curled up into a ball, covering his head and stomach. Now the dog was biting him.

	Werner didn’t react. I began to think that I would have to witness a terrifying scene in which a dog kills a man when a shot was fired from the top of the fence. The dog whined and paused. The man jumped up, rushed toward the fence, and, assisted by his companion, climbed back over it.

	With difficulty, the dog crawled around the corner of the house and out of sight.

	There was a moment of silence.

	“I want you to go out and see what’s up with Schreck. That’s the dog they shot,” said Werner. “I’ll turn off the photocells. You are in no danger. I will watch you and cover you.”

	I went downstairs, cracked open the front door, and slipped out into the yard. Very tense, I circled the left wing of the inner fence to the top of the building and, slipping under the living room window, found myself behind the house in an area I had never seen before.

	“I can not see you. Tell me where you are,” Werner said on the phone, unexpectedly switching to the familiar “du.”

	“I’m behind the house, against the wall. I see the dog—it’s not moving,” I reported.

	Schreck was lying at the other end of the lodge, right next to the wall. “Go over to him,” Werner ordered.

	I walked thirty paces along to the wall. The dog looked like it was dead, but I was afraid to touch him.

	“I think he’s dead,” I said softly.

	“Do not say anything. Please check carefully. It won’t bite you.”

	I didn’t know how one checked a dog’s pulse. I touched my hand to the place where his heart should be. I thought I felt a faint beating.

	“He may be alive...” I said into the microphone.

	“Be careful!” Werner hissed in a low tone. “Now get up slowly and go around the corner of the house. One of them is sneaking behind the fence. I cannot see the other one.”

	Not knowing if the attacker would jump over the fence and start chasing me or if he would shoot me right away, I followed the instructions carefully while looking around. After two seconds, I saw a man in a balaclava climb over the fence again. Before he could do anything, a shot rang out from the roof, and the intruder fell to the ground on the other side of the fence.

	I understood now. Werner hadn’t cared about the dog at all. After all, he could have checked on the dog himself. He cared about me and the strangers. He had used me as bait.

	“Get back inside!” I heard his voice in the receiver.
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	When you have not taken the time to deal with stress but only tried to ignore it or suppress it, that stress does not just magically evaporate into space, but it builds up, accumulates, packs tight like guncotton into an increasingly volatile ball. And then all it takes is one tiny impulse, one spark, and it explodes.

	Who am I here? I thought frantically. A captive clown? For two days, I have let myself be manipulated like a toy on a string—and now—remotely, too. No one has explained to me either the sense or the purpose of any of this.

	The number of unknowns multiplied around me by the hour, faster than any set of differential equations could compute them. To solve these equations, I needed higher mathematics, and higher mathematics produced one output: run!

	I rebelled inside.

	I checked my pockets: I had my wallet with me: there were a couple of bank cards, a few banknotes, and a weekly pass for the Berlin public transport. I didn’t have a phone—I had left it on the bed. There was no time to go upstairs to collect it now. I felt I was about to do something stupid, something Heinz had warned me about the day before. The afternoon beer hasn’t helped.

	“I’m going in!” I said into the microphone.

	“Wait downstairs. I’ll be right down,” I heard Werner’s reply.

	“OK. I’ll go to the washroom for a moment,” I lied, then tore off the clip and pulled the earpiece out of my ear.

	Instead of turning back to the entrance, I lunged in a few strides for the door of the outbuilding. I ran into the dogs’ room. Whoops, I hadn’t thought about that: the second dog was there. It was there, but it didn’t pounce on me. He sat up watching me and waiting for a command.

	“Rambo! Attention!” I shouted, suddenly remembering the captain’s gesture that had accompanied the command.

	The dog reacted. He squatted and remained still. Running amok now, I frantically pulled back the bolts and pulled ajar the door to the forest.

	I looked out, tilting my head. Suddenly Rambo started running toward me—but he didn’t make it out because I slammed the door right in his snout. Now I ran headlong for the nearest thicket. If Werner were coming downstairs and thought I was in the washroom, he might not have noticed me running yet. I was a few steps ahead of him.

	I wondered about the shot intruder. I looked to where he must have fallen but didn’t see anyone there. If he was alive, he must have moved away along the fence so as to get out of the range of the camera because if he had moved away from the fence, he would have risked getting shot again. I moved parallel to the fence, looking for him. Then I saw the other intruder, the fellow mauled by Schreck. He was sitting on the ground with a long-barreled pistol in his hand, his back against the post. We were maybe thirty meters apart.

	He saw me. He had probably seen me run out and had followed me with his eyes. He aimed his gun at me, but it was more of a defensive gesture than an attack. He had taken off his sweatshirt. Even from this distance, I could see blood stains on his T-shirt. He didn’t seem to have the strength to chase me. I started toward the off-road vehicle, suspecting that Werner might come chasing me.

	I ran among the pines, avoiding the densest bushes. Finally, I saw the car. It would have taken me ten seconds to reach if I had run for it directly, but I did not take the shortest route. I remembered the existence of the second attacker.

	I made a broad circle and crept up from behind. I saw no one in the car or near it. If there was a key in the ignition, I might be able to escape.

	I jerked the handle. The door opened immediately. I looked quickly inside the car and stuck my head in to look behind the steering column. There was no key. 

	But behind me, there was a snap of a twig and a metallic click. By the time I turned around, the masked fellow was already two meters away from me. Where had he been hiding? In my excitement, I had not noticed him standing behind the nearest dense spruce. In his right hand, he held a pistol and pointed it at me. He held it up with difficulty. The shot he had taken in the shoulder must have weakened him greatly, but it had not pierced an artery. Otherwise, he’d be passing out by now. I didn’t move.

	“OK, I got him,” he said in Polish into an invisible microphone.

	Hearing Polish, I must have made some involuntary gesture because he tensed up. It finally dawned on me that they didn’t have a snuff contract on me after all.

	“Get in!” he shouted at me, swaying. “Get behind the wheel!”

	Slowly, I sat behind the steering wheel. He climbed into the backseat. Bending forward, he took the keys out of his back pocket and handed them to me.

	“Do not move. We’ll be right there for you,” he said to his invisible friend.

	That other fellow must have warned him about my coming.

	“Go!” he ordered me, still holding me at gunpoint. “I guess you can drive?”

	Should I pretend that I couldn’t? As long as they needed me, I would be safe. I started the engine and started driving.

	The four-wheel drive had a typical gear layout, it drove like any other car. I followed the tracks visible in the undergrowth, turned onto the metalled road, and drove up to the fence. I had no idea what Werner was doing. Calling for backup? Was he preparing a surprise? He was definitely watching us. Or maybe he was trying to save Schreck?

	“Go close so he can get in,” the man in the backseat ordered me.

	I reversed along the fence. The man bitten by the dog was sitting in the same place where I had seen him before. His clothes were torn, and he was bleeding profusely from his left arm and thighs. Looking at his torn baklava, I realized that he probably had a vicious tear on his face, too, ripped by the dog’s claw. He had improvised a tourniquet from the sleeve of his jacket to stop the bleeding in the arm. The man in the car opened the door for him, and he crawled in without releasing his gun. If Werner attacked now, he would have the upper hand. But he didn’t show up. He must have adhered strictly to his orders that the grounds behind the fence were none of his business.

	It didn’t matter now. I was in a new situation. I was driving away from the Forsthaus with two injured men and the muzzle of a pistol on my neck. Again, I was heading into the unknown.
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	A race against time has started for the attackers. I couldn’t see their faces, but I felt them weaken from the loss of blood. They had me in hand, but I also had them. At the junction with the other forest road, they ordered me to turn left. So we didn’t go back the same route that I had come with Heinz. I assumed they didn’t want to risk meeting the impending relief if Werner had called someone or they had a base somewhere in the woods. After three or four minutes, we began to pass individual houses by the road. A bit further, the one with the gunshot wound told me to slow down and drive into the woods.

	“Do you understand English?” he asked. “Reasonably well,” I replied defiantly.

	“Then listen and follow the instructions,” he said, handing me the GPS device that he probably had had with him all the time. Perhaps he had used it to find the forester’s lodge. He looked to be the more important of the two.

	I put the device in the docking pocket next to the gauges, and I waited for instructions. A female voice from the device told me to pull out onto the road and turn right. I learned that we were twenty-three kilometers from our destination. The guests in the back started talking, swearing at every sentence.

	“Better you make it before either of us croaks,” said the more important one. But on an unfamiliar forest road, it wasn’t really possible to speed.

	“Don’t you go to sleep on me, you prick,” he yelled at his companion. “We’ll be there soon.”

	“I’m not falling asleep,” replied the other one weakly. “Have you ever been bitten by a dog? Because I haven’t. What a monster. It hurts like a mother-fucker.”

	“If you hadn’t resisted, he wouldn’t have done anything to you. It was a trained dog.”

	“Was I supposed to wait until someone cuffed me? Then you’d have to kill a man, not an animal.”

	His companion listened indifferently. 

	“I’m calling him,” he said.

	“The greyhead?”

	“No, the old man.”

	I didn’t see what he was doing. I figured he had dialed the number on a cell phone.

	“It’s me,” he reported. “As I told the boss, we have the target. He’s coming with us. He’s driving. But the paramedic has to hurry because we’re both bad. We’ll be there in ten.”

	He cursed again.

	“So many years and no towelhead has even scratched me. Not in Iraq, not in Afghanistan. And now. Who was that?”

	That was a question for me. I pretended not to have heard.

	“I’m talking to you!” he prodded me with the barrel of the gun.

	“Stop talking so much,” the other man said.

	Not once have they used a name or a nickname.

	“Who was there beside you?” the senior persisted. 

	“Until you guys showed up, I had no idea there was anyone there,” I told the truth.

	“You’re lying,” said the guy in the back in a resigned voice. “But fine. Mother-fucker, something’s wrong with my eyes.”

	He was silent for a while, then, suddenly, out of the blue, he blurted out: 

	“And it was supposed to be a simple, clean job. And I nearly bought the farm. So who was it? A German?”

	“Stop fucking with him,” hissed the bitten man. He had slipped down the seat so that I could not see his head in the rearview mirror. “If the guy wanted you dead, he’d have shot you in the head. This guy was a sniper. He didn’t want to kill you, he just wanted to disable you. He knew.”

	“What did he know?”

	“That you won’t report him to the law, you moron. Is not it obvious?”

	Following the GPS directions, I took the road to Berlin and then turned again into the forest. Dusk was falling. We took the forest road to a holiday home estate.

	We drove through the built-up area and found ourselves on a small square with a road leading to the lake in the distance.

	“You have reached your destination,” said the GPS when I made the last turn into an open gate.

	There were three cars in the parking lot: two Beemers and a Mercedes. When I pulled up next to them, several large men got out of the Beemers.

	They opened the back door of our jeep and, without ceremony, dealt with the commandos, giving only short orders reinforced by curses. They helped the injured men to get into their cars and drove away. I sat motionless, waiting to see what would happen next. Whoever was in the Mercedes was clearly playing with me. They waited for what I would do. After a while, when nothing happened, two men in suits got out of the car. One of them opened the door on my side and motioned for me to get out.

	He pushed me slightly toward the Mercedes. He opened the back door of the car and told me to get in. In the front, there was the driver, and in the back sat a guy in a leather jacket, covering the profile of his face with his hand. As the door slammed, he lowered his hand.

	I recognized him.

	“Ayayay,” he said, shaking his head. It was Richard Yaremski. “You are such a pain in the ass. You disappear. You endanger my people’s lives. I have to bear additional costs because of you.”

	Surprise mixed with anger and helplessness created a mixture that made me ready to pounce on him with my fists. Of course, I couldn’t have done anything more stupid. The swirl of emotions took away my ability to think. I no longer feared that I was in danger of life. At least not at the moment, not with Yaremski there.

	“This is your private army?” I asked after a while.
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	Yaremski put a hand on the driver’s shoulder and tapped his fingers twice. The black-haired man got out of the Mercedes, walked over to the jeep, and, leaning against it, lit a cigarette. He smoked slowly.

	“You see how many extraordinary measures I had to take so that we could have a quiet chat,” said Richard. “And what was the point of running away, hiding, not giving a sign of life? You ran away from the embassy as if someone were chasing you. You didn’t even say goodbye. And yet we could have met somewhere, as I suggested, talked in peace. I was looking forward to our chat. But you preferred to play hide-and-seek. And it all costs money, you know.”

	“Even if I were hiding, it surely wasn’t from you,’’ I said, more to say something than to explain.

	“But of course, not in front of me! What reason would you have to hide from me, right? Then who? Not the police, surely? My lawyer would have gotten you out of trouble in a quarter of an hour. I would have given you my word if you had asked for it. We Warsaw boys must be in solidarity, right?”

	“I wasn’t hiding from you!” I repeated emphatically.

	“Okay, if you insist. Never mind. I need you. Right now. That’s why I had to get you out of that hole. Incidentally, you didn’t seem to be there of your own free will.”

	“Were you spying on me?”

	“Aren’t you happy that I set you free?”

	“What’s that gonna cost?” I asked gruffly.

	“You’re not hungry? Why don’t we have a drink?”

	“You’d better say what’s going on.”

	I was really hungry and thirsty, but I didn’t trust him. Going to a late dinner with him struck me as insane. I rested my head in my hand, digging my elbow into the front seat. There was a change in my emotional state. The tension was ebbing, and there was a new anxiety in its place. What was it this time?

	“I’ve had an interesting offer for you for some time,” he got down to business.

	“I’m not interested,” I replied arrogantly. 

	“Unfortunately, I will not take ‘no’ for an answer.”

	He started some kind of game, and its rules were known only to him. The name of the game was “cat-and-mouse.”

	“Come on.”

	“You’re gonna work for me.”

	I was stunned. I didn’t know what to say. All I could come up with was mockery.

	“Am I to be the head of your parliamentary office or your press spokesman? Or maybe a personal adviser?”

	“You wouldn’t be good in any of those roles,” he interrupted me. “I’m thinking of something more suitable for you.”

	He waited. I didn’t feel like guessing. I stared intently at his cold face.

	“I want you to lead The World,” he finally blurted out. 

	I held back a sarcastic laugh.

	“What?”

	“I want you to become the editor-in-chief. Is it not clear?”

	“Except I...” I tried to come up with some excuse.

	“All right,” he interrupted me. “You can propose some conditions. A new company car for personal use? No problem. Money? Tell me how much the current editor is making, and I’ll double that. Foreign travel? Of course. You have to get to know the—er—the world, yes?”

	“Richard, what are you talking about? You want to kick my boss out and put me in his place? How?”

	I tried to express my indignation. At the same time, he had awakened my curiosity. Did he want to mock me, or was he really plotting something? I had never heard that he could pull the strings in our publishing house.

	“Won’t you say it’s a great proposition?” he asked.

	“At this moment? Right now? These two fellows almost got killed in order to bring me here. What is it all about?”

	“I pay them to work,” he snapped. “And I have reasons to ask you right now. So how about it?”

	As a man of business and politics, he knew very well how to buy people.

	He had had a lot of practice. He was convinced that it all came down to the price. He had no reason to regard me as an exception. But why did he need me? 

	I asked him casually:

	“Indeed, paying and buying is your specialty. Do you want to buy The World?”

	“I can’t afford the world,” he lamented. “But The World is for sale, you will not deny it.”

	True. The magazine I worked for was going through a crisis. The editor did everything he could to make sure that it would remain a weekly magazine for up-market, better-educated readers, but sales were down, and our owner, a commercial publishing house, was losing patience with the results. Perhaps confidential talks about a sale had already taken place. The Yaremskis could afford to buy two such Worlds, but this was not their industry. Until now, they had published nothing, with the possible exception of a pharmaceutical bulletin or possibly a local magazine that promoted Yaremski’s candidacy for the Senate in his district. It did not seem smart for their company to risk entering an uncertain market.

	Richard was a politician, he did not even have a stake in Pilfarm, and his wife was only a member of the supervisory board, even though she did have a majority stake. There was more to this idea than a simple business proposition.

	The World did need to be overhauled. For decades, it had enjoyed the reputation of a balanced, objective magazine, but it had ceased to keep up with the new trends in journalism. Here, it was not enough to broaden coverage and add more popular and sensational articles. The market for such a product did not notice it when a title it had never liked suddenly started to woo it, and the regular reader of the title got discouraged by what he saw as a dumbing-down. It was necessary to modify the entire project, to rebuild the magazine from scratch. Such a move was too risky for our publishing house. So maybe the weekly did indeed stand before a fresh opportunity? Why shouldn’t I try to implement my own ideas for the magazine? I wondered. But the circumstances of this proposal and the form in which it was made were highly suspect.

	“Let us assume that I would agree. Then what?”

	“Oh, and that is a question I like,” he slapped me on the back. “You will not regret it. The point is for The World to change, to become more open, more popular, to reach the broader public, and not to close itself in the ghetto of the intelligentsia. It’s a pity to see the publication fade away. Political and social issues, yes, but also health issues, only more lightly presented, without delving into complicated analysis, without constantly scratching the old wounds. A bit of sensation, maybe, some gossip about celebrities, and culture, of course, culture stays. Have you never dreamed of leading such a magazine?”

	I gave a bitter laugh to mask my confusion. What he just said coincided with my ideas about a popular weekly magazine. But why should such a magazine be produced at the expense of The World? Even though it was the last thing I would have thought of, I felt hesitation rather than indignation. He had probably expected such a reaction—he must have seen it many times before. Yet, it seemed unlikely that he would go to the trouble of finding me and breaking me out of the forester’s lodge only to conduct a job interview as if nothing had happened. He was tempting me, but there had to be a deeper motivation.

	“Look, that’s lovely, but I don’t think you brought me here by force to ask me about my dreams,” I started.

	“On the contrary! This is why I brought you here!” he exclaimed. “There was no other option, and I must have your answer immediately. Your positive answer. Your acceptance. And not on the phone, but face to face.”

	“I don’t have time to think it through?”

	“You don’t have time to say no. You will start your new position on Monday. How could I know how long they were going to keep you in that hole? Maybe longer than Monday? So I sent these muscle-men to break you out.”

	If this was the game he wanted to play, I was happy to play along.

	“You realize, of course, that it’s not that easy to relaunch an old title with a new profile? Many have gone bust trying it,” I said. “ And it costs a fortune.”

	“Don’t you worry your head about the costs. After all, it’s not your money. If you can pull together a good team, success is guaranteed,” he said with conviction.

	I had a feeling that he had set a trap for me somewhere.

	“A senator’s mouthpiece? That’s pure politics. Unless there is more to it,” I said.

	“Do not think that I will interfere with the writing. I will not be involved. I won’t even contact you. Someone else will be the publisher. I’m talking to you here because you deserve to know the truth. Besides, I’m sure that here, in the Reich, no goddamn agent from any fucking Polish agency will overhear or record us. In Warsaw, I do not have such certainty, even at the cemetery. You know what I mean?”

	Yes, I knew what he meant. He was scared. I just raised my eyebrows.

	“As for your team, I already have one candidate,” he continued.

	He lowered his voice, waiting for an expression of interest from me.

	“Let’s hear it.”

	“You will persuade your red-haired mistress to work with us.”

	I felt the blood rush to my head again.

	“First, Kinga is not my lover,” I said emphatically, trying desperately to suppress my emotions. “Second, she won’t. She will not want to leave The Messenger.”

	“As the editor-in-chief, it will be your job to make her want to.”

	As he said this, he tapped me on the shoulder several times with the tip of his index finger.

	“I wonder what arguments I would have to use to convince her.”

	“You can do it for sure. And don’t tell me there was nothing between you two.”

	“Maybe sometime long ago, perhaps. But I don’t have that much influence on her.”

	He thought for a moment.

	“You don’t want something bad to happen to her, do you? Because in case something does happen, you will be to blame.”

	I felt his grip on me tighten.

	“A little blackmail? What if I don’t want to?”

	“Mr. Editor!...” he said mockingly, not using my name. “Shall I remind you of your family members? A sister in the Netherlands? Dear mom in a nursing home? Read-heads are not the only people who suffer accidents. I just learned that your ex-fiancée, whom you met the day before, has gone missing. Danka? What’s her name now? I guess Wrensch or something. So she became German in the end?”

	Suddenly, I felt ashamed that I had been interested in his proposal. I had thought that Richard might have something to do with the mysterious disappearance of Danka, but I did not want to mention her name in front of him or discuss the matter at all.

	Showing off intimate knowledge of my lovers and suggesting that they might be in danger seemed like a really stupid blackmail idea. Unless he meant to show how much he knows about me. I became convinced that he had hired someone to follow me from the beginning of my stay in Berlin. While talking to me at the embassy, he and his wife were playing an elaborate game intended to set me up. Only—how could he have known that I would be there?

	Not from Carl. Maybe from Stakhovich? The embassy had drawn up the list of guests.

	I had no intention of rising to his provocation. I was silent. He was silent too.

	“You have to have a lot of money for promotion.” I returned to our game. 

	“Oh, but the subject does interest you,” he said with a note of triumph in his voice. “Let’s treat it as an investment. What if it should pay off for us?”

	“Us, meaning who?” I asked, hoping to learn about his partners.

	“You, among others,” he briefly dismissed me. “You just have to give it your best shot.” 

	“Best shot for what?”

	“For the magazine to pick up readers. And for the publisher to be happy.”

	“And when will he be happy?”

	“When you find him those readers.” 

	He played ping-pong with me.

	“And when public opinion changes perceptions on topics relevant to your interests? Should I shape their views?”

	“Ha, you read my mind! Isn’t that the fourth branch of the government? And are you not a specialist in this industry? We’ll talk about various crap and details. Right now, let’s make a deal.” 

	He held out his hand, but I didn’t feel like shaking it.

	“Wait, wait,” I said, holding up my hand. “Let’s summarize the deal. I’m supposed to be your pawn, right? As the head of the weekly, I am to invite Kinga to join it. The idea is to get her to stop writing in other publications about some mysterious facts concerning you and yours, right? Two in one? Is this the price I must pay for my promotion and the peace of my loved ones?”

	“I’ve always had you for a smart cookie. This time, however, you are wrong. About this Kinga. It’s not that she shouldn’t write. Of course, she should write! But about something else for a change.” He sharpened his tone. “And differently. This cheap sensation, these unfounded rumors, these calumnies she throws at serious people…” He paused, as if he didn’t know how to end. “They do not bring her glory.”

	“So what? What should she write about? About health? About the drugs you trade?”

	“Why not, if she wanted to? But that is not the point. We can afford advertising, we don’t need her promotion. It’s about strong topics. There are so many real scandals worth tracking down. Take the whole swine flu story. Oh, this is a topic that people really take to heart. She could go very far on that highway with her pen.”

	“And you don’t call it blackmail?”

	He shifted in his seat.

	“You can call it what you want, blackmail, not blackmail, no matter. The point is for you to agree. By the time you return to Warsaw, The World will be in new hands anyway. And you might find yourself with a pink slip.”

	My anger sought an outlet in malice.

	“Should I sign something to mark my consent? Maybe take a code name? Is it not how the secret services recruit their collaborators?”

	He slapped his forehead theatrically.

	“Ah, a spotlessly clean friend!” he exclaimed. “Never stained by any cooperation! At least now you know what a person feels then. How it is when they put the noose around your neck and slowly tighten it, and you only think about freeing yourself from it to catch a breath. You don’t consider what will come of it if you agree. You want to get it over with now. What will come tomorrow? We shall see about tomorrow. Maybe you can come up with some excuse, maybe you can fool them. But they have your mother’s health and life in their hands, your father’s position, your post at the university, your future, and, no, they will not be deceived.”

	“Are you mad? Are you trying to take revenge for your past? Take it out on me?”

	“…And you are thinking exactly the same now,” he continued as if he hadn’t heard my question. “Let’s shake on this right here, say OK, say anything to get away, and we shall see tomorrow how things go. Yes? Well, forget about it. There is no going back. As for your question… As you know, they never managed to prove collaboration in my case, and I can sue anyone who will say otherwise. Remember that. And now I consider the case closed. Get that Ukrainian fellow. I’ll drop you off in Berlin. Do you have any money on you?”

	“I’m fine. But wait a second longer. Tell me why it has to be me? After all, you could easily persuade some younger journalist to take this position. Certainly, there is no shortage of ambitious young people. Without all the fuss. What do you need me for?”

	“You don’t understand,” he said calmly, then said more sharply, “I’m not after some ambitious asshole, it’s about you. More specifically, both of you. I want to keep you two in my sight. It’s the simplest way I can put it.”

	“And that’s why you brought me here, risking people’s lives, to tell me that? Why not take it easy and tell me in Warsaw?”

	“I have explained already. I need your declaration. Not in a month, not in a week. Now.”

	“Won’t you give me until tomorrow? I need to talk to Kinga.”

	“You don’t have to talk, just convince her. It would be best for her to come here, I mean to Berlin. How long do you have your hotel room?”

	“Till Sunday. I mean, two more days.”

	I was lying. The room was booked but unpaid.

	“You will move to the Radisson on Sunday. On me. You can take a twin or a double, as it suits you. We are going back to Warsaw on Tuesday. I have a vote in the Senate on Wednesday. And on Tuesday is Carl’s funeral, which you probably don’t know yet. We can not possibly not attend the funeral of our tragically deceased friend, right?”

	“Listen. I may be detained by the police before then.”

	“On what grounds? After all, when these two murders happened, you were with me. You do not remember? I have witnesses for that. Get the driver.”

	I opened the door and waved my hand at the man who was standing by the jeep.

	He came immediately and got behind the wheel.

	“Berlin,” said Yaremski.

	The driver started the engine and pulled out onto the road. The jeep followed us.

	I fell deep in thought. Why, of course, Richard made me understand that I needed an alibi. Would he set me up in order to act as my sole defender?
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	The silent man behind the wheel clearly knew the area well because he wandered along the roads and paths without GPS and quickly found his way onto the northern highway. Once he hit it, he stepped on the gas. The jeep followed.

	“What’s got in your head to hide in the woods?” Yaremski resumed our conversation. “Of course, I am not asking who took you there.”

	“But you’d like to know,” I said.

	He raised an eyebrow in response and twisted his lips, which meant: “Maybe yes, maybe no, if you want to tell me, go ahead, it never hurts to know.”

	“And who told you to look for me there?” I asked instead. I felt safer, I stopped acting like a prisoner.

	“People have told me,” he said philosophically. “People know everything.”

	“Perhaps these people can tell me how to explain my escape.”

	“This is your escape, you make something up.”

	“What could I say?” I suddenly felt like joking. “Let’s say I took out your commandos with one karate chop and left them both in the woods. I ran away with their car, which I then abandoned in the street,” I fantasized. “Do you think, in this situation—would the police give me a ticket for not helping the injured?”

	“First, there aren’t any commandos and certainly no wounded ones, OK?” he said decisively, ignoring my mockery.

	“Unfortunately, there is a problem. I am not the only one who saw them.”

	“Leave that to me. You just have to come up with a plausible story about how you returned to Berlin. Of course, our conversation has not taken place either.”

	“And the dog?”

	“What dog?”

	“Your bodyguards shot a dog. Its owner will not forgive you.”

	He put a hand on my shoulder and sighed.

	“Think about yourself,” he spoke in the tone of a schoolteacher instructing his pupil. “Leave the dog to me as well.”

	“Why should I explain myself?” I shrugged off his hand. “I was not their prisoner. I was free to leave. I became bored with the hospitality, so I left.”

	“How?”

	“I came to the road on foot, then I walked along the shoulder…”

	He looked at my shoes.

	“Nobody’s going to examine them,” I said.

	If there was some gigantic plot around me that I didn’t comprehend, it didn’t matter what I came up with. I guessed that even Yaremski did not know what the facility was and who took me there. I would not lie to Heinz, and Schwalbe—Schwalbe would have to arrest me anyway. Only those two might ever ask how I got back to town.

	“The most important thing is that you know what not to say and stick to that. The rest belongs to you,” he said with finality. “And remember. Everything we are talking about now is part of our contract,” he added at the end.

	“Your contract,” I clarified.

	In less than fifteen minutes, we reached the Northern Ring Road and exited the freeway. Another moment and we found ourselves in East Berlin.

	“You speak Russian. Tell him where your hotel is,” Yaremski said, pointing to the driver with his chin.

	“Don’t take me there. I will get off at the first metro station.” I suggested. “I’ll take it from there.”

	“OK, but no more running,” he began some new threat, but I didn’t let him finish.

	“Stop. If I run, you can always have me found and brought back,” I said brazenly.

	“I better not have to,” he said in a warning. “Next time, it might not be so nice.”

	I couldn’t go to the hotel mainly because I didn’t have the keys.

	“A subway station,” Yaremski barked at the driver.

	The driver nodded. At the next traffic light, he turned right, drove a few hundred meters, and stopped near the Eberswalder underground station. Before I got out, Richard shifted something in his hands for a moment, then put his hand in my jacket pocket.

	“Get yourself some suitable shoes,” he said. “These go with your outfit like a cow with high heels.”

	I reached into my pocket and took out two fifty-euro banknotes. I put them on the seat.

	“I don’t work for you yet,” I said.

	“You only think so,” he said, smiling broadly.

	He held out his hand again. He had a business card in it.

	“If you have any problems, call me. This is my private number.”

	“I will not say that it was nice to meet you,” I said rudely but took the card. I stared at it for a split second. The restricted number had been added by hand. The final digits struck me: “Three, two, one, zero, go?” I said.

	I waved the card and stuffed it into my back pocket.

	“You don’t have to thank me,” he retorted. “And remember, I’ll see you at the Radisson on Sunday.”

	“Greetings to your wife,” I added before slamming the door.

	After I got out of the car, I noticed that the black jeep had stopped not far behind us. I turned my back to them and walked briskly in the direction of the subway station. Nobody followed me.

	I was free again and had no idea what to do with that freedom.
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	I had never been to the Eberswalde station before. I didn’t really know the district of Pankow. I did not feel as at home there as I did in the southern and western districts. And a sightseeing tour of East Berlin by night wasn’t really what I most wanted at the moment. First and foremost, I needed to use the washroom, and the station provided that luxury.

	Before leaving, I washed my hands and face. I felt refreshed. Now I had time to think about where to go. I couldn’t spend the night in the park; or in the metro station, if only because the metro is closed at night. Besides, I didn’t free myself from Yaremski to waste my time wandering around and risk being stopped by the police. Suddenly, the idea that I had a booked hotel room that I couldn’t enter struck me as the most bizarre thing on earth.

	The logical move would have been to contact Heinz, who knew where my keys were and maybe even had them. But, apart from the fact that I didn’t know his address and did not have a telephone, contacting him would have meant a return to the starting point. He would take me back to the Forsthaus again or come up with some other “safe” place. Perhaps it was a sign of my confusion that it suddenly occurred to me that I should use my free time to try to unravel at least one of the mysteries. For example, Danka’s disappearance.

	One thing I was sure about: I had to go into town and get something to eat. I could not go much further on the apple sauce pancakes and beer I had at lunch.

	I was only three stops from Alexanderplatz. On a Friday evening in May, Berlin’s main square had to be full of people. I got on the first subway train, and after a few minutes, I was in the city center.

	There were plenty of places with food to choose from there, to suit any mood: German, Turkish, Arabic. The open-air eateries were slowly closing and bars and restaurants were just beginning to fill up.

	I had time to feast. I walked around and went back down to the station to buy a bottle of drink and Streuselschnecke—a huge German bun with crumble and frosting—at a convenience shop. It may not be nutritious, but my brain was clamoring for sugar. I also treated myself to something spicy: a Mexican tortilla stuffed with vegetables.

	Now I could keep moving.

	There are at least three ways to get to Kreuzberg from Alexanderplatz. I chose the connection via Friedrichstrasse, a station that will always remind me of crossing the Iron Curtain—before reunification, there was a border crossing in its underground corridors. From there, at Mehringdamm, I had four more stops. I knew this station with its characteristic red brick arches like the back of my own hand. Over the last sixteen years, almost nothing had changed there.

	 

	Almost unknowingly, without any clear prior decision, I found myself walking to Danka’s apartment. I didn’t know why, and I didn’t think about it. Would it be too much to expect that she had returned and was at home? That her disappearance would turn out to be one big misunderstanding? But something had to be done, and that was the only sure address I knew in Berlin at that moment.

	Not counting Carl’s now empty house.

	On purpose, I chose the station located furthest from the tenement house in which she lived in order to have more time for a walk and a think. And I chose a route that took me past the building where we had once lived together.

	I walked across the yard, which also hadn’t changed much. I stood in front of the front door and looked at the names on the letterboxes. Under our old number, there was now an Arabic name. The others weren’t German, either. Most looked Turkish.

	So this was one thing that had changed. When we lived in this house, at most half of the residents were Muslims. Now there was no one here I could drop in on. I went back into the street and continued walking.

	The tenement house in which Danka lived was ten minutes’ walk from there. When I had last visited, three days ago, I didn’t make a note of the apartment number. If her name wasn’t on the intercom, I’d have a problem. But it was, and just at that moment, a young man with a bicycle tried to enter the tenement house. I helped him by holding the door for him and followed him inside. Danka’s apartment was on the second floor, on the right. I pushed the doorbell button uncertainly.

	I was about to leave when I heard someone’s footsteps inside. 

	The lock clicked. The face of a young girl appeared in the crack between the door and the frame. She had her hair dyed blonde and several earrings in her ear. In her beauty, she looked a bit Turkish.

	“Yes?” she said uncertainly.

	“I must be mistaken,” I said, confused. “Is this the apartment of Mrs. Wrensch?”

	“Yes,” she said, and opened the door three centimeters more. “What is it about?”

	She inspected me from top to bottom, and her eyes fixed on my shoes.

	“My name is Jacob...” I started to introduce myself.

	I thought she wanted to close the door in my face, but she just closed it for a moment to remove the chain and then opened it wide. I saw a girl dressed all in black: pants and a short jacket. At first, I had the impression that she wanted to throw herself into my arms, but I was wrong. As soon as she got closer, she started hitting my chest with her fists.

	“Where is she?” she cried. “Tell me where she is!”

	I stood still, not knowing how to react. The girl calmed down. For a split second, she stopped both fists on my shoulders and moved away. She was silent.

	“You’re Susanne, aren’t you?” I made sure, although it was difficult to have any doubts.

	She nodded slightly.

	“Can I come in?” I asked.

	Her bout of anger passed away. She let me in. I went into the hall and closed the door behind me. She went first, I followed her.

	She led me to a small room that I already knew. It served as a living room. It was possible to go from it to the bedroom, a kind of office, and to the kitchen.

	We faced each other in tension.

	“I have no idea where your mom is. I would like to know…” I started to speak my language.

	“Don’t speak Polish to me!” she broke out again, completely inadequate to the situation. “I am German! Speak German to me!”

	I was dumbfounded. I did not expect such a violent reaction. Perhaps she had wanted, not fully realizing it, to relieve her tension. I imagined living under her stress for three days.

	“I’m Polish. Should I demand that you speak Polish to me?” I asked calmly in German.

	“You are not in Poland,” she replied harshly.

	We stood in silence for a moment. I felt I had nothing to look for there. I made a move toward the exit.

	Something changed in her attitude. Perhaps she had already vented all her anger. She stopped me.

	“Sorry,” she said, resting her forehead in her hand. “I’m starting to talk nonsense. I’m so upset. I just wanted Erjan to be able to understand us. Erjan!” she called into the apartment.

	A swarthy young man in jeans and a T-shirt slipped out of the bedroom. He was perhaps twenty years old, with hair dyed a dark chestnut. He walked over and held out his hand.

	“Good morning,” he said.

	“Günaydin,”21 I replied in one of the few Turkish words I had learned during my Berlin days, a little to spite Susanne.

	“I understand Turkish,” Erjan said, squeezing my hand, “but I don’t speak it very well.” My father is Turkish and my mother is German. Susi speaks Polish better than I do Turkish.”

	She glared at him.

	“Not true,” she said sharply.

	With the movement of her hand, she invited us to take our seats. We sat down. They on the couch, I in the armchair.

	“Why don’t you have something to drink?” Susanne asked me, reverting back to the polite form of address, calling me “sir.” 

	“Just call me Jacob,” I said. “It will be easier this way.”

	They were young enough to be my children. However, I did not want to build additional walls between us. They accepted the offer of switching to the familiar “du” in silence. Susanne nodded gently.

	“So, something to drink?” she repeated.

	“No, thanks, at least for now.” I wanted to start talking about Danka as soon as possible.

	“What is this with your mom?” I asked. 

	“I don’t know,” she took a deep breath. “I thought you knew something.”

	“Tell me what happened,” she asked.

	“Or perhaps you go first?” she had a hard time addressing me in the familiar. I still sensed hostility or at least distrust in her attitude. “You met.”

	“Did your mom tell you about this?” I was surprised.

	“I just know, okay?” she said, not very politely. “You met on Tuesday, she was gone by Wednesday morning. What was I supposed to think? That you two went somewhere together, that she is with you at your hotel and forgot to tell me about it?” she looked at me reproachfully. “But I know she was home Tuesday evening. Or perhaps you were both here.”

	She waited for my reaction.

	“That’s right, we were here,” I admitted. “How did you know?”

	“I found a business card on the desk.”

	“Mine?”

	She nodded. I had left this business card with Danka so that she had my Warsaw phone numbers handy.

	“Do you have it?” I asked, curious what she did with it.

	“The police have it,” she said, looking at a vague point over my shoulder. Erjan was sitting next to her. He listened and didn’t speak.

	“And what do the police say to all of this?” I asked.

	Susanne got up and started pacing the room. She took breaks between sentences.

	“Very little. They say they have no grounds to start a search. If there were any signs of kidnapping, abduction, or something like that, that would be different. Or if she was involved in some other case, some investigation, then, yes. And the business card does not prove anything.”

	“She might just have gone somewhere on business,” Erjan interrupted. “Susi said as much to the police. Danka was under no obligation to inform anyone about her movements.”

	There was a moment of silence. Susanne sat down next to Erjan and cuddled her head on his arm. He hugged her.

	“I wanted to reconcile with her,” she said affectionately as if she were speaking to her boyfriend, but the words were directed at me. “We were gonna talk about it. I wanted to come back to her. Mom knew that’s what I wanted. Maybe she ran away from me?”

	Behind the mask of a rebellious teenager, I saw an ordinary, lost, lonely girl. But the feeling of confusion lasted only a moment. Susanne straightened up suddenly, tapped her hands lightly on her thighs, and said: 

	“OK, OK. What do we do?”

	She resembled her mother in this behavior. At the same time, she made me realize that I had nothing to do with myself.
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	It was dark outside. Night had come. Heinz must have heard about my escape from the Forsthaus by now because Werner must have reported what had happened there. I had put him in a difficult situation. According to Schwalbe, he had guaranteed that I would not run away—and yet things turned out differently. He was probably wondering where I could be right now. I could try to make an attempt to find him, for example, by reporting to the nearest police station. But then I would lose my freedom, and everything about me would be decided by others again. And I really did not like that.

	I also couldn’t explain the whole confusing situation to some random policeman. But what if I asked to speak only to Inspector Schwalbe of the Criminal Police? Yet, I couldn’t tell him everything that had happened, either. As a suspect, I would certainly be questioned in detail—and this time not in a friendly manner—but Richard Yaremski had gagged me. My honest confession would not sink him, and the consequences of crossing him could be serious.

	I also did not know how I should view the strange contacts of the Inspector with former Stasi officers. Who were they? They could be the kind who, after reunification, switched their loyalty to the new, enlarged homeland. But they could also be those who, after being removed from service and influence, bitter and angry, longed for the old order. Who would Schwalbe himself be then—benefiting from their informal help as he did?

	Glückspilz—whatever his name was—seemed to be reconciled to the new situation. He probably remembered the communist times in the way that functionaries of the Third Reich in democratic Germany viewed their Nazi past: an irreversible, inevitable present, and now an inglorious past.

	One thing was certain for me: I had to stay in hiding, this time on my own. I didn’t know how to explain this to these young people who came from another world and didn’t really understand what their elders had gone through.

	“Erjan, Susanne,” I began in a principled tone. “I’ll be honest with you. I care deeply about finding your mother, or at least finding out what had happened to her.” I turned to the girl. “However, I am in a lot of trouble myself, about which I can’t say much right now. I don’t know if your mom’s disappearance has anything to do with my situation. It is too late to do anything tonight, but I have a plan for tomorrow.”

	I had come to the conclusion that among all the contacts I could count on, I had only Roman left. Maybe he’ll come up with something. The situation was awkward.

	“While looking for your mom, have you contacted Ferdinna?” I asked, not knowing how to refer to him when speaking to the girl. After all, he was her mother’s first husband.

	She shook her head slowly, pressing her lips together.

	“No, I only talked to my father. He didn’t know anything, but he promised to help. Maybe he even tried. It achieved nothing.”

	“Do you know where this... Ferdinna lives?”

	She shrugged.

	“I don’t know, but we can look for him. If he has a phone, Erjan will find the address on the internet.”

	The boy nodded.

	“It’s not a problem,” he said. “Now or later?”

	Nobody answered. There was silence again. Theoretically, I should get going. But I didn’t.

	“You have nowhere to go, do you?” Susanne asked me softly.

	It embarrassed me. At the same time, I felt grateful that she asked. 

	“I can’t go back to the hotel where I have my things,” I said, pained.

	They looked at each other. I must have looked pathetic in their eyes. 

	“You can stay here until tomorrow,” she said.

	A load fell off my heart. I thanked them.

	“But we have nothing to eat,” she warned. “We didn’t plan on staying here.”

	Erjan got up.

	“There’s only wine,” he confessed. “Will we have some?”

	I did not protest. After that Mexican tortilla, my gut was on fire.

	Susanne brought an opened bottle of dry red wine from the kitchen and three glasses. She was under seventeen but acted the host like an adult woman. Erjan pulled out the cork and poured our drinks. I already knew one thing about him: he was not an Orthodox Muslim. We toasted a sip to our mutual health.

	“Erjan, why don’t you arrange something to eat in the neighborhood?” Susanne said. “I bet Jacob likes Turkish food.”

	“But I’m not hungry,” I protested.

	“Erjan knows this area, he’ll bring us something nice,” she insisted.

	The boy stood a bit confused, wondering if he could leave me alone with his girlfriend. He entered the bedroom and left, jacket in hand.

	“Be right back,” he said, still unsure why Susanne was sending him out.

	“Hold on,” I stopped him and took the last twenty euros out of my wallet. “Take it. Can you also arrange a toothbrush for me?”

	“I’ll try,” he said and disappeared through the door.

	Susanne took the glass, drank a little, and stood sideways to me. She stared straight ahead for a moment, turning the glass between her fingers. She clearly had something to say. She was gathering thoughts.

	“Do you know that you poisoned my childhood?” she asked unexpectedly. 

	That was quite a blow. What could I say to her?

	“I didn’t even know you existed,” I replied. “How could I have poisoned your childhood?”

	She leaned her arm against the wall, showing me her profile, which was quite similar to her mother’s.

	“Because of my mom.”

	She spoke in riddles.

	“You want to tell me about it?” I asked.

	“At one point, I hated you,” she said passionately. “At first, I thought that my parents had split up because of me, that I had let them down somehow, that they had been arguing over me. One psychologist explained to me later that it was just childish blame. That all children do it. OK, but someone had to be guilty. If not me, then who? And I convinced myself it was because of you.”

	“Because of me?” I was surprised. “I wasn’t here. Your mother and I didn’t keep in touch.”

	“I was a little girl and did not understand much of what was happening in our house. My parents argued more and more, then my father would be gone for days. Nobody explained anything to me. One day I found your photo among my mother’s things. You stood hugging and laughing. I did not understand that this was a photograph from years ago. I had heard that people cheated, but I didn’t know what that meant. I was convinced Mom was cheating on Dad with you, and that’s why they quarreled.”

	“You never asked your mom who was with her in that photo?”

	“Not then. I didn’t want to admit that I had found it. She would learn that I’d been rummaging through her things. I asked her only recently, after my therapy, when my mother and I started to see each other again—which is why I have a key to the apartment—and I found out that your name was Jacob.”

	She turned to me and leaned her back against the wall.

	“And what happened then?” I asked, encouraging her to go on.

	“Well, my parents broke up, I stayed with my mother. I was convinced that everything happened because of you. Of course, I also blamed her for what had happened, for the imagined cheating, and decided to live with my father.”

	“What does Christian do?”

	The question interrupted her narrative. She was surprised that I mentioned her father’s name.

	“He is a musician, mostly jazz. He’s apparently good at it.”

	“Maybe he plays the saxophone?” I asked, not really sure why.

	“No. The piano. He composes from time to time, too. He is an artist. But it is not my music. Generally, my father has an unstable lifestyle.”

	I took her off the topic. To get back to the story, I said: 

	“But you lived with him.”

	“Mom told you, right? After finishing primary school, I felt like an adult and decided to move away from her. I was too young to live alone, so I decided to live with my father. We argued often. She always spoke Polish to me. When I grew up a little, I started to answer her only in German. Then I stopped reacting to Polish at all. I made her speak German to me too. I associated the Polish language with my mother’s betrayal. Yes, I know, excuse me, but that’s what happened. As you can see, although I didn’t know you until now, you were always present in my life.”

	She took a long sip of wine.

	“Do you know,” she added, “that she still keeps that photo? I found it here, in her desk.”

	Her story caused quite a stir in my head. For me, Danka’s behavior at the time of our breakup had been inexplicable. Now I was discovering one paradox after another. Why did she decide to leave a man important to her—me—to bond with someone she didn’t even want to mention now?”

	Perhaps Heinz’s suspicions about her collaboration with the secret services were not unfounded? If Roman had told me how their divorce had happened, I would maybe have some guesses now, but I never asked him about it. When, three months after Danka’s departure, Roman informed me that they were getting married, I lost any desire to talk to him. Over time, as the emotions subsided, I tried to look for rational reasons for her behavior and began to respond to his attempts to reestablish contact. After my first anger passed, he assured me they hadn’t started behind my back. He proposed marriage to her only because she assured him that everything was over between her and me.

	That was his version, and I did not ask any further: our formerly close relationship had broken down.

	Susanne had become a victim of her mother’s unfinished affairs from the past. Just like I was a victim of them—only in a different way. It connected us. I looked at this girl who had decided to become an adult too soon, and I felt deep empathy for her. I felt I could get up and give her a hug like a daughter I never had, but the gesture carried too many ambiguities: how would she react to that? I remained motionless. I looked away.

	“How was it with your father?” I asked.

	She sat cross-legged on the floor. Her mother used to do the same.

	“At first, he even tried,” she began a new story. “At first, we saw each other every now and then, but always only for a short time. It was great. He took me to cool places, he gave me money. I thought it would be great if it could always be that way. I did everything to get my mother to agree to it. I provoked fights, I was disobedient, I wanted her to become fed up with me. I complained about her to my father. Someone advised me to go to the Youth Welfare Office to complain about her making me speak Polish. I threatened to do it...”

	Suddenly she stopped. She shook her head.

	“Really, I don’t know why I’m telling you all this,” she said.

	“I think it’s very important. Not only for you. Also, for me,” I said in my best soothing voice.

	She thought for a moment.

	“I would never have discovered myself as I have…I would have never known myself if it weren’t for my therapy. It really helped me,” she announced thoughtfully. “The day-to-day life with my father—when I went to live with him—was not as great as the days had been when he took me out for a short time,” she continued, wrapping her arms around her knees. “He often stayed away at night, he often went to gigs, made recordings, he was always gone. And I was fourteen and going to school. He is a really great musician, but I did not want to live with an outstanding jazz pianist but with a wonderful father. Apart from that...”

	She got stuck. She was sitting huddled against the wall, her head resting on her knees.

	“Women?” I prompted.

	She did not take up the topic.

	“By then, I was so old that I finally understood why they broke up. Mom couldn’t forget you, and he...is what he is. But he is my father, I have no other, though, to be honest, sometimes I wish...He can be charming. I just don’t know if he can be relied on.”

	I wasn’t a great psychoanalyst.

	“Can you rely on Erjan?” I asked the question to which we would have come in the end anyway.

	She looked up, smiled, and nodded. There were tears in her eyes. She wiped them with her fingers, smearing her makeup. The intercom rang. She got up and straightened her clothes. She pressed the button to unlock the entrance to the building.

	“Does Erjan know what you told me?” I asked.

	“Not everything. However, he helped me understand what was happening to me. He had sent me to therapy.”

	“Is he studying psychology or something?”

	“Ethnology, but knows a lot about these subjects. Things weren’t going well in his house either.”

	The door slammed, and Erjan entered the apartment. He was holding a package in his hand. I smelled Middle Eastern spices.

	“Well, I see you guys had a chat,” he said, looking intently at Susanne.

	From a paper bag, he took out three plastic bowls covered with lids and set them on the table. “Turkish pilaf,” he announced.

	From his jacket pocket, he took a toothbrush wrapped in foil and a handful of change.

	“That’s all that’s left,” he explained.

	The pilaf was still warm. The smell of rice with vegetables, pieces of meat, and spices hit my nostrils as the lids were lifted, making me feel hungry again. We ate with relish straight from the plastic packaging, and I enthusiastically praised the wonderful Turkish cuisine.
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	Before I went to sleep, Erjan sat down at his computer to find Roman Ferdinna’s address online. We had emptied the bottle. We were drinking tea.

	Susanne sat down on the couch in an unusual defensive pose.

	“Who is this man?” she asked. “My mother lived with him for several years, and I don’t know anything about him.”

	“Once upon a time, I would have said that we were friends,” I said, setting aside my cup. “Now, it seems to me that I actually know very little about him. He is… mysterious.”

	“But...’’ Susanne began, but she didn’t know what words to use to name the ties between her mother and me. 

	“But something happened between you two.”

	“Didn’t your mom tell you?”

	“Never. This topic…did not exist for her. As this man, Ferdinna, did not exit. But how was she supposed to talk to me about him? With me? I was too young.”

	“Believe me, Susi,” I said, using the diminutive form of her name for the first time, “that neither can I talk about it. I don’t understand what really happened then. Today, I have various conjectures, and none of them can be well justified.”

	“You were in love?”

	“Probably not enough since we did not last.”

	Nothing else came to mind.

	“And Ferdinna?”

	“I don’t know anything about their feelings. I was surprised when your mother married him.”

	“It’s weird,” she concluded.

	I had to agree with her. She seemed to prepare for a moment to tell me something.

	“I saw him once. He came to my mother’s,” she said after a moment of silence and fell silent again.

	“Will you tell me about it?” I encouraged her.

	“Honestly, I thought it was you. How could I know that you were in Poland? Nobody told me anything about you. My father was not with us, we were already living alone here in this apartment. I slept where Erjan is now sitting. I mean, I pretended to be asleep. They were talking in Polish. I didn’t want to hear it. I pulled the covers over my head. But then I went to the door and began eavesdropping. They had an argument. Mom said: ‘Get out, I don’t want to know you, I hate you.’ And he said it’s impossible, that it is not that simple, that there is no way out, that my mother has to. I didn’t understand what they were talking about. I opened the bedroom door and saw him. He didn’t look like you in the photo. He left immediately. I was five or six at most.”

	“What did your mom say?”

	“She told me he was a bad man and would not come back again.” She cringed. “Are you sure he can help us?” she asked.

	“I don’t know, but we don’t have any other leads,” I said.

	She said she understood.

	I took Roman’s friendly behavior in recent days as an invitation to close the past and return to our friendship, and I was ready to accept it. At the same time, something was holding me back from showing my full confidence. Maybe it was his morbid suspicions? His conspiracy theories?

	“I want to finish school and go to college,” Susanne announced unexpectedly, unrelated to our conversation.

	She got off the couch and called, “Erjan, how much longer?”

	The boy shouted back from the next room that he already had the address, then came out and said, “I didn’t want to interrupt you.”

	I learned that Roman lived in the Lichtenberg district. Had he returned to East Berlin because this was where he spent his student days?
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	I slept under a blanket on the couch. In the morning, wet socks were awaiting me; and the dress shoes, now thankfully broken in a little. I was also not happy to wear the same shirt again, but there was no choice. Erjan was in a similar situation. This was not his place, and he could not lend me anything. I was hoping that in the afternoon, I would finally get back to my little hotel and change Heinz’s clothes for my own. I did not want to think what would happen to the expensive summer suit I left in the forester’s lodge. There were more important questions.

	I got up long before Susanne and Erjan. I took a bath.

	I made coffee. I started reading to pass the time, but too many thoughts went through my mind for me to concentrate on reading.

	I didn’t have a phone with me. The one I left behind at the Forsthaus had by now surely lost its charge. Kinga probably tried to call me a few times, worried about the lack of contact. Maybe she even alerted someone. Perhaps Heinz also called when he found out what had happened. Roman would probably have given up calling since I hadn’t responded to his earlier missed calls. The worst thing was that I didn’t have these numbers with me, and I didn’t know them by heart, so I couldn’t call anyone. I figured that maybe Roman, the computer and communications specialist, could do something about it once I got to him. On the other hand, even if I did get hold of them, what could I say to Heinz or Kinga at this point? In the end, I decided it was better to remain silent.

	I looked into the kitchen cupboards as if I were at home. I found muesli and toasting bread. I made toast, poured milk over the cereal—and that was my breakfast.

	I didn’t want to wake Susi and Erjan, but as I was about to leave the apartment, Susanne came out of her bedroom. I apologized for the liberties I had taken in the kitchen, she waved her hand. I said I had to go. She took a small piece of paper and wrote a number on it.

	“When you find out anything, please call me,” she said, giving me a note. “And always call whenever you need us,” she added.

	I thanked her for putting me up and left. The day was overcast. Gray sky threatened rain. My watch said nine o’clock.

	I figured if I dropped in on Roman on a Saturday morning by ten o’clock, he would be up. As long as I found him at home. I headed for the Yorckstrasse station.

	This part of Kreuzberg had hardly changed over the course of the sixteen years of my absence. The same old tenement houses, which had somehow survived the storm by the combined Russian and Polish armies, the same cracked pavements and potholed streets. Even the wooden steps of the light rail station, a patient witness to the city’s recent history, have endured the patter of tens of millions of feet.

	I had three transfers ahead of me. On Saturday morning, traffic was light, and trains ran less frequently. I was in no rush. From Yorckstrasse, I took the underground to the neighboring Möckernbrucke station and from there to Warschauer Strasse in East Berlin. Then on the S-Bahn to Lichtenberg and underground again to Magdalenenstrasse.
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	The street where Roman lived was over a kilometer from the station. The houses here had been built during the reign of Walter Ulbricht.22 The whole quarter used to be the pride of East Germany and an object of desire for its citizens, portrayed as a great achievement of socialism. Almost two decades after reunification, it fell to the rank of social housing. It took a while to find the right building, right entrance, and the apartment number. Roman’s name was not on the list. I pushed the front door of the building. It was unlocked. I made my way up the stairs from door to door until I found a number written on a piece of paper stuck on a door on the sixth floor. There was also no name here, either.

	I had no choice. I had to ring the doorbell. I rang twice. After a while, I heard footsteps on the other side of the door.

	“Who’s there?”

	I breathed a sigh of relief. I recognized Roman’s voice. I was surprised he had not recognized me by looking through the eyehole.

	“Jacob,” I replied.

	Two locks clicked. In the crack of the door, Roman appeared. He was wearing a light, stretched tracksuit. He looked unkempt and completely surprised.

	“Old fellow, what’s been the matter with you?” he exclaimed. “You’re not at the hotel, you don’t answer phone calls, all kinds of people are looking for you. How did you get here?”

	“Can I come in?” I asked. 

	He seemed to hesitate for a moment.

	“Of course, come on in!” he said and let me into the hall.

	The apartment was rather spacious for one person. It consisted of three rooms. The large room Roman led me to seemed to be a cross between the living room and the office. There was a TV set, a sofa, an armchair, a small table, two chairs, some cabinets and shelves with books and CDs, as well as a large desk with a computer, two monitors, a printer, and several boxes with flashing lights. The desk was a mess.

	“I wouldn’t have come, but I need help,” I said, excusing myself for the unannounced visit on a Saturday morning.

	“You did well,” he replied. “But why haven’t you called in advance? You still have the phone, don’t you? Has your card run out? Sit down and tell me what’s going on.”

	I sat down on one of the chairs. I started making things up.

	“I accidentally left my cell phone someplace. I’ll have to go fetch it later. And I didn’t know your number by heart.”

	“But you remembered the address.”

	“Yes, I wrote it down, remember?” I lied. “Somehow, when I write things down, I tend not to forget them.”

	“Well, yes,” he said, as if to himself. “Would you like something to drink? Maybe a beer?”

	“At this time? Come on.”

	“Any time is right for a good beer. A small Pilsner?”

	“No, thank you, really. Possibly some juice.” He made a face of disapproval.

	“I’m out of juice. Water at most.”

	“Maybe in a moment. Please sit down with me.”

	He sat down in the swivel chair behind the desk. Surrounded by all these devices, he looked like some ruler of an internet virtual kingdom.

	I looked around the room.

	“You live alone?” I asked.

	He bent over the desk and put a finger to his lips. Then he pointed toward the door at the back of the apartment, invisible from the armchair.

	“She has night shifts now, so she sleeps,” he said in a low voice. “She’ll sleep till two. Excuse me for a minute.”

	He got up and went into the bedroom. I got up as well to peer at the monitors turned away from me. However, I saw nothing but screensavers. I looked out the window at the street.

	Roman was away for a few minutes. He came back changed into pants and shirt.

	“All right,” he said and took his old place in the swivel chair.

	“Tell me what I can do.”

	I didn’t know how to start.

	“It’s about Danka.” 

	He froze.

	“Well?” he muttered, drawing out the vowel.

	“I know it’s strange what I’m saying,” I started to explain. “Danka disappeared without a word. Her daughter is terribly worried. Susanne, I don’t know if you know her. It’s none of your business, I understand, but maybe you can give me some kind of a hint or advice?”
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	He began to open and close one of the drawers.

	“Little Susanne, you say? Worried about mommy?”

	“Not so little anymore, actually.”

	“Yes, not that small,” he repeated automatically. “As far as I know, they do not live in harmony.”

	“Maybe it used to be like that.”

	“Anyway,” he interrupted me and looked me defiantly in the eye. “What makes you think that I might know something?”

	“I’m not saying you know something,” I started to explain. “I just don’t know what to do.”

	“And why would you do anything? Is that any of your business?” And seeing that I didn’t have an excuse for my involvement, he concluded, “Ah, first love! First love never dies, does it?”

	I regretted starting the conversation at all.

	“She is your ex-wife and my former fiancée,” I said.

	“Which does not entitle either of us to interfere with her current affairs,” he said, leaning back further and further in his chair.

	He was right. Why was I getting involved? I had been away for years, and now, out of nowhere, I came to play a good uncle and a friend, maybe even aspired to be more. Yet, I had a vague feeling that whatever had happened to Danka had something to do with me, with the fact that I had unexpectedly appeared in her life twenty years after our breakup. Something happened, and it forced me to rethink the events from years ago and reassess them.

	“Listen,” I said, picking up the thread from a moment earlier. “You were married for almost three years. During those years, have you ever suspected… has it ever occurred to you that Danka might...Forgive me, because what I am saying must be mad—but could she have been an informer of the Stasi?”

	He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the desk. He remained silent for a long time.

	“What do you think?” He said and made a long pause, awaiting my guess. Then he continued: “Why do you think our marriage fell apart?”

	“Honestly?” I asked, and he nodded. “I do not have a clue. Back then, when it happened, I was strangely relieved that it happened. I didn’t need to know anymore.”

	He pretended to throw something at me as a joke. He started playing with the drawer again.

	“How did you get the idea that she was the mole?”

	“Because the Stasi had full knowledge of what was going on with you people, in this association of yours. It follows that someone had to have been reporting. Someone who was close to you.”

	“Have you spent the last two days at the Gauck23 or something? Nobody has written about it. I haven’t heard anything. How do you know?”

	“I know, suffice it to say. Then you two split up right after the liquidation of the Stasi. Was that a coincidence?”

	He sighed deeply.

	“I wasn’t going to talk about it to anyone,” he said, putting his face in his hands. “I thought no one would want to remember, and the whole business will just go away, forgotten, and never come back. Now I can see that I was wrong. Maybe a shot of vodka after all?”

	I shook my head.

	“But I’d like a drink.”

	I indicated with a movement of my hand to go ahead. From among the books in the cupboard, he took out a half-empty bottle of whiskey and a tumbler, poured two fingers, and returned to his chair. He took cigarettes from the drawer, offered me one, and when I declined, lit one. He took a drag, puffed out the smoke, and took a slow sip of his whiskey. He made a face to indicate he was rummaging through memory. 

	“I noticed something in the last days of East Germany. In Poland, it was already after the Round Table and the elections,” he began. “Mazowiecki was prime minister, Jaruzelski president.24 In East Berlin, in Dresden, and elsewhere, things were starting to happen, and the Stasi became even more interested in Solidarity emigration in West Berlin. Danka, as you know, had not belonged to our group, and neither did Carl, our friend of late memory, but now suddenly, she asked to get involved in our activities.”

	He stared up at the ceiling, sent out a smoke circle, took a sip of whisky again. 

	“No. I don’t want to talk about it,” he changed his tone unexpectedly. “Truth be told, one day I told her straight in the face: you are an agent.”

	He paused.

	“Of course, she denied it. But that was the end between us. East Germany also ended soon after. We agreed that we would separate amicably.”

	“You loved her?”

	He laughed out loud, a little artificially.

	“Back in the days when she was with you, she impressed me a lot. I envied you. That’s probably why, as soon as you two broke up, I wanted to have her for myself. For a long time, I did not understand why. Now I know. I was her assignment.”

	I listened with a heavy heart. I was pulled in all sorts of directions by anger, grief, and sadness. I was angry with Danka for letting herself get caught up in this game. I felt sorry for poor Susanne, who now, when she learned about that episode in her mother’s life, would find it difficult to reconcile with her mother. I was overcome with sadness at the thought that the spark of hope that had flashed in me a few days ago was dying.

	“You’ve met recently, haven’t you?” Roman continued. “Maybe you told her something, and she concluded that you knew her past or would soon, and she preferred to disappear? If so, then she could be far away, maybe even out of Germany. But I have no clue where that would be, I can not help you with that.”

	I tried to remember if I had said anything to Danka that may have frightened her. I couldn’t think of anything.

	“What other stuff did you get involved here, in Berlin, Ferrocyanide?” he said. “Two murders in your vicinity. Wouldn’t it be better to put yourself in the hands of the police instead of hiding? I would say…”

	I got up abruptly. He opened the drawer again. And at that moment, the doorbell rang. Surprised, Roman hesitated. He put down his cigarette, pushed the drawer shut, then got up and went into the hall. He must have looked through the eyehole, but I did not see it.

	He asked: 

	“Who’s there?” 

	I don’t know what he heard or what he saw, but he opened the door.

	“Heinz Kaltendorf?!” He exclaimed in surprise. “Are you with the police?”
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	I looked down the hall. Yes, it was Heinz standing in the doorway. He didn’t react when he saw me. He had a grave expression. Roman took a few steps back. He entered the room sideways, keeping close to the wall. He was clearly confused. He wanted to say something, explain something, but he couldn’t put together a clear message. I backed up, too, until I stood behind his desk with its drawer slightly open.

	Heinz advanced a few steps from the door.

	“I do not come from the police, comrade Joachim!” he said, loud and clear, stressing every word.

	Roman froze for a split second as if considering something.

	“Excuse me?” he asked.

	“Joachim. Wasn’t that your chosen codename?”

	“Codename?” Roman was surprised. “What codename now?”

	“Your codename as a freelance Stasi operative. At the very beginning, back in the early days, at Humboldt University in East Berlin, when you reported on your college mates. Later they gave you a different designation. Were you ‘Scorpio’ perhaps? Or ‘X-24’? Or something yet different?”

	Roman turned to me in Polish:

	“Do not believe a word he’s saying! He’s making this stuff up! He’s some fucking agent himself. He had just pretended to be a policeman.”

	Heinz watched him. He didn’t even glance at me.

	“The game is over, comrade Joachim,” he said, clearly emphasizing every word. “You’re finished. The truth is out.”

	“This is some bloody provocation! He’s trying to set me up! I hope you do not believe any of this?” Roman kept speaking to me, all the while retreating toward his desk.

	Heinz wore denim pants, a shirt, and a corduroy jacket. His hands were low, his arms slightly bent at the elbows as if ready for a fight. He was clearly trying to provoke Roman to act and perhaps me, too, to say whose story I believed. I didn’t move, waiting to see what would come of it. Two friendships had come to a test.

	Roman seemed to sense another blow.

	“You killed Carl Topolski,” Heinz said slowly, staring at him.

	Roman glanced around nervously, then lunged abruptly for the desk, extending his hand toward the drawer.

	“Stop!” Heinz shouted. He reached under his jacket and pulled out a pistol. It was the pistol I had seen at Forsthaus.

	The pulled cock clicked. Roman paused, calculating his next move.

	“I’ll shoot,” Heinz warned. “I swear, if you do anything stupid, I will shoot.”

	He held the pistol in both hands, pointing it straight at Roman. Not looking at me, he said sharply: 

	“Jacob, open the drawer! And you, step back!”

	I moved to the drawer that Roman had been playing with all morning and slowly pulled it out all the way.

	There was a gun inside. It looked different from Heinz’s weapon, less modern. It had brown, wooden cladding on the grip. And it was equipped with a silencer.

	Roman glared at me. There was a rage in his eyes.

	He had taken a step back at Heinz’s orders, and now he was leaning toward me, indicating with minimal expressions that I should pass the gun to him. The silencer on the gun, attached to the barrel with several layers of black adhesive tape, looked homemade. Slowly I took the pistol out and, backing up to the wall, started aiming it at the two of them: first at Heinz, then at Roman.

	“Cock it,” Heinz said without the least sign of stress. “Remember to cock it.”

	I repeated the gesture he had made when he pulled out his gun. I heard the bullet enter the chamber. The cock itself returned to its original position. The sound of the mechanism terrified me. I was afraid I would fire an accidental shot.
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	I looked at the bedroom door. The woman who slept behind them should have heard our loud voices and woken up. But there was no sign of her.

	The course of events now depended on Heinz.

	“Sit down here!” he said sharply to Roman, pointing to a chair.

	“And if I do not, will you shoot me?” asked Roman in mockery, but did as he was told. “You really could shoot me?”

	“I don’t recommend finding out,” Heinz warned. “I assure you that I can shoot and that I can shoot accurately.”

	Seeing Heinz handle the pistol had surprised me, and I was still unable to overcome the incongruity: I had always had him for a pacifist. But this was an assessment from the 1980s, and a lot could have changed since then. I would have never suspected that Roman had a gun in his drawer, either. Germany was not America.

	I didn’t know what to do with the gun. My hands were trembling. For now, those two were running things. I tried to stay uninvolved as much as the situation allowed it.

	“I’ve told you that those allegations have been just guesses, that I was not one hundred percent sure, yes?” Heinz said, speaking in a way which Roman would not understand. I understood: he meant his suspicions concerning Danka. “You kept insisting I was wrong. As you can see, I was wrong.”

	“He’s fucking with you,” Roman kept speaking to me in Polish so that Heinz would not understand. “If you trust this German, you will make the biggest mistake in your life. He’s part of the cabal. You’ll see they’ll frame us both for these murders. And for the disappearance of Danka.”

	“Watch him,” said Heinz in turn. “If he goes for you, squeeze the trigger. Don’t hesitate. The worst you can do is kill him—not a great loss for humanity. Stay on your guard. He is ex-HVA.25 He’s could snap your neck in one move.”

	“H-what?” I was confused

	“Stasi if you prefer.”

	Roman laughed out loud.

	“Me an HVA? It’s you who is an agent. You’re with the Office for the Protection of the Constitution,26 aren’t you? How many years now? Twenty-five? Have you made captain yet? I have never trusted you. Even back in the 1980s, when you kept asking me all kinds of questions about the work of our association. Even then, I suspected you weren’t really working for the press. Why don’t you tell us what this is about?”

	“Do you remember how he used to secretly travel to Poland?” Heinz now spoke to me without lowering his gun or taking his eyes off Roman. “I wonder what he told you about those trips? Because he actually never made it to Poland on any of those occasions. Perhaps he said he performed some heroic deeds? Your Security Service was after him? Was he hiding? Whatever he said, none of it was true. Each time he ‘went to Poland,’ he went to Potsdam, to the Stasi Academy, for training or debriefing.”

	“Ten out of ten on the bullshit scale,” laughed Roman, fidgeting in his chair. “Come, come, to the point, Mr. Untersturmbannführer!”

	He was trying to rile Heinz by using a Nazi Gestapo rank to address him.

	“Stasi made him set up this association so that he could spy on its members,” Heinz continued to me, ignoring Roman’s Nazi provocation. “He was both the chair and the chief squealer. A brilliant move! The biggest organization of East European refugees in West Berlin and all of its most valuable Stasi agents under one umbrella. Full control.”

	“Jacob, if you don’t shoot this Gestapo operative right now, I will consider you a traitor to the nation. If you can’t shoot, give me your gun.” Roman held out his hand to me as if he were my commander, and I owed him obedience.

	And here was the moment of choice. I had to take someone’s side. I had to trust one of them. Heinz didn’t push me like Roman, but that could have been part of a sophisticated game. He had been acting weird for several days, and I had come close to losing my trust in him on several occasions. I had no idea why he came to Roman’s apartment just when I showed up. Maybe there was something I didn’t know yet? Roman seemed suspicious, too, but his behavior may have been the result of stress and the need to defend himself against surprising accusations. The pistol and the silencer hidden in the drawer gave much food for thought but were no evidence of anything. Heinz had once nearly managed to convince me that Danka was a Stasi agent, and now that Roman had confirmed it, I had to suddenly accept a new, different story from Heinz. 

	They both sensed my hesitation.

	“Franz Werner. Does that name tell you anything?” Heinz turned to Roman again, casting one brief glance in my direction.

	“Should we look in the phone book? We will find several dozen Franz Werners there,” Roman replied, crossing his legs.

	“How about Senior Lieutenant Werner? Stirs the old memory cells?”

	“What memory? Never heard of the man.”

	“You trained together in Potsdam. He became your handler.”

	“What? I’m not going to answer stupid questions. And do you have an ID? Because that police badge you showed me through the eyehole was a fake because you’re clearly not with the police. Who are you, Kaltendorf, to keep us at gunpoint? If you’re not some kind of a fucking government agent, then this is lawlessness. Jacob, call the police. My phone is on the desk somewhere.”

	Heinz waved to me with his left hand. Then he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a cell phone—it was the phone I had left at the Forsthaus. He placed it on the table and lightly pushed it toward me.

	“You recognize it? Ring!”

	Then he gripped his gun again with both hands.

	His hands must have been cramping from that grip. I was exhausted and growing confused from all the tension. I approached the table and picked up my cell phone. I tried to activate it with one hand, but it did not respond to the buttons.

	“Oh, sorry,” Heinz said. “Does not work. I took out the battery. Didn’t I tell you to turn it off and not call anyone?”

	I had nothing to say. Heinz had found the phone at the hunter’s lodge while it was still on.

	“Why did you activate the GPS?” he asked as if it was the most important thing at the moment. I said I don’t know anything about it. I had no idea I was activating anything. 

	“I thought so,” Heinz continued. “Oh, you’re getting old, Jacob. You’re not keeping up with the times. Technology has left you behind. Didn’t you know that just any kid with internet access today can track you if he knows your cell’s GPS number? With the accuracy of a few meters. I bet comrade Joachim knew your every step. Wasn’t he surprised when he saw you here? He must have made big eyes. After all, he was convinced that you were where the phone was. And it was at the Forsthaus until this morning.”
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	As he spoke, a few pictures flashed through my mind: the evening with Heinz in the beer hall on the night when Yuri died; the meeting at Carl’s; my date with Danka...If Roman had given me the phone in order to track my whereabouts, he could act with confidence. But why would he sneak into the room I booked, where he found Yuri? Why would he kill Carl? Could his old handler have anything to do with that?

	Roman seemed to read my mind because he suddenly made a move as if he wanted to jump out of the chair toward me. Automatically, without thinking, more out of surprise than any other motive, I pulled the trigger. There was a soft whistle.

	The gun jumped in my hand. We heard the thud of the bullet as it struck the bookshelf. At the same time, Roman hissed, and fell back into his chair, holding his arm. His face turned pale. Blood appeared on his clothes. The bullet tore the sleeve of his shirt but seemed to have only grazed him.

	“You moron! You could have killed me!” he shouted.

	I was terrified.

	“Give me that gun!” Heinz said.

	I didn’t react, only raised the barrel higher.

	“Give it up, or you’ll kill someone,” he repeated his order. “Let’s trade, my gun is less likely to shoot accidentally.”

	He stretched his right hand toward me and took two steps closer.

	The left hand continued to aim at Roman, who was watching us closely and was still holding his arm.

	“Jacob, don’t do it, or he’ll kill us both and run away,” said Roman. “Everything he says is lies. Make him give you his gun first.”

	I thought of the woman in the bedroom again. Why hadn’t she come out?

	I slowly transferred my pistol to my left hand and handed it to Heinz.

	He weighed it in his hand and said: 

	“Walther P38. The model used by the People’s Police of East Germany. The silencer is homemade. I am sure that both Yuri and Topolsky were shot with it. The bullets from the victims’ bodies will definitely fit. It’s that gun.”

	“You’re an idiot, Ferrocyanide,” hissed Roman. “Stupid and naive.”

	Heinz now held both guns. He aimed both at Roman. Roman and I were now both defenseless. The trust I placed in Heinz was again put to the test. Once again, he proved capable of controlling my emotions. After a moment, he reached out with his other hand to offer me his gun.

	“Mine is Walther P99. It’s a better gun, but I’m giving it to you because, at the first shot, you have to pull the trigger much harder; otherwise, it won’t fire. After that, it fires normally.”

	In order to reach for the gun, I had to take two small steps. Roman watched us intently, and then—

	He sprang up from his chair and leaped toward us, his head bowed. Heinz didn’t shoot, he just jumped back. I had not managed to grasp the pistol tightly enough, and it slipped out of my hand and fell to the floor. Before I could bend down, Roman grabbed it. With feline agility I hadn’t expected from him, he rolled over his shoulder, then stood up and aimed it at Heinz.

	“We have a new situation, Mr. Kaltendorf, huh?” he said with a small laugh.

	They aimed at each other. I was expecting one of them to fire. Or both at the same time. The sleeve of Roman’s shirt was soaked with blood. Heinz remained calm. The situation that emerged was difficult for me to understand, ambiguous. Three 50-year-olds bound by bonds of friendship and hatred, with a tangled past, danced a dangerous dance in the thirty square meters of a living room in Lichtenberg.

	I could not understand why Heinz had come alone and not, for example, with Inspector Schwalbe. Why did he even come? Maybe he was just bluffing that he had figured Roman out because he wanted to make him talk?

	Was that Franz Werner the fellow I met at the forester’s lodge, or was he someone else? Maybe someone like this does not even exist?

	My mind swirled with confusing mental puzzles and logical combinations. Tension grew in the room. Where he stood, Heinz blocked the entrance. Roman stood at the open window overlooking the street. They couldn’t face each other forever. I kept glancing at the bedroom door.

	“Have you ever killed a man?” Roman asked Heinz. “No? I’ll show you how it’s done. Unfortunately, when you are dead, this science will be of no use to you.”

	“Did you say the same thing to Topolski before you shot him?” Heinz replied with a question of his own.

	“You still have a chance, Kaltendorf,” Roman continued. “Walk away from the door and put the gun down, and nobody will be hurt.”

	“You also have a chance if you confess and hand yourself to the police,” he replied Heinz, staring intently at Roman. “Why did you kill Topolski?”

	“You’re really pissing me off, Mr. Detective.” Roman seemed to be aiming between Heinz’s eyes. “Do you realize that if I shoot you, I’ll have to take out the witness as well? You should think of him.”

	He meant me. Heinz didn’t react.

	“Is that why you took out Yuri? Did he see you at the hotel?” he asked.

	I didn’t react, either. I stood still. It was clear to me by now that Heinz would not shoot Roman unless he had to in self-defense.

	Roman, on the other hand, was getting more and more desperate, and he could conclude that there was no other way out of the trap than to pull the trigger. This moment seemed to approach quickly as Heinz made his provocative accusations. Fortunately, he did not give conclusive proof of the crime. This prolonged uncertainty. I decided that I had to do something to break the tense stand-off. I took a step toward the bedroom.

	“Jacob, stay where you are,” hissed Roman. Heinz grasped my intentions.

	“On the contrary, have a look around,” he said. 

	I took the second step.

	“Don’t make me!” Roman warned.

	“Go, see what’s behind that door!” Heinz exclaimed.

	I took the next step and—Roman squeezed the trigger. There was a dry crack, and the pistol popped back slightly. Heinz was shot straight in the forehead. Roman withdrew his gun with both hands and aimed the barrel to the side. I stopped, certain it was my turn now.
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	Heinz did not fall. A white plastic ball bounced off his head, jumped off the wall without impetus, and rolled across the floor. Roman froze, then quickly pressed the button on the gun body. The magazine fell out of the handle. He grabbed it with his other hand and shook it. A few more plastic balls fell from the center. He cursed violently.

	“Exceptionally good copy,” Heinz said, not moving, only rubbing the center of his forehead with the fingers of his free hand, where a small red mark appeared. “Indistinguishable from the original. The same materials, it even weighs exactly the same. I paid a lot of money for it. As you can see, it was worth every penny. Are you gonna call the police now?”

	Roman furiously threw the worthless fake Walther at him. Heinz didn’t fire. He cringed instinctively and raised his arm to protect his head. The gun hit him in the armpit.

	The impact must have been painful because he groaned. For a fraction of a second, he lost control of the weapon in his hand. Without thinking, Roman threw the magazine at him and launched himself at Heinz, screaming. They fell to the floor, knocking over the chair under the window. Roman was stronger and more agile. He instantly immobilized Heinz and clasped his hands around his neck, but Heinz managed to throw the gun in my direction and grab his attacker by the wrists. I picked up the gun and aimed it at Roman’s back.

	“Let him go!” I shouted as I saw Heinz weaken.

	“Go away!” he shouted back. “Leave us alone!”

	Heinz’s face flushed with blood, his mouth opening noiselessly. Roman stopped choking him but did not release his grip.

	“I’ll shoot you!” I shouted.

	He seemed to be regaining self-control. The tension was ebbing away from him.

	“You have to be a real man to shoot,” he muttered angrily.

	But he took his hands from Heinz’s throat and tapped him on the cheek. Heinz gasped for air like a fish out of water.

	“But with wimps, you never know,” Roman added, getting up from the floor. “Sometimes they do stupid things.”

	He seemed to completely ignore my threat. But he had to reckon with the fact that the weapon in my hands could fire because he had already experienced it once. He stopped paying attention to Heinz, who was still in shock and remained on the floor.

	“How has it come to this, Ferrocyanide?” Roman continued, looking into my eyes. His eyes were now bloodshot. In them, I saw anger, regret, reproach, and a sense of defeat. But he did not give up the fight. “I never went against you, never, not once, in all these years together, and now you are pointing your gun at me. You formed an alliance with a German against me.”

	“Did you kill Carl?” I asked.

	I did not expect an honest answer but subconsciously resisted losing my vigilance. Patriotic crap didn’t work on me, he must have known it. He was just trying to upset me.

	“Carl? That naïve idealist who always knew better what we had to do? Who always instructed us but was never able to do well for himself or help others? Why should I kill him?” he said, spreading his hands out, demonstrating how vulnerable he was and how sure he was that I would not shoot him.

	“Maybe he threatened you? Maybe he wanted to reveal you as a former agent?”

	“Nonsense. He couldn’t endanger anyone. The best he could do was get in trouble himself, but he couldn’t achieve anything real. His time was up. He was washed up. Let me tell you a pearl of smart-ass wisdom for the poor. I know you like such sayings,” he pointed his finger at me as he spoke. “Ideals that do not sell go into the dumpster, and the people who profess them go with them. Such are the times, Jacob. I thought you finally got it. You are fifty, and you should know that by now. I was hoping that we would start doing something together again. This time, something for ourselves.”

	Shifting from foot to foot, he approached me slowly. At the same pace, I backed up toward the bathroom and bedroom. I no longer believed in his innocence nor in the existence of the woman sleeping behind the door. Everything that I had heard was now assembling itself into a logical whole.

	If Roman were to run away now, no one would stop him. I wouldn’t fire at him, and Heinz, who was still down, wouldn’t stop him. But there was something that kept him from leaving the apartment.

	He suddenly took two quick steps toward me. I had to defend myself. As soon as he took the first step, I swung open the bedroom door to gain more retreat space. After his second step, I trod over the threshold.

	On a large metal bed in the corner of the room, I saw Danka.
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	She wore a long sleeve blouse and was naked from the waist down. Her mouth was taped with metallic tape, her ankles and wrists were tied to the sides of the bed, and her hands dangled in the air. She rolled her eyes quickly, glancing nervously from place to place.

	Next to her was a table piled high with food scraps, cups, and boxes.

	I had no time to observe the details because Roman kept moving closer to me, forcing me to retreat farther into the room. We were now mortal enemies. He had only one option: to neutralize me. I, standing against the wall, had to shoot again.

	I was filled with anger and an overwhelming sense of betrayal, but I had no desire to kill him. I wanted to hit the shoulder just like Werner had hit the commando. Not only did I not know how to handle a gun, but it was all happening so fast that I pulled the trigger without looking at anything. The shot rang out again, and I felt the familiar jerk of the gun.

	But Roman sensed the coming shot and jumped aside. I missed him. The bullet buried itself in the wall. He jumped, pushed me, and I stumbled and fell. He skillfully grabbed my hand and grabbed my gun from me.

	He was on top again.

	“I told you this is not a game for wimps,” he snorted in my face. “You’re too weak at these games.”

	He tried to put me down, and he succeeded: I stopped fighting. He told me to get up.

	I looked at Danka. She was in a terrible state. Her skin was sallow, there were dark circles under her eyes, and her hair was disheveled. She stared with hazy, unseeing eyes. She did not react to anything.

	“And how do you like your Danka, huh? I am so sorry, our Danka, of course,” said Roman mockingly, as if mad. “Our beloved Danuta. Our favoritest junkie in the world.”

	“What did you do to her?” I blurted out, furious and powerless.

	“I? What have I done? Nothing, I just helped her.”

	“How did you help her?”

	“I helped her, my dear friend, to get rid of her memories. She came here of her own free will and begged me for it. Do you want to know when?”

	He waited for an answer, but none came. 

	“After her date with you. She wanted to forget about everything, free herself from the past, start afresh. You know how sentimental women can be.”

	“What are you raving about? Free herself from what?”

	“You do not understand,” he nodded with mock empathy. He was looking for a new way to put me down. “You’ve never been married.”

	“You blackmailed her?”

	He laughed shortly.

	“Ugh, what a terrible word! Look, like all ex-spouses, we have our secrets. It is impossible to get rid of them except by memory reset. Three keys: control, alt, delete. You know it?”

	“Roman!” I called out. I felt that with every breath, we were entering approaching the end. “It doesn’t have to end this way! Let’s talk like adults.”

	I tried to get closer to him, but he immediately took aim at me.

	“It does have to, alas,” he said. “Are you curious how that Russkie died? I’ll show you right away.”

	He approached Danka, who was looking indifferently from one to the other of us and rested the end of the silencer against her forehead, right between her eyes. She struggled.

	“Or maybe we will listen to the last words of our beautiful Danka?”

	Roman pulled the pistol aside and ripped the tape off her face. 

	“Princess! We are listening.”

	Danka moved her lips and slowly licked her lips. “Jacob,” she muttered in a voice not of her own. “I...”

	“Please,” Roman grunted angrily. “Jacob again. Jacob this, Jacob that... Like our whole goddamn marriage. Why did she leave you then? To keep remembering you afterward? Let us put an end to this suffering.”

	He put the gun to her forehead again.

	“Roman, no!” I shouted. “Please.”

	He waited. Not because I wanted it, that I was even begging him. No. It pleased him to be in complete control of the situation. I had an idea to provoke him.

	“Is this what they taught you at the course in Potsdam?” I asked. “How to murder helpless victims?”

	He pulled the gun aside. He snorted.

	“What do you know about that! You were all such a funny, gullible lot. I had all of you, oh!” He curled his free hand into a fist. “Like this! Great freedom fighters, oppositionists, conspirators. And they knew everything about you, they knew your every plan, every word. Every fart of yours. Pathetic.”

	If he wanted to offend me, he managed it very well. But I had to continue with the torture.

	“Did you have us in your hand? You? No! They had you. You were their puppet. A remote-controlled robot, a snitch. And you probably thought you were a super spy, 007, Mr. Bond.”

	“Oh, yes? And who were you? Who controlled you?”

	He turned around for a moment to me, holding the pistol with the barrel raised. 

	“Western intelligence. You didn’t exist without their money, their training, their initiative. Money, my friend, money, that was what mattered most. Did you even realize the moment of your defeat? Why, when the Soviet block fell! Because then the West turned the tap off, and the easy money dried up. It was time to go and do actual work for a living.”

	He had an evil look, and the whiskey went to his head. He flashed his words furiously, waving the pistol he was using to keep me at bay. Even though I already knew it intellectually, I still couldn’t believe that during all those years that we had operated in West Berlin, he really was in the service of the East German Security Service.”

	“You were a paid traitor?” I asked a rhetorical question. “Or a convinced communist?”

	“I was and I am Polish. And you were a threat to Poland, you stirred trouble in the country. Honecker kept asking the Kremlin to intervene militarily because of clowns like you.”

	“What a pile of nonsense! Did you really believe this crap? And maybe you really were the best spy in West Berlin, maybe you really did know everything, maybe you heard our every breath, but it didn’t amount to anything. The Soviet system collapsed anyway.”

	He laughed derisively.

	“We were betrayed. Otherwise, the wall would still be standing.”

	“Look, man up. You lost.”

	He stopped swinging the gun.

	“Let’s be honest. We both lost,” he said calmly. “Both you and me.”

	It seemed to me that he was hesitating. Then Heinz appeared at the bedroom door. He was holding his stomach with one hand and leaning with the other against the door frame. He could barely stay on his feet.

	“I called the police,” he said with difficulty. “They’ll be here soon.”

	Roman showed no signs of panic or nervousness. He accepted the news indifferently. In one swift, well-trained movement he brought the gun to Danka’s forehead again. Before I could say or do anything, he cocked the gun and pulled the trigger. There was a dry crack. I froze—but nothing terrible happened.

	“Whoops!” Roman hissed. “I’m out of bullets.”

	Heinz, now bent in two, lifted his head and shook it.

	“It’s a show,” he began to gasp short sentences. “Don’t believe him, he just wanted to scare us.”

	He paused for a moment, then, seeing the question in my eyes, began to explain:

	“After the last round has been fired, the cock returns to the rear position. He released it and pulled it by hand, with the magazine empty. He knew how many bullets he’d had. And the fact is that he can’t shoot anyone anymore.”

	Roman, who watched him with a bitter smile, cocked the gun again, held the pistol to his temple, and pulled the trigger again for show. I had the impression that these empty shots were some kind of message for us that he did not want to verbalize.

	He turned and looked out the window. If he had tried to run away from the police now, we wouldn’t have been able to stop him. He could easily have handled the two of us. He must have exercised constantly to be in such excellent shape. 

	But he made no attempt to escape. He seemed lost in thought. He pondered something. Standing by the window, he was swaying back and forth.

	“Phone,” I said to Heinz. “Give me a phone.”

	“There,” he said, handing me a cell phone he had drawn from his pocket.

	I thought he handed it to me again without the battery, but when I pressed the keyboard, the screen lit up. Without thinking much, I reached into my pocket for a piece of paper. I dialed the number written on it. It seemed to take forever to connect. I prayed to hear Susanne, not her voicemail.

	“Wrensch,” said a voice on the other side.

	“Susanne? Jacob,” I said. “Wherever you are and whatever you’re doing, come to the address Erjan gave me as soon as possible. Immediately! Your mother is here.”

	Roman turned slowly and walked over to us. Instinctively, I put the phone in my pants pocket.

	“Come on, my friend,” he said to me as he headed for the door. “Man, look, it’s over,” I said.

	I took a knife from the table and tried to cut the ties binding Danka. But the blade was too dull to cut through the thick rope.

	“Come on!” he shouted.

	He grabbed my knife and twisted my arm.

	“What else do you want?” I asked angrily, trying to break free. Heinz, who was only watching us at first, jumped up and tried to pull me away. Roman pushed me against the wall and, without thinking, gave Heinz a knockout blow to the solar plexus. Heinz staggered and fell to the floor.

	“Enough of this bullshit. Come on!” Roman ordered, grabbing my sweatshirt and pulling me out of the bedroom.

	Danka made no attempt to disentangle herself from her ropes. She didn’t stir. Heinz was lying against the wall.

	Pushed by Roman, I made my way to the room.

	“You wanted to shoot me in the back!” he shouted in an angry voice, recalling the situation from a dozen or so minutes ago when I stood over him with the gun. “Would you have shot me to save a German?”

	I was overwhelmed by emotions again.

	“And who’s speaking? A Polish agent in the service of German communists? A Stasi snitch?”

	“How stupid you are! You ruined everything. Why did you come here? What is this you are playing? An archaeologist of human conscience? I’ll tell you a word of folk wisdom. You shouldn’t awaken the demons of the past unless you are sure you can control them. But you did it. You woke them up, and they will destroy you because they are stronger than you. They will torment you to death.”

	“You worry about your demons because it looks like you just lost again,” I snapped back.

	He looked at me with bloodshot eyes.

	“Only I can free you from these demons,” he said. “I’m the only one who can.”

	Through the open window, we heard the signal of the police car. Roman came from behind me and, slipping his hand under my arm, grabbed the back of my neck, a classic half-Nelson. He put his other hand around me. I already knew this hug. I was immobilized.

	“You won’t run away, it doesn’t make sense,” I tried to calm him down. I wasn’t struggling.

	“We’ll run away together,” he retorted. “Unless you can fly.”

	“What are you trying to do?” I gasped as he pressed harder and harder on my neck.

	“You ruined everything,” he repeated with suppressed fury, seeping venomous words into my ear. “The past! Fuck the past! We have to live in the present. It could have been so beautiful. I was counting on you. I was recommending you to people. But you like breaking into people’s private lives, rummaging through the smelly past, freeing the sleeping demons. Do you want to know what has happened to us? Just let me tell you this: because there is no time for more: there is no place in this world for suckers like you and me who once believed in what they were doing. Nowhere. Like old soldiers, we have to fade away. Together.”

	We were so entwined that we looked like one creature for a moment, a two-headed, four-legged, and four-armed hybrid thrashing in pain. He opened the window wider with his elbow and tilted me down over the sill. I saw the concrete pavement maybe twenty meters below us.

	Blindly trying to find a firmer foothold for my legs losing ground, I stuck my foot in the overturned chair lying under the window. The shoe slipped between the seat and the crossbar between the legs. The hard sole with a protruding edge made it impossible to pull my foot back out.

	Unknowingly, I stiffened my leg to keep it from slipping out of my shoe and tried to hook my other foot in the chair. Roman paid no attention to this. He was leaning out more and more with me, even though I resisted with all my might. I was amazed at his enormous strength.

	The window opening seemed too narrow for both of us.

	“Now, together again, like in the good old days, huh?” he hissed in my ear, and I could clearly smell the alcohol fumes in his short breath. “If you believe in God, say a prayer.”

	We heard noises in the corridor: I assumed someone was running up the staircase. Roman concentrated all his efforts on trying to push us through the window. Lying sideways on the windowsill, he tried to fall outside with me. But my feet were locked in the chair. I felt an excruciating pain in my right foot, stronger than the fear that we were about to fly out onto the pavement together. When the cry of “Police!” rang out, Roman rolled over to the other side of the window as if hoping that his weight would make me fly with him. He tried to grab my armpits with both hands, but I, halfway out of the window, threw my arms behind my head, and his hands slid down my body.

	He grabbed my clothes and pulled off my sweatshirt. But it was unbuttoned.

	I heard him hit the windowsill on the floor below, then thump hard against the sidewalk. A woman’s voice screamed. I didn’t look. My eyes were fixed on the window.

	I was sure that, despite the chair that had jammed into the window frame, I would follow him. I didn’t think I could support myself with my feet, and I had nothing to hold on to with my hands. My whole body, from knees up, was hanging outside the window. Although I stiffened my leg muscles with all my strength, I felt that either the shoe would come off, or my feet would slip out of the chair. It all happened in fractions of a second: I barely heard Roman’s body hit the concrete below when someone gripped my calves tightly. And then I realized that I would live.
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	“Stenstadt,” I heard a familiar voice above me.

	I had been lying on the couch under a blanket. I had put my forearm over my eyes, and I couldn’t see what was happening around me. My head was buzzing. When I raised my hand, I saw several figures bending over me. Inspector Schwalbe stood among them. It was he who uttered the word that I did not understand at first. The second familiar face in this group was Heinz. I looked at him questioningly to explain what the Inspector meant, but he only showed surprise.

	“Shtenshtash,” Schwalbe corrected himself. “A lucky beggar.”

	With a weak movement of my lips, I made it clear that I understood.

	I hadn’t flown out of the window because the first two policemen to burst into the apartment grabbed my legs. They freed my foot from the chair and moved me to the couch. The experience of near death made it impossible for me to even shuffle my feet. I wanted to lie still and numb until my emotions drained away.

	“Don’t move. The doctor will be here soon,” said one of the policemen as I tried to stir.

	He stayed with me. The second went into the bedroom, followed by the others. I wanted to get up and go there too, but the policeman motioned for me not to move. I turned my face to the wall and closed my eyes.

	There were emergency sirens in front of the house again. An ambulance arrived, and another police car. In a minute or two, more people in plain clothes, uniforms, and coats came into the apartment. My head was buzzing, I did not try to make sense of all this movement. I put my arm over my eyes again.

	When Inspector Schwalbe eventually said how lucky I was, he added:

	“We’ll have to talk again. This time officially.”

	I nodded my head. I held out my hand to Heinz. Bent still slightly in half, he shook my hand.

	“How are you?” I asked.

	“We’re alive is the main point,” he replied.

	It was not the time for long sentences. The doctor emerged out of the bedroom. He ordered a stretcher and then came to me.

	“How do you feel?” he asked.

	“Like someone who has almost lost their life.”

	“Does anything hurt?”

	I explained where I felt pain. He sat down by my feet and manipulated my leg. I seem to have passed the exam.

	“Some joints were probably overextended, but nothing seems broken,” said the doctor. “We’ll need to make an x-ray, and for now, it’s best to immobilize the leg. Do you have German health insurance?”

	Of course, I didn’t.

	He ordered me to take off my socks. He took dressing material out of the bag he had with him. He wrapped the heel and ankle with stiffening material and began to bandage it with an elastic bandage.

	Heinz sat down nearby to help. The others left.

	“Doctor, what’s the matter with her?” I asked, pointing to the room where Danka was.

	The doctor spread his hands.

	“She’s been drugged for the last several days, heroin from the look of it. She is very intoxicated and exhausted, she does not know what is going on around her. But her life is probably not in danger if that’s what you’re asking. Who is she to you?”

	I did not answer.

	“We’re taking her to the hospital,” he said. “We need her details. You do know her, yes?”

	“Her daughter should be here soon,” I said. “She’ll tell you everything.”

	I wanted to know something else.

	“What…about him?” I pointed my chin at the window: I did not want to mention Roman’s name.

	The doctor closed his eyes and shook his head. I guessed the fall had been fatal. To my surprise, I did not feel relief, only great sadness. 

	The paramedics came in with the stretchers. The doctor followed them into the bedroom. I sat up on the couch and tried to stand up. The pain in my ankle was bearable.

	Holding on to the walls, I went into the bedroom. Heinz followed me. The paramedics were unfolding the stretcher. I approached the bed and took her hand. She looked at me with her dark auburn eyes, whose pupils, narrowed to the size of a pin-point, were almost invisible.

	She recognized me. She squeezed my hand lightly. I saw numerous jab marks on her forearm. Two men placed her on the stretcher. A policeman and a policewoman in uniforms took photos and collected samples.

	Heinz stood leaning against the wall. As the paramedics were about to take the stretcher out of the room, someone called me by name. I recognized Susanne’s voice.

	She had entered the apartment with another policeman.

	“She says she is her daughter,” the officer said to Schwalbe.

	The Inspector looked at me, and I nodded. At first, Susanne stood there stunned, and then she approached her mother. Danka looked at her blankly.

	“Mom, it’s me, Susanne,” the girl was saying. “Do you recognize me?”

	Danka moved her mouth, which gave a soft “yes,” and smiled wanly, making uncoordinated movements of her hands. Susanne looked at me.

	“What happened to her?” She asked helplessly.

	“It’s all over now,” I said to reassure her. “She’ll be all right. Go with your mom and don’t leave her. She’ll need you.”

	Erjan appeared in the doorway. He let the paramedics pass, then embraced Susanne’s shoulder.

	“Go with them, I’ll follow soon,” he said to her, and seeing her questioning glance, he added, “I know where they are going.”
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	“We need to talk to you,” Schwalbe said to Heinz and me as the medical team disappeared through the door. We nodded consent silently. But he did not need our consent. “As witnesses,” he added.

	We made a sign that we understood. “Separately,” he explained. “Here or at the police station. As you prefer.”

	I preferred on the spot. The Inspector invited me to a deserted bedroom.

	He sat down in the chair, and I sat on the bed.

	“Let’s start with how you got here,” said Schwalbe, opening his notebook.

	I didn’t know if he wanted me to tell him how I disappeared from the forester’s lodge and ended up in Berlin again or if I should start with how I entered Roman’s apartment. I chose the second variant.

	“I came here thinking that my friend would be able to help me find Danuta Wrensch, who had disappeared a few days ago. Her daughter was very worried about her.”

	“It’s about the person who?...” said the Inspector, making a questioning gesture with his hand.

	“Yes, the one in the bedroom,” I finished.

	“Do you have a photo ID?” he asked.

	As he asked that, I realized that all my documents, including my bank cards and my press card, were on the sidewalk along with the sweatshirt Roman had pulled off me. I explained it to Schwalbe. He called one of the policemen and sent him to check. A few minutes later, as I continued my deposition, the policeman returned and said that the sweatshirt and documents had gone with the team that had removed Roman’s body. They had assumed the shirt and wallet had belonged to him.

	“But I need to identify you,” said Schwalbe. “It’s a necessary formality.”

	“My passport was retained by the hotel,” I explained. “I had a Polish national ID card, my European driver’s license, and my press card in that sweatshirt. These are my only photo IDs.They should be returned to me. Where are they?”

	The Inspector shook his head.

	“I’m afraid that it will not be possible to return them to you without following established procedures,” he said. “I’ll do what I can to keep them as simple as possible. Meanwhile, let’s talk.”

	The sergeant left, and I told the Inspector my version of the events.

	I tried to skip over the gunshots, but each time he dragged me right back to the topic and insisted on hearing the details. I wasn’t sure at first whether to admit that Heinz had a gun, but then I realized that Schwalbe had probably seen it in the forester’s lodge and also probably understood its nature.

	Talking about my own shooting was harder. After all, I fired live shots twice. In self-defense, yes, and generally to not much effect (I did not mention grazing Roman’s shoulder). Certainly, both times my life really did seem to be in danger, and some self-defense was justified. Or this is how I presented it. The question was whether my behavior was appropriate to the threat. After all, I could have tried to escape or scream for help. Heinz could have done the same. But any successful escape by either one of us would have put the other one in a critical position, and there was no way for both of us to escape at the same time, I explained. I did not mention that—tangled up in our crisis as we three had been—we had not stopped to think about staying within the bounds of the law or appealing to the authorities but had been completely engrossed in the prospect of solving the mystery we had been faced with. I also explained how, for a long time, I wasn’t really sure which one of the two men posed the greater threat to me, Roman or Heinz. I stuck to the version that I had come to Roman for help and fell into a trap.

	I tried to recount my dialogue with Roman as accurately as possible, but I soon realized that Inspector Schwalbe was unable to understand what our words had meant, the importance of the words we had spoken to each other. He was only interested in facts, and these were simple, even banal, if read without any psychological content. A dry press release about the incident, in the daily chronicle of events, would read something like this:

	Lichtenberg. As a result of an early morning argument between three men, one of them, heavily inebriated, fell to his death out of a fifth-story window. Police summoned by the neighbors saved the lives of another man and of a heavily drugged woman also found in the apartment. The police are investigating.

	 

	Nothing about the complicated past, about old ties and settling old scores, about friendship and betrayal, about suspicions and misunderstandings, about living with the baggage of a past life in a police state. No one cared about those things anymore. Going into any of that would only complicate the story, make it too confusing for the average reader.

	The Inspector asked me where I would be on Monday and Tuesday and advised me to be available in case I was summoned.

	I gave the hotel Isadora as my address, but I really had no idea what was going to happen to me in the coming days.
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	It was Heinz’s turn to be questioned. While passing each other in the door, we managed to exchange glances that did not show anything. He had no idea what I had said, and I had no clue what line he was going to take. I assumed that, like me, he would tell the truth but would only answer questions and not volunteer any additional information.

	As I waited in the next room, I thought of Kinga.

	I had promised to call back, and then our contact was cut off. Then I sent her that empty sms. Had Kinga started to raise havoc about my disappearance?

	I had the cell phone and was free to talk. The phone had not fallen out of my jeans while I levitated outside the window. Heinz’s pants were tight on me, and the phone remained firmly lodged in my pocket. I took it out now and turned it on. 

	During my brief, nervous, and emotional phone call with Susanne a little earlier, I had not looked at the phone carefully and browsing in it now, I thought at first that someone had been in it and changed the settings. But when I entered the contact directory, one glance was enough for me to understand: this wasn’t my phone. 

	I now remembered what Roman had said during our first meeting when he gave me the German phone: that he had had several such devices. Could we have picked up his cell phone by accident? It had probably been lying on the desk, among all those other things, and Heinz, when he got up off the floor, assumed it was mine and called the police from it. Then he handed it back to me. So where was my cell phone—the cell phone without a battery? It should be on the table. I looked but couldn’t find it.

	It occurred to me that I should write down the numbers from Roman’s cell phone because once the battery discharged, not knowing the security code for the SIM card, I would no longer be able to access them anymore. I started scrolling through a long list of contacts. There were names and surnames and abbreviations which meant nothing to me. And a large portion of the contact list consisted of numbers. They didn’t look like telephone numbers but rather like codes that masked specific characters. It looked strange. Why did Roman complicate his communications so much? After all, he had to know these codes by heart in order to read them correctly.

	In each case, by pressing “edit,” I could see the phone number assigned to each encoded entry, but the number still meant nothing to me because the name associated with it remained unknown.

	One of the encoded entries had to have been me because I didn’t find my name on the list. It occurred to me that I might find myself on the list of calls he made. I entered the call register. At the Forsthaus, I had received two calls from an unknown sender and guessed that they had come from Roman. 

	And now, looking at the call history, I could see that Roman did call one recipient twice on that day.

	Under the seven-digit code starting with one, I found my number. So there, that was me. One mystery solved. Now, what about Danka? Did he have her name encoded, too? I reviewed his calls from Tuesday night. If what he had said was true, that she had come to him after meeting me, then she probably called him first. I didn’t remember her number exactly, but I did recall the network number and the last three digits. And now, on the list of incoming calls, I found a number which could have been hers. It looked like Roman had assigned her a seven-digit code starting with two. 

	Why did she call him? Whatever she told him, I suppose they agreed that she should come to him—I assumed that he had demanded it. She came late in the evening, she must have needed something from him. What was it? How the meeting then unfolded was a mystery to me.

	I went back to the contact list. He must have encoded Carl’s number, too, but I could not identify it. Then it occurred to me to check Roman’s outgoing calls just prior to last Thursday’s meeting at the embassy. It turned out that he had made a few calls. The last number on that list intrigued me because this code—the only one on the list—began with a zero. When I saw the number assigned to it, I gasped.

	It ended in three, two, one. I reached into my back pocket—the card with Yaremski’s private number was stuck where I had put it. And yes, the number on the phone was exactly the same string of numbers. Without thinking, I hit “call.” I waited five rings, no one answered, not even the voicemail. I hung up and then called again. After three rings, I heard a man’s voice on the other side.

	“I told you not to call this number before Monday,” he said in Polish with clear irritation in his voice. I recognized it. I gasped. 

	“Yeah, I know,” I grunted in surprise, trying as much as I could to sound lower, more similar to Roman. It came out totally fake.

	“You’re drunk again!” Yaremski became irritated. “But since you’re calling, I’ll say my piece. You fucking moron, you messed up big time. You were supposed to straighten him out, maybe scare him, not ice him. Now you’re fucked, and even I can’t get you out of that funk. You better disappear somewhere and fast, too. And don’t call again until I call you. Got that?”

	I was silent.

	“Hello! Are you there?” he asked. 

	I hung up.

	Finally, I had both a potato and an apple in my hands. What was the connection between the two? What common interests did they have? There was one thing I could be sure of—Yaremski knew Roman had been involved in a crime.

	Was it about Carl? Or about Yuri? Not Carl: the murderer shot Carl on the doorstep, Schwalbe said. Didn’t seem there was any time spent “straightening” him out. Yuri? 

	In the back room, Heinz was telling Schwalbe his version of the events that led to Roman’s death, and in the living room, I tried to rearrange all these puzzle pieces into a coherent whole. There were still too many unknowns in this problem. I couldn’t see the structure, even in its outlines.

	If Yaremski and Ferdinna had been in touch, maybe Roman was supposed to be the representative of Pilfarma in Berlin mentioned by Kinga?

	He was more suited for this role than Eddie. He was probably unfamiliar with drugs, but at least he knew chemistry, was fluent in German, had various contacts, and knew how to navigate German bureaucracy. On the other hand, back in the bad old days, whenever he was in Berlin, Yaremski and Roman didn’t seem to take to each other. At least not like Yaremski got along with us journalists and editors.

	Was there a kind of secret police understanding between them? 

	I barely thought it, and auto-censorship came on. I had formulated a bold thesis without any evidence to back it up. Did I go too far? 

	Roman was dead. I hadn’t gotten used to that thought yet, either. Either way, he and Richard had something in common. Now I could only get an explanation from Yaremski. I had his business card, and I assumed that I could call him without waking up any suspicions. But I did not call. For now, I wanted to get my documents back and return to the hotel.

	 

	
52

	 

	I got into the old navy blue Opel again. Heinz had parked some distance away, so we were able to drive off without being watched by the crowd of onlookers still gathered outside the building and talking about the incident. I looked briefly at the place where Roman had fallen. I very nearly ended up there with him, and this would be a different movie by now. Heinz must have guessed what I was thinking because he gave me a friendly push to move on.

	We drove from the northeast of the city, first west, then south. In order to recover my documents and cards, I had to collect my passport first. Heinz drove me to the Isadora. We were silent for a long time.

	“You probably know what happened at the Forsthaus yesterday afternoon,” I said after a moment, though it was supposed to be a question.

	“When you’re ready, you will tell me yourself,” he said patiently.

	I wish he were less understanding. I didn’t know how much I owed him or what would have happened if he hadn’t interfered with my life.

	“Yes, Heinz,” I agreed. “I’ll tell you when I’m ready. For now, let’s switch places. Now you show me your blind trust.”

	“All right,” he agreed to my terms. “You have it. Although I can’t say that you have quite kept your end of the bargain.”

	“Fair enough. Do you regret what happened? Are you mad at me?”

	“Jacob, it’s your life. Do what you want with it. There may be times when I cannot help you. For now, I still can. I think. However, if you hadn’t run from the lodge and come here, that fellow—Roman—would still be alive.”

	“And perhaps someone else would be dead,” I said.

	I was thinking about Danka. I didn’t know Roman’s intentions toward her, but it was obvious that he had wanted to destroy her. He could have simply overdosed her, or—turned her into an addict and abandoned her somewhere. That would have been like death, too. 

	“The most important thing is that we are alive,” Heinz concluded, giving me to understand that he no longer wanted to pursue this topic.

	The afternoon was cloudy, as the morning had been, but a few blue spots began to appear in the milky sky. It was pleasantly warm.

	“Your sweatshirt, my papers, and... Roman,” I said as if searching for some symbolism in that combination. The words “Roman’s body” didn’t cross my lips.

	“It doesn’t mean anything,” Heinz said. “I know, this is your specialty: to search for meanings where there are only coincidences.”

	“You mean us Poles? Maybe you’re right,” I agreed again. I did not feel like having a philosophical dispute. “How will it all end?” I mouthed a banal question, not expecting a specific answer.

	“Unexpectedly.”

	He let me know that he still knew a lot more than he let on. He continued to play his favorite role: the role of the Berlin illusionist. He reached into his pocket and handed me a bunch of hotel keys that had supposedly disappeared somewhere but now magically reappeared. I weighed them in my hand as if checking to see if anything was missing.

	“What did you need them for?” I asked.

	“Jacob, you and I will eventually get answers to all our questions,” he said, hinting that it was not the time yet. “For now, let’s get things done.”

	“You know what it’s called?”

	“I know. Trust,” he replied, and without waiting for my answer, he added, “Trust is not about telling each other everything.”

	“What is it then?”

	“To take it for granted that your partner is on your side. That he wants your good and acts for your benefit, even if some evidence of the moment seems to suggest the contrary.”

	“Are we partners? I did not know.”

	“Hmm…in a way, yes.”

	“Which way is that?” I pretended to be alarmed. He smiled.

	“Not the Berlin way.”

	I breathed a jokingly exaggerated sigh of relief. Suddenly, I realized something.

	“I think Schwalbe thinks we are lovers. Otherwise, how would he explain to himself what you are doing for me? You risked your life for me. He may not be alone to think that?”

	“Does that bother you?” he asked unexpectedly.

	“Hmm… Do I know?” I felt a little confused. “After all, it wouldn’t be the first time someone took us for a couple.”

	I reminded him how, back in the 1980s, when we were still living together, he invited me for a coffee in a small place in Kreuzberg. The girl who served us did not even try to banter with us—there was none of the usual pretend flirt to earn a tip. She acted like an automatic serving machine. When she brought the bill, she asked: “Are you paying, or is your partner?” Then I looked around, and I saw only men. Some looked into each other’s eyes, others held hands “I remember,” he recalled the story with a laugh. “You were into Isherwood’s Farewell to Berlin and Bob Fosse’s Cabaret, and I wanted to show you a bit of that atmosphere,” he said. “I must have done a good job: you remembered it.”

	“Heinz, but I think you...”

	“Listen,” he said, cutting me off. “Who is Kinga?”

	I fell silent, struck by a sudden tumult of chaotic thoughts.

	“Kinga Berent?” I asked, though I had no doubt that he meant her.

	“I don’t know her last name. She said you’ll know who she is.”

	“She said? How? Where?”

	He reached into his jacket pocket again and took my phone out.

	“Last call. Unfinished. The battery died while we were talking. I took it out anyway to make double sure that the GPS would not work.” He took the battery out of his other pocket and handed it to me along with the cell phone. 

	“I’m sorry for answering your calls, but the situation was exceptional. I saw that it was a number from Poland. I thought I’d learn something of your whereabouts.”

	“When did you talk?” I was suddenly alarmed.

	“Last night, at the Forsthaus. I went there when I found out you had disappeared. You ran away? Or did they kidnap you? Can you talk now?”

	“Heinz, later! What about Kinga?”

	“Is there something between you?”

	“It’s a long story. What did she say? How did you communicate? She doesn’t speak German.”

	“A little English, a little Polish, we managed. She was surprised you weren’t answering. I made it clear that I was your platonic friend. Was that alright?”

	“Heinz!”

	“She asked what trouble you were in, but—well, I didn’t know. You had not been so kind as to leave a message for me. I informed her that you had disappeared and had not taken your phone. What would she think?”

	“I have no idea. I need to call her.”

	I pulled Roman’s phone out of my pocket, thinking that I would switch the batteries around, but then I remembered about my intention to write down Roman’s contacts and hesitated. Heinz noticed my hesitation.

	“What is it?” he asked—he was in the middle of taking a turn. I explained to him what I was thinking.

	“Save the contacts in the phone memory and then switch the SIM cards,” he advised me to do something I was reluctant to do.

	“I’m not going to mess with it. This phone will have to be turned in to the police. Never mind. We’ll be at the hotel soon enough, and I’ll charge my phone there. Can’t you hurry up a bit?” I was reluctant to put my contacts in Roman’s telephone where the police would see them.

	“I can, but the rules don’t allow it,” he said. I didn’t know if he was serious of joking.

	We were still in East Berlin. When we left Frankfurter Allee, we did not go down Karl Marx Allee but turned onto Warschauer Allee. At our first meeting a few days ago, I had asked Heinz already why there still remained so many streets and squares in Berlin named after German communists. The fall of the wall erased the worst murderers—Lenin and Dzerzhinsky were gone from the city map—but other theoreticians and practitioners of the red dictatorship—from Karl Marx, to Karl Liebknecht, Rosa Luxemburg, and Wilhelm Pieck—remained, enshrining the communist past on the German landscape. As if the red disease had been something to be celebrated and remembered, unlike the brown disease had been. In Poland, we had done a complete whitewashing of street names and place names: the communist past had been wiped out. But not in Germany. Why?

	Heinz replied briefly that such a decision was made by the authorities of the Free City of Berlin—and that closed the topic.

	“How are you feeling?” I asked, thinking about the blows he had received from Roman.

	“I passed out for the first time in my fifty years,” he admitted. “I still feel the blow. I can feel my throat too. But it is not too bad. Thanks for asking.”

	He tried to downplay his injuries, even though death had looked into the eyes of both of us.

	“I didn’t know you were interested in guns,” I changed the subject.

	“A useful hobby, isn’t it?” He said, without really addressing the subject. He only added, “I also shoot long guns.”

	“Are you as good as Franz Werner?”

	I didn’t need to explain anything else. He knew what I was alluding to. 

	“I was surprised by Werner,” he said. “More by Werner than by your disappearance. Until yesterday, I had no clue that he had been the handler of the Stasi mole in your office.”

	“How did you find out?”

	“From Glückspilz.”

	“Heinz, forgive me. But if he is Glückspilz, my name is Pechvogel,”27 I interrupted him.

	He smiled slightly.

	“Whatever,” he continued. “That’s what I’ll call him if that’s what he wants. He was Werner’s supervisor. In fact, he still is, just not at the Stasi. His cell at HVA had looked after, among other things, the Berlin group around Topolski. Your people, you. I will tell you a secret. But only you. I have agreed to be Glückspilz’s ghostwriter. Yes. I know. I am writing a book for him. Hear me out, it’s worth it. I have access to his contacts in return. Thanks to his recommendations, different Stasi people have been telling me different things. Yesterday, after our meeting at the Forsthaus, I asked him about the Stasi mole in Opinion. The rule in these conversations always is that he talks in generalities, and I have to squeeze every detail out of him. I already knew from other conversations that the Stasi had full knowledge of what went on in the refugee association, as well as your editorial office. I just didn’t know the name of their man. That is why I suspected Danka because this variant seemed to me the most probable.”

	“But in life, the most probable things happen least often,” I said.

	“You made this up yourself?” he asked and, without waiting for an answer, continued: “Yesterday, Glückspilz finally gave me the contact to Werner. I was supposed to speak to him this afternoon, but because of you, the meeting happened earlier.”

	“What about the dog?” I asked out of the blue. Heinz shook his head.

	“The fellow who shot the dog needs to watch out. They will not forgive him.”

	“I wouldn’t recognize the man. I only saw him in the balaclava, and he never took it off until the very end. But never mind that, go on.”

	“Werner got permission from his bosses to tell me some things. He knew you, the captain knew you. Maybe that’s why he told me a few more things than he normally would have. From what he revealed to me, it appeared that the mole had not been Danka but a man with the code name Joachim.”

	“You thought it was me?”

	“It couldn’t be you.”

	“But you did wonder? Admit it.”

	“No. You see, Joachim was recruited in East Germany, and you have never lived there. Besides, you weren’t a co-founder of the West Berlin Refugee Association, and Werner said something like that about the mole. So, by elimination, I figured it could only have been Roman Ferdinna.”

	“So I was eliminated?”

	“Stop trying to be funny. Although I had concluded it had to have been Roman, I couldn’t believe it. Everything pointed to him, but there was no way to verify the theory. There was not enough time, because...Well, that’s why I decided to go to see him. I took a risk.”

	“Did you expect to find me there?”

	“What do you think? This is what it was all about. If I hadn’t known, I wouldn’t have gone there because why rush things? I would have given myself more time to prepare myself for meeting him. I would bone up on him at the Gauck Institute, for example.”

	“How did you know, you trickster?”

	“I assumed that you were either in Danka’s apartment or at Ferdinna’s. I did not know any of these addresses. It was easier for me to get Danka’s address. Don’t ask me now how I found it, I did. I went there. I found her daughter there. She didn’t trust me at all. At first, she claimed she didn’t know you. It took a long time to explain who I was. The boy who was with her proved easier to convince that you were in danger, and he gave me Roman’s address. You know the rest.”

	We crossed the line which had once been the border between East and West Berlin and were driving through Kreuzberg in the direction of Schöneberg. Trams and socialist prefabricated blocks of flats have disappeared. I was back in the city of my youth.

	“Good old West Berlin,” I sighed.

	“A German proverb says everything has an end, only a sausage has two,” Heinz said without explaining what he meant.

	“It’s just like that with this city,” I said because the proverb stimulated my imagination. “It has two ends too. And each—East and West—continues in its old way on its side of the old wall.”

	“Wow, that’s profound,” he snuffed out my poetic moment with friendly irony. “I was just about to say that the old proverb is wrong. In fact, each business is like a sausage: it has two ends. Only life has one. Ferdinna’s death is one thing, and Topolski’s murder is another. Are they two ends of the same business?”

	“Are you sure Roman killed Carl?”

	“Of course not! I was bluffing. I only started to suspect it when I saw his pistol—the silencer and all. But I have no clue what motive he could have had to kill Topolski. And then there is the Russian fellow.”

	We drove in silence for a while. I hesitated whether to tell him about Yaremski or to hold off for now. He, too, kept secrets which he shared out sparingly, like any illusionist protecting the secret of his magic tricks.

	“Well?” Heinz broke the silence.

	“Well, what?”

	“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I mean. How did you manage to get back to Berlin? Who were these people in the forest? They obviously came for you.”

	I realized I had to reveal at least a part of the truth.

	“Do you know a fellow named Richard Yaremski?”

	He seemed to be searching his memory.

	“Should I?” he replied with a question.

	“There is this… politician. Actually, an entrepreneur who just entered politics. In fact, to be precise, he just returned to politics after a long absence.”

	“You’re being mysterious. He was in, he was out, he is in?”

	“Because it is confusing. During the communist era, he was active in the opposition, even did some prison time. A hero. He used to come to Berlin, he wrote articles for Opinion, we knew each other. He was at the embassy last Thursday.”

	“And?”

	“It was him. He decided to break me out of the lodge.”

	“With the help of a commando squad?”

	“Well, there were only two of them, so not a squad. Second, they were former commandos. In retirement.”

	“Very sprightly retirees. I heard Werner’s account.”

	“He’s pretty good too. Is he retired as well?”

	“At first, he was very surprised that you ran away from him. Then he thought you had been in collusion with the attackers all along. Finally, he came to the conclusion that you were cunning and irresponsible. You pretended helplessness only to shake off his protection—that was cunning. Then you ran out to prevent the commandos from storming the place, thereby preventing possibly regrettable consequences, even though you yourself got into even more trouble by doing so—and that was irresponsible.”

	“That’s very nice of him, but I don’t think I meant to sacrifice myself in order to prevent a tragedy. What did you think?”

	“I didn’t know what to think. Honestly, I felt betrayed. Suddenly, I felt really fed up with this whole charade. We had agreed that you’d stay there for a day. A day!”

	“You just didn’t expect that someone would track me down in that lodge and try to break me out.”

	“Well, no. So, I thought you panicked. That’s why I had to find you. I was faster than the police. So will you now tell me what that was all about?”

	“Yaremski absolutely wanted to see me. Do not ask why.”

	“Why?”

	“You’d better tell me why you needed my hotel keys.”

	“Easy. I didn’t want you to go back to the Isadora. I was afraid that new dangers awaited you there, some kind of a trap.

	“That’s the only reason?”

	“More or less,” he replied, avoiding any further explanation.

	“And? Was there a trap?”

	“I still don’t know.”

	We drove to the hotel. I wanted to end the conversation and not go back to the subject of Yaremski. But Heinz seemed to read my mind.

	“What was the connection between Ferdinna and the politician who busted you out of the Forsthaus?” he asked.

	“Why do you suppose there is a connection?” I decided to imitate his way of conducting the conversation.

	“GPS,” he replied. “Ferdinna gave you a GPS-enabled phone; GPS you didn’t use, didn’t need, and didn’t even know about. Only he, of all the people who knew your number, could locate you. Or help someone else locate you. And this must be how they found you because no one else knew where you were. Even you hadn’t known until we arrived there. Unless…” he fell silent, lost in thought.

	“Unless what?”

	“Unless that girl from Poland betrayed you.”

	That was a wild goose chase. How could Kinga have betrayed my location?

	“It’s out of the question. I didn’t tell her where I was.”

	“Then we have only one suspect. The dead man. The whole mystery is buried somewhere there, in this triangle: Ferdinna, that politician—what’s his name?”

	“Yaremski.”

	“OK. Yaremski and—you.”

	“Why me?”

	“Perhaps you will tell me one day.”

	He parked the car near the Isadora. We got out. Heinz opened the trunk and handed me a bag. I looked inside and saw my suit.

	“Your things from the lodge,” he explained. 

	“Thanks,” I said.

	I picked up my bag, and we walked toward the hotel.
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	After my disappearance and the subsequent visit from the police, the managers of the Isadora had been entitled to think that I would never return and that another set of keys had gone missing. However, they could not rent the room to another person because I still had a valid reservation, and they had my deposit and personal belongings, including my Polish mobile phone and my laptop. Besides, a guest is under no obligation to sleep in a room he’s paying for.

	Heinz and I went upstairs. I opened the front door quietly and looked into the reception, which, normally at this time, was always empty. On this occasion, a man sat at the reception. I had seen him at the hotel before. I said hello.

	He returned the greeting impassively. I didn’t know whether he recognized me or was awaiting any explanations. I gave my room number and showed him my keys. He nodded his head.

	“My friend and I are leaving in a moment,” I explained as if asking his permission.

	“Fine,” he said.

	When we started to move away, he called after me: 

	“Mr. Kubatski!”

	I turned back. Did he know who I was? He was holding a white envelope in his outstretched hand.

	“Someone left this for you.”

	On the envelope was my name and a note, in German: “personal and confidential.”

	“When was it brought in?” I asked.

	“Thursday night,” he replied as I continued studying the envelope. “We were trying to decide whether to tell the police about it, but it is clearly written here that the letter is for your eyes only. If you hadn’t shown up at all, it would have been different, but there you are. And it’s good to have you back,” he added.

	“Who brought it?”

	“I don’t know. I wasn’t here. Apparently, some young man.”

	“Thank you.”

	We went down the corridor to the far end of the hotel. I opened the door, looked inside, and breathed a sigh of relief. Everything was just as I had left it. I was able to change and lose those damn dress shoes that had saved my life.

	I looked significantly at Heinz.

	“Did you drop in while I was away?” I asked suspiciously. 

	He shook his head.

	“I didn’t,” he said. “But someone did. Now I can tell you. Before the cops could come looking for a gun in your belongings, I sent someone I trusted to check the place out. What I did at the Forsthaus was part of a deal with Schwalbe. The police wanted to question you, but they had no grounds to arrest you. Schwalbe himself told you this. But if I hadn’t hidden you, and you told them at the police station that you had been the last person to see Topolski alive, you would have been detained. If you like, you can start thanking me.”

	I reflected that if I had been detained, Yaremski would have come to my legal aid, and I would have incurred a financial debt of gratitude toward him.

	I sighed deeply.

	“Heinz, your nose looks longer than usual. You fooled me,” I said reproachfully and looked at the envelope again.

	“But for a good purpose. To protect you.”

	“Couldn’t you have told me the whole truth right away?”

	“I could,” he admitted. “But I didn’t think that knowing it, you would appear credible to the police.”

	I was not convinced by his argument.

	“I don’t think I came through credible anyway,” I said. “You devised a scenario, like a play, and tried to act it out. You like that kind of thing, don’t you? You were both the director and one of the principal stars. But life is not theater, Heinz. The play ended up unfolding differently from what you had planned. The commando came and swiped the play’s main character out of your hands. This was not in the script. The trick did not work, and the illusionist was exposed as powerless. Did you not feel scared last night when you heard what happened at the Forsthaus?”

	He laughed and slapped me on my back in a friendly manner.

	“You sound like a true Berliner! No respect for the interlocutor, no beating about the bush. Well, maybe a little beating about the bush because you use a poetic metaphor of theater, but you nevertheless hit upon exactly what you think. Do you know what we call that?”

	“Excessive honesty?”

	“Berliner Schnauze.”28

	“How do we say that in Polish?” I wondered. “Not Berlin muzzle, that’s for sure. We call it… ‘rude.’ I dealt with this rudeness on a daily basis for the few years I lived here.”

	“And you are right, I did not foresee everything, but it was not all theater like you impute. I didn’t write the script,” Heinz continued. “After talking to Werner, I thought we should get back to square one because things had gone too far. Not all went smoothly, but you are finally back at the point you wanted to be on Thursday night after you left the embassy.”

	“Not really, Heinz. In those two days, too much has happened. Maybe we are in the same place, but the clock has advanced. There is no way to go back to that moment. In that sense, you are right, it is not really theater.”

	I connected my mobile phone to the charger. I hung the suit on a hanger and took my casual clothes out of the closet. I shifted my passport from my bag to my trouser pocket. Heinz sat back in a chair and did not speak. He waited for me to shave, shower, and change. Maybe he was thinking about what I told him. As I was lacing up my sneakers, he said, “If only I knew why this Yaremski got you out of the Forsthaus.”

	I didn’t answer. I opened the envelope. The handwriting on the envelope seemed familiar to me, but I could not assign it to any person. Inside, there was a sheet of paper folded in three, also handwritten. When I looked at it, I realized it was Carl’s handwriting. Surprised, I leaned back in my chair, tilting my head against the wall.

	“What is it?” Heinz asked.

	I was thinking. Could Carl have written and sent this letter before we met? Did I and the letter cross paths? I started reading.

	I didn’t learn much from the content, although the message itself was intriguing. Carl informed me that in case I was unable to contact him, I should call attorney Gerhard Wittke. He gave his cell phone number—he used the German word for it—“Handy.” Wittke was supposed to hold materials of interest to me.

	“Does the name Wittke mean anything to you? Gerhard Wittke?” I asked.

	He pursed his lips doubtfully.

	“I need to contact him,” I explained.

	I told him about the contents of the letter. I picked up the phone and turned it on. But before calling the attorney, I chose Kinga’s number from the list.

	“Heinz, you never talk about your personal affairs,” I said casually while fiddling with the phone. “You don’t have a partner, fiancée, girlfriend? Because, I mean, if you ever got married, you would tell me, yes?”

	He ran an open hand across his face from top to bottom, closing his eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it now,” he replied firmly. “It is not a good time for such topics.”

	“You keep a lot of secrets,” I said, but I didn’t insist on an answer.

	There was no response at Kinga’s. I dialed Wittke’s number. The attorney picked up on the second ring. I introduced myself and explained why I was calling.

	“I have been expecting a call from you since yesterday,” he said dryly.

	“Yesterday was not possible at all,” I said, without going into any explanation. “Could we meet today?”

	“Hmm,” he wondered. “I have an envelope for you that I may only deliver to you personally. I could do that in about an hour and a half, or else—Tuesday.”

	“Please tell me where to go to collect it. I’ll be at your place as soon as possible,” I decided.

	He gave an address in the posh Charlottenburg district. It was twenty minutes away by car.

	In a few minutes, I was ready to leave.

	I disconnected the phone from the charger. A slightly charged battery should last for several hours. I connected Roman’s phone.

	“We should hand it over to Schwalbe as soon as possible,” said Heinz. “It might be useful in their investigation. Ideally, we should deliver it today.”

	“Will you give it to him?”

	“We can do it together if you like, but I took the phone by mistake, and I will have to explain how that happened.”

	He was right. I unplugged the charger and handed the phone to Heinz. I really didn’t need the data from the memory card. I had no intention of becoming an investigative journalist again.

	 

	
54

	 

	Retrieving my documents from the district police station was not easy, and we had very little time. If I hadn’t insisted that the person in the photo on my ID was the same as the person in my passport, Heinz would have capitulated. Procedures at German offices are a sacred thing. Any simplification or omission—such as due to a personal emergency—can only happen on express permission from above.

	Fortunately, Inspector Schwalbe was available to help and handed all the plastic cards to me. Otherwise, I would have had to wait until the following week and chase papers and stamps. While we were there, Heinz made an appointment with the Inspector to turn in Roman’s cell phone.

	“We have already notified the Polish consulate of your demise,” the embarrassed non-commissioned officer dealing with my case explained sheepishly. “It will now have to be corrected that you are alive,” he added in German officialese.

	“There’s probably no one there anymore at this hour,” I replied. “But it might be a good idea to send them an email so that no one comes here on Monday morning,” I said. His stony expression gave me to understand that he was sufficiently aware of his duties.

	We left the police station.

	“Now to the attorney,” I ordered.

	Wittke had an office in Charlottenburg. He himself lived in a different part of the city. Carl once mentioned that one of his neighbors was a lawyer—perhaps it was Wittke. Heinz did not want to be even half a minute late, so this time, he drove faster than regulations allowed.

	We rang the doorbell at the entrance twelve seconds before the appointed time. Wittke was waiting for us alone. Since the appointment was for me, Heinz remained in the waiting room.

	The attorney, a gray-haired blond of medium height, wearing expensive glasses and dressed in a work suit, greeted me coolly but politely and asked for a photo ID. I handed him my passport. He studied it, wrote something down, and returned it.

	“Mr. Topolski deposited some documents with me, with the proviso that I can only hand them over to the addressee. Hence the formality,” he explained.

	I nodded that I understood.

	He opened a drawer and took out a large manila envelope with my name on it and with the same annotation as on the envelope in the hotel.

	“There you go,” said Wittke, handing it to me. “I see that Mr. Topolski had particular confidence in you.”

	“I consider it an honor,” I said.

	I made sure that was all, and when he confirmed it, I thanked him, and we left the office. I was consumed by curiosity about what Carl had left me. As soon as we got outside the building, I tore open the shorter, sealed side of the envelope, which was reinforced with staples. A second, white envelope fell out. It was written in Polish, in Carl’s hand: “Open only when I ask you to do it or when I am no longer able to. If I ask you to return it to me, return it without opening it.” 

	I sensed danger. Had Carl expected his death? 

	I tried to unstick the edge of the envelope, but it held tight, so I tore off a narrow strip. Inside were several sheets of printer paper covered with Carl’s handwriting. Why was he writing by hand and not on a computer?

	“Heinz, let’s sit down for a minute,” I suggested.

	We sat down on the nearest bench. I started reading.

	 

	Hi Jacob—

	 

	Carl greeted me from beyond the grave. 

	 

	I am writing this letter in an emergency. Since you are reading it, something extraordinary has happened. I write by hand because I know that even deleted files on a computer can be recovered. And everything I write here, I could tell you in person, because we are supposed to meet tomorrow. However, as there is no such need, I would not like to burden you with this information. I trust that you will know what to do with it.

	 

	He must have written this on Tuesday, the day before our meeting, the day before he died. I read on:

	 

	I decided to write this letter because I received a message about Yuri’s death. I realized that they are capable of anything, they will stop at nothing. I read the murder as a warning for me.

	Yuri Anukhin was a decent man but with a complicated past. He came to Germany from Moldova. He worked a bit on my house, and I helped him get settled in Berlin. After your arrival, I entrusted him with the last task—he was to protect you. That’s why he lives in the same hotel as you. I told him to find a way to make your acquaintance and not to let you out of sight.

	I’ll explain why. Three weeks ago, I was visited by Roman Ferdinna, whom I had not seen for years. He came with the information that Senator Yaremski’s wife’s company is opening a branch office in Berlin and that Richard proposed that I should become the director of the branch office. Roman would be the secretary or something like that. He said that if I agreed, we would work together again. It wasn’t really an offer, it was a request. This was totally absurd. I am completely ignorant of the things I would have to deal with. He assured me that it was easy and that I would be earning four or five times the salary of a university don.

	I understood that the proposals were some kind of a bribe. They wanted to buy me. They pretended to be full of admiration and appreciation for my competence. Ferdinna would be the real boss himself. He may not be able to write German well, but he speaks German fluently and, as a chemist, he understands drugs.

	In my opinion, they were driven by fear. They probably found out that I had learned about their past from Stasi documents and that I intended to disclose it. I don’t know how they could have found out because I haven’t told anyone about it, not even you. The ambassador knew only that I worked on this material in my academic capacity.

	 

	Is this what Carl had intended to talk about at the embassy reception? It would have been an effective speech, even if it did spoil the mood. I realized that “three weeks ago” was about the time when Roman had found me via email. I continued reading:

	 

	I am sure that they wanted to silence me when they made that offer. If I had given in to the temptation and accepted, I could never go against my benefactors, they would effectively be paying me for my silence. I would have been neutralized.

	I could get promoted in their company later, maybe they would let me play a role in politics... Who knows. If we were in Poland, I would have to join the critics of the lustration law. That’s how these former secret police operatives work. They have a lot of impact on the media, economy, and politics, but they are constantly at risk of being exposed. And they need a front, a decent, honest, clean front: people unstained by secret police past. Those who try to expose them they can try to ridicule, discredit, or even kill, but it is easiest to buy them. Let them live, give them power, position, and money. And persuade them that only by being on their side can one make a real career, really get ahead in life.

	Ferdinna gave me three days to respond. He said that Yaremski would not call me or write to me because the matter was confidential. He will step forward only after I have given my consent. But I refused. And then—Richard called. He spoke about an important mission for the motherland that we would lead, as in the 1980s, when we sent medicines to Poland. Now we would also save the health and lives of Poles, but by different methods, because times and opportunities have changed. He said that he could not imagine a better candidate for the head of the office and that in the future I could become the president of their German subsidiary. He asked me to think about it for another day.

	The next day I called and said that before we could start talking about our cooperation, he must first publicly account for his contacts with the communist security services. I said the same to Ferdinna.

	I gave them a chance to come forward before I disclosed what I had discovered in the Stasi files.

	I am writing to you because I do not know what will happen to me now. I am a little afraid that any scenario is really possible.

	I am also writing to you because I know that they are interested in you as well. Ferdinna told me about it, spinning this vision of working together “in the same old team,” with your participation. I don’t know what role they plan to offer to you, but I guess they know you’re also rummaging through the archives.

	Remember, once you hesitate, once you agree to something, there will be no turning back. It is like a pact with the devil. 

	But you will do as you like.

	About Yuri. He was supposed to be your guardian angel during the few days of your stay in Berlin. He was supposed to make sure that no strange characters were hanging about, browsing through your luggage, dropping something off in your room, and so forth. The fact that he ended so tragically only confirmed my fears.

	I do not keep copies of the documents from the Gauck Institute at home. If you are reading this letter, I can no longer show them to you in person. They are in the enclosed envelope. You can use them as you see fit.

	Do not feel sorry, do not despair. Perhaps someone has done me a favor. The type of cancer with which I was diagnosed, at this stage of development, does not leave much hope of survival, even in Germany.

	My doctors say I have six months, maybe. That was two months ago. I have only one more thing to do in my life: to make my peace with God, as we say in the Catholic Church. Goodbye, and remember me well.

	 

	“So what is it?” Heinz asked, seeing that I had finished reading.

	“You know what it’s called?”

	“I know. A letter from beyond the grave.”

	“It’s called a surprise twist,” I said.

	I opened the second envelope. There was a thick file of documents in German. I handed them to Heinz.

	“You’ll have a better idea of what this is about,” I said. Heinz began going through the pages.

	I thought about the last part of the letter. Back in the days when we were working together, Carl wasn’t religious at all. I don’t remember him participating in religious practices or using religious language, but he was never anti-clerical, either. He always spoke respectfully about the Church, he even collaborated with some clergymen who were engaged in our movement. But once, he said something to me that stuck in my memory forever: “Someday, I’ll be reconciled with God. I will confess all my sins and beg forgiveness.”

	He must have figured that his time had come.
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	I thought about what Carl had warned me about. Had it already happened? Had I received a corrupt proposal and was thinking about accepting it? Could I still pull out? I have not signed any contracts. 

	“Great stuff!” Heinz cried out. “Great stuff! As for Ferdinna, we have a confirmation of what we already knew from Werner. But this Yaremski...”

	“Yes?”

	“This man is going to have some serious problems. Can you lend me these documents?”

	I didn’t mind. I just wanted to know how he was going to use them.

	“In a publication, of course,” he declared, holding up two fingers as if swearing an oath. He kept going through the photocopies.

	“There are also papers on Topolski,” he said after a while. “The Stasi became interested in him in the fall of 1980 when he went to the United States.”

	“Anything about that trip?” I asked, remembering the stories Roman had told me about Carl’s mysterious trip to Washington. 

	“He received an invitation from Washington to give several lectures on the situation in Poland. According to analysts at HVA—that’s East Germany’s external intelligence service for you—the lectures were just his cover because he really went there at the invitation of the CIA.”

	This meant that Carl was followed by other Stasi agents, too, not just the ones embedded in the editorial office of Opinion. And Roman’s knowledge about the trip must have come from that source.

	“Shouldn’t we eat something?” I suggested, feeling hunger rise within me as tension slowly seeped away from my body. I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, and it was early evening.

	“Something quick,” Heinz agreed.

	The only quick thing we could eat was the traditional Berlin Bratwurst, a pan-fried white sausage. The owner of the street stand was getting ready to close for the day. We ate the sausage with mustard and a roll and washed it down with apple juice in a hurry.

	“I think I have to leave you now,” said Heinz as we finished our meal. “We each deserve a rest. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

	He offered me a lift to the hotel. But I still had my weekly city ticket, and walking was no longer a problem for me. I told him to go ahead and deal with Schwalbe.

	As a goodbye, he gave me a manly embrace and patted me on the back. It meant that words were not needed.

	He drove off in his navy blue Opel, and I was left alone with the big city. I sat down on a bench for a moment. Then the phone rang. A number from Poland, which I did not recognize.

	“Yes?” I said shortly and firmly in German.

	“Hello!” a female voice said in English. “My name is Kinga Berent. May I know to whom I am speaking?”

	It was Kinga speaking English! 

	“My name is Jacob Kubatski,” I replied, adjusting to her tone.

	“Jacob! Dear God, you are alive!” she scared me with that shout.

	“Why should I be dead?”

	“Sorry, we got terrible news from the consulate in Berlin. You had sent me a blank text message, I assumed it was an alarm as we agreed. You didn’t answer your phone. Finally, your friend answered. Or at least that was how he introduced himself. Some German fellow, Hans or something. He said he didn’t know where you were. So I made some noise, I reached to the embassy through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The consul told me that the police had informed him of a fatal accident. That you had fallen to your death. Jacob! What’s going on there? You jumped out of a window or something? I couldn’t believe it, but they assured me it was true. I just bought a ticket to Berlin.”

	“Are you dressed in black?”

	“Don’t mock me! I’ve had a terrible time.”

	“Sorry, Kinga. It’s just self-defense. You scared me. It’s a misunderstanding. Someone died with my papers on them. It is true that I could have died, but in the end, nothing happened to me. I’m safe now. I won’t tell you the story over the phone. Come as soon as possible.”

	“My train arrives in Berlin at noon. Only… I don’t know Berlin at all.”

	“Don’t worry. Just get off at the Hauptbahnhof. I’ll be waiting at the platform.”

	“Okay. Jacob, I don’t know what to say, although I have so much to tell you. I cried. Like a beaver. I felt a little guilty. Now I can start crying again, this time with happiness.”

	“Oh, stop it, or I’ll cry. Maybe you should call everybody and tell them that the rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated. Look, this isn’t your number. Are you using someone else’s phone?”

	“No, it’s my private phone. You can call it anytime. The phone you used before was my work phone. I must have left it at the office. Anyway, I’m in the middle of a meeting on a matter that will surely interest you. I’m just taking a moment to call you while the other party stepped out to take a call. Then I’ll head back to the office to write my copy and hand it in before I leave.”

	“See you tomorrow then. I’m glad you called.”

	“I am so relieved. See you tomorrow.”

	After she hung up, I waited a moment and called Susanne.

	I found out that Danka was checked in at the hospital in the detox ward. Susanne wanted to stay with her, but they sent her away. She’d been told that had it been a case of long-term addiction, she would not be allowed to visit at all for several days. But Danka’s case was different, and Susanne could visit her on Monday afternoon. I could come along, too.

	I said I’d be delighted to and asked if I could stay the following night in Danka’s apartment should there be no rooms at the Isadora. I wasn’t going to go to the Radisson. She said I could use the place. As we talked, I wondered whether to inform her about Kinga’s arrival but gave up. I couldn’t decide on a good reason to talk about it.

	I hung up and remained on my bench for at least half an hour. Images of the events of the last two days rolled through my head.

	I tried to link them into some sort of causal chain—cause and effect—this led to that, this happened because that happened—but all my threads kept breaking. Eventually, it started to get dark, and it was time to go back to the hotel to finally get a decent night’s sleep. The train from Warsaw was due in a little over twelve hours.
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	There were no internet sockets at the Isadora. Nor was there a wireless network. If I wanted to check my blog and catch up on the news, I had to find a place with a wi-fi signal.

	First, however, I had to settle up and check out. 

	After two days’ absence, I was finally able to eat a decent breakfast. I must have been the first to appear in the dining room. Good coffee, juices, cereals, ham sandwiches, scrambled eggs, vegetables, and fruit, what a way to start one’s day. Eating this delicious breakfast also allowed me to forget about the nightmare of the previous day for half an hour.

	I took my time to enjoy myself, packed my things, and went looking for an ATM, because I needed cash to pay at the hotel.

	The May Sunday morning greeted me with silent and empty streets. The trees were even greener than they were a week ago, the grass was lusher, and the air was warmer, with a hint of a hot summer in the air.

	As I walked, a black car passed me—an off-roader—and turned into the nearest street. I was not sure whether it was the same car I had driven from the Forsthaus. There are many similar cars in Berlin, and therefore the sight of it did not scare me. It was more like a yellow card on the football pitch. It reminded me to contact Yaremski so that he wouldn’t start looking for me again. But it was too early in the morning to make any calls.

	Eventually, I found an ATM and managed to withdraw some money. I had the room until eleven o’clock, so I was able to sit down somewhere for a while. In the end, despite the early hour, I decided to call Richard. I found his card and dialed a number.

	“Hello?” someone answered. It was not Yaremski. I introduced myself and asked for the senator.

	“Jacob?” my interlocutor was surprised. “But...wait, you...”

	I recognized Eddie’s voice.

	“You mean I’m dead?” I said. “Is someone trying to trick you?”

	“The senator had a call from the embassy yesterday,” he explained in amazement. “Wait a minute.”

	He was talking to someone in the background.

	“Jacob! What kind of a trick have you come up with now?” It was Yaremski. He sounded upset. “Stakhovich called to say that you were dead. He seemed to think your death should concern me somehow. What is this about?”

	“Roman Ferdinna is dead. He had my papers in his pocket. Police mistook the two of us.”

	He fell silent.

	“Has he jumped out of a window?” he asked. “Because that’s what they said about you.”

	“He didn’t jump. He fell out. But he fell out with my sweatshirt. I was there.”

	There was irritation in his voice. He wanted to ask something else but couldn’t. He vented his anger in a rude joke.

	“You must have fought over that Wrensch girl again. Has she resurfaced?”

	“You don’t know her. How did you know she has disappeared?”

	“Oh my, in this Polish grapevine here, the news travels quickly. Someone was looking for her among Poles in Berlin. Eddie found out and told me. Is it so strange that a Polish senator is interested in the fate of his compatriots in exile?”

	“Compatriots? You said she’d become German.”

	“Come on. I was just asking. You have nothing else to worry about?”

	“I do. Why did the ambassador call you?”

	“He knew we knew each other. He asked if I knew anyone he would need to notify about your...” he hesitated. “About your accident.”

	“The ambassador? Personally? Isn’t that a job for the secretary? Or does the senatorial rank require the intervention of the ambassador? But if so, he’d come to the right place. You know my sister’s address in the Netherlands, don’t you?”

	“Stop picking on me. So you say it was Ferdinna? I barely knew him. Our deal stands? You’re coming to the Radisson? You will tell me what happened in person, yes?”

	“Er… I’m not coming to the Radisson. I decided to spend the night elsewhere.”

	“Jacob, we made an appointment.”

	“I am calling to tell you that Kinga is coming to Berlin. In a few hours.”

	“So you persuaded her after all! You’re a sport. I said you could take a room at my expense.”

	“I’d rather not.”

	“Very well. Given the circumstances, I leave this up to you. But there is a condition: Monday at eleven o’clock in the morning you two will be at the Radisson. Important people will be there. This is an official meeting, don’t screw up.”

	“I’ll try,” I said casually.

	“Try hard,” he stressed. “And thanks for calling because I was really upset about that news. I am glad you’re still with us. Now I have to wake the ambassador and let him explain himself. See you later. And one more thing. Unofficially, I can tell you that on Monday, The World is passing into our hands.”

	“Congratulations,” I said sourly.

	“A little more enthusiasm, Mr. Editor-in-chief!”

	And he hung up.

	 

	
57

	 

	I paid at the Isadora, got the deposit back, and turned in the keys. I was checked out by the same older, black-haired woman who had switched my rooms for me on my arrival. I did not wish to tell her how that simple, kind gesture influenced the fates of several people. But she was excited anyway.

	“We will remember your stay for a long time,” she said in Russian. “And I will remember him,” I replied.

	She clearly wanted to ask something.

	“Tell me,” she finally ventured, handing me a receipt for my deposit, “weren’t you supposed to be the one who...that night...when it happened...you know?”

	“No, it’s a coincidence,” I said briefly. “The burglar was convinced that the room he had broken into was empty.”

	“I think so, too,” she said, relieved. “Though I did wonder if the murderer was really after you and just didn’t realize you had changed rooms. Maybe he couldn’t follow you because he was an acquaintance and was afraid that he would be recognized?”

	“Do you think he stayed in the hotel?”

	“The police forbade me to talk about it,” she said and fell silent. “A nice room will be available in two days,” she took up another topic. “If you are staying in Berlin longer.”

	“I’ll bear it in mind,” I replied and said goodbye.

	The weight of my two bags and the suit bag convinced me to take a taxi to Danka’s.

	Susanne was waiting for me. She made coffee. The girl seemed to be different from the time I met her two days ago. She wasn’t manifesting provocative rebellion, emphasized with every gesture and tone of voice. Instead, there was a lot of silence.

	“You can stay here,” she said. “I’m leaving spare keys. I’m going to the hospital. They will not let me visit yet, but I want to be close to my mom. Maybe I’ll find out something while I am there.”

	I replied that I had to leave soon too. I explained why I was going to the Hauptbahnhof. Susanne looked gloomy.

	“Is that your Polish girlfriend?” she asked.

	“No, Susanne. We are good friends, but we each have our own lives. I’d like you to meet each other.”

	“And will she be staying here?”

	For a brief moment, she was that pugnacious girl again. 

	“I am not sure, I think not,” I said hesitantly.

	“See you later, then,” she said.

	She put the keys on the table, picked up her bag, and left.

	I really wanted to get to my computer, but there was not enough time. I did not stay in the apartment for more than a quarter of an hour.
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	I arrived at the Hauptbahnhof by the S-Bahn ten minutes before the train arrived from Warsaw. Just early enough to take the escalator from the subway level of the station to the international arrivals. Moving between the four levels, you get the feeling that you are in a huge shopping mall, not a train station. I ran onto the platform at the last minute, just as the express train was rolling in.

	It was a Warsaw-Berlin express, and there were a lot of passengers. Kinga was the last to get out of the first-class car. Some obliging man helped her take down the luggage. He seemed to want to accompany her longer, but she saw me and started waving her hand at me, so the unlucky fellow said goodbye and disappeared. We walked toward each other. Me empty-handed, Kinga dragging a suitcase on wheels, as big as if she planned to stay in Berlin for two months. 

	Without the least hesitation, she threw her arms around my neck.

	“Now I know for sure that you are alive,” she said with joy in her voice.

	I replied with a warm hug. When was the last time I felt her body so close? How long has it been? 

	“Welcome to Berlin,” I said, suppressing my emotion. “Are you happy to be here at last?” 

	She smiled broadly, which was supposed to answer my question.

	“I have to warn you, I’m here on business,” she added. “I am collecting material for an article.”

	“Ha! These journalists! Always working,” I said. “And I was already beginning to think that you had come to see me.”

	“Two birds with one stone,” she excused herself, making faces. “I will tell you everything. What’s the plan for now?”

	I didn’t have any.

	“First, we leave the platform,” I decided. I took her suitcase, and we walked into the arrivals hall.

	She had a dark brown leather jacket, an orange scarf around her neck—to harmonize with her copper hair—tight jeans and sneakers, and a large bag over her shoulder.

	I thought about Danka. Unexpectedly, I found myself close to the two most important women of my life, each of whom abandoned me in their own time, but neither of them, it seemed, entirely. I felt that something was bound to happen in that field too. 

	“Do you have a place to stay?” I asked as we walked toward the S-Bahn station.

	She thought about her answer.

	“Any suggestions?” she replied with a question. 

	“I could get you a cheap hotel,” I suggested.

	“And that’s a very good idea,” she said, taking my arm. After a few steps, she began in a different tone: 

	“Jacob, I’m sorry. Maybe I’m crazy, but not crazy enough to go to an unfamiliar city and not know where I will be staying. I bought the ticket under the influence of emotions, yes, but before I called your number and found out...you know what, I had found a place in a two-star hotel. I don’t know where it is, but I have an address for it.”

	She reached into her bag and handed me a piece of paper. The hotel was in a south Berlin district, a few hundred meters from the underground station. Access to the hotel was by bus or taxi.

	She shrugged her shoulders.

	“The editorial office can’t afford the Radisson,” she said. “But if you have a better suggestion...”

	Yes, I could have. It was enough to call Yaremski.

	“OK, let’s see about that,” I said, which meant anything could happen.

	“It’s only one night,” she continued. “I have a meeting with the consul tomorrow. He promised to come up with something.”

	“Come on, let’s take a cab,” I said, “and we’ll find this hotel of yours.”

	At the taxi stand, we found a Mercedes whose driver spoke German with a strong accent. When we got into the taxi and took our seats, I asked her about the important story she had talked about before we lost contact.

	“Jacob, this is going to be huge,” she began. “First, the ambassador. A story is about to break—two or three days at most—that he had lied during his lustration. He had concealed his cooperation with the military intelligence of the People’s Republic of Poland.”

	“Stakhovich?” I was surprised. “When did he work with them? Isn’t he too young for that?”

	“He started in the mid-eighties, right after leaving college. And where! In Rome, London, Mexico, always as a sidekick to the cultural attaché. Someone has linked his name to an undeciphered, top-secret code name in the intelligence documents. You see, each time Stakhovich changed his whereabouts, so did this secret agent. There is enough evidence there to constitute proof, though it seems that most of the documentary evidence linking him directly has been removed, although it may yet surface in some private archive. Stakhovich had to be pretty sure that the new authorities would not discover him because he remained in the diplomatic service. He was looking good, a rising star. And now they will recall him.”

	“Does he know about it?”

	“If I know, he must know, too. He’ll probably deny everything, of course.”

	“Is there more?”

	“Oh, yes. There is also the matter of the Yaremskis. You’ve heard about the swine flu.”

	“The Yaremskis caused it?”

	“Oh, come on. This is serious. The sick are beginning to die, and panic may break out. People are calling for vaccines. Various governments, to calm the public, are building national stockpiles because, of course, a vaccine was invented long ago. And who wants to provide Poles with a sense of security?”

	“Pilfarma.”

	“Of course. And why is the intelligence agency interested in this?”

	“You tell me?”

	“Because large sums of state money are involved. Something like three hundred people have died from this flu worldwide so far, and hundreds of millions of dollars and euros have been spent on vaccines. Meanwhile, see, at least 1,000 times as many people die of ordinary flu every year, and the government does not fund free vaccinations for it. So you know what this brouhaha could be about.”

	She was getting fired up, and I had to caution her. I noticed that the taxi driver kept glancing at us in the rearview mirror. She waved her hand dismissively.

	“Relax. Nobody will understand us here.”

	“Oh, don’t be so sure. Maybe not here, but at least 5 percent of Berliners understand Polish. Maybe twice that. Better be careful.”

	“OK, OK. I’ll keep it down. It seems that Richard has already reached an agreement with his political friends, and now he wants to make sure that it is implemented.”

	“That is why he is setting up the office in Berlin. You think it might have something to do with Carl’s death?”

	“I have no idea. I’m not a Berlin specialist. Anyway, what’s been the matter with you?”

	I really couldn’t explain everything in a few sentences.

	“I’m chasing the shadows of the past,” I said, summarizing my story in her own words.

	“And more specifically?”

	“Well…”

	I started telling her the story. I told her why I came to Berlin and how Carl died. I mentioned the murder at my hotel and how Heinz dropped me off at the Forsthaus. As we approached our destination, the people in balaclavas were just creeping up to the lodge.

	“Amazing stuff,” said Kinga. “You must be a damn important person. I didn’t know this side of you.”

	“You think so?” I asked defiantly. “I didn’t know anything about it until this week, either.”

	I did not mention Yaremski’s proposals. We arrived at the hotel.

	As I paid him, the driver said in almost perfect Polish: “Thank you.”
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	Kinga had found a decent, inexpensive hotel on the outskirts of Schöneberg. It had an important advantage over the Isadora: it had wireless internet.

	I helped her with the paperwork and took her luggage up to her room.

	The room was a double. As we closed the door, Kinga looked around and asked: 

	“And where are you staying tonight?”

	We had known each other for ages, like an old couple, and yet in some ways, we were strangers to each other.

	Everything seemed to point me to go, collect my luggage and stay with her in this hotel, ending our long separation. There was, however, a certain dishonesty in this vague plan. I hadn’t yet closed all my business in Berlin.

	I sat down in the armchair.

	“Not far,” I replied.

	She started unpacking her things.

	“Do you have any plans?” she asked.

	“For the evening? For the next few days? For our future?”

	She smiled broadly with that disarming smile of hers, always promising more than she was really prepared to give.

	“For everything.”

	“There are a few variants,” I said, launching into a game of euphemisms.

	“What’s the first one?”

	She was arranging her blouses, pretending we were having a casual conversation.

	“We will go to dinner and make a small tour of Berlin. There is a lot to see and a lot to talk about.”

	“Aha,” she said in agreement. “I’m just going to take a shower. Give me a few minutes.”

	“If you turn your laptop on for me, I’ll hop online,” I suggested.

	“Turn it on yourself,” she said. “There is no password.”

	She took off her shoes and went into the bathroom. 

	The hotel Wi-Fi was open, it took just a few moments to connect. I was very eager to visit my blog to see if there were any comments to my post about my application to the Institute of National Remembrance for access to my file.

	Ten days before my departure for Berlin, I wrote a dozen or so sentences about how, after many years, I decided to find out what the SB archives said about me. My blog was not exactly besieged by readers and commentators. First of all, because I did not devote enough time to it, I wrote it irregularly and did not engage in fierce polemics with opponents, thereby provoking heated counterattacks. I wrote mostly short pieces about culture. Since that last post, I only managed to take a look at my blog once, right before I left for Berlin. There were then just a handful of predictable comments on the subject of lustration, ones we have all seen in the mainstream media, only expressed more bluntly. Now I saw a long column of comments from readers jumping at each other’s throats.

	I wasn’t able to read them all in the few minutes I had. But scrolling through them, I found one that puzzled me. The author, who signed as Fe3, wrote on the day I left for Berlin: “Watch out! Do not wake sleeping demons! If you are not sure that you can control them, back off. There is still time. Otherwise, they will destroy you.” A few comments below, someone else called him Gestapo, someone else supported him, but Fe3 never spoke again.

	I was gloomy, I didn’t feel like reading anymore. I went to the site of The World. My music column looked as usual, nothing indicated that revolutionary changes were about to take place in the magazine. I opened The Messenger’s page. Then Kinga came out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel. She looked over my shoulder.

	“My byline runs on Wednesday,” she said. “I promised to send further supplements from Berlin. I have to write something tomorrow and the day after tomorrow.”

	“About Carl’s death?”

	“Possibly. The second is the swine flu, or how the government cares about the health of its citizens. My meeting yesterday was about that.”

	“Let me guess. Your contact in counterintelligence?”

	“So what? The guy has first-hand information. Apparently, some arrangements are to be announced here tomorrow. You know anything about it?”

	“Actually, I think I may,” I said, though I didn’t know anything specific: Richard had not told me what to expect at the Radisson.”

	“You have to tell me.”

	I waited anxiously to see if she would dress in front of me, but she gathered her things and went back to the bathroom. After a while, she returned, fully dressed.

	“I’m ready,” she said. “Sit down then,” I said.

	I couldn’t delay anymore with telling her about Yaremski’s expectations.

	“Before we leave,” I began, “I have to finish the story of my escape from the Forsthaus.”

	“It’s interesting, but is it important?” she asked.

	“It’s key,” I announced.

	“Then tell me about it. But hurry up before I starve.”

	First, I summarized the course of events that led to the meeting in the parking lot by the lake. The moment the senator appeared in the story, Kinga began to listen with increasing attention. When we started talking about her, she sprang up from her chair.

	“It’s OK,” she said when I finished the story.

	“What?” I asked sharply, a bit annoyed. “Nothing’s OK here.”

	“It’s OK,” she repeated. “We’ll go to that meeting. He wants to dance, we will dance. You don’t even know what’s at stake here.”

	“Then tell me.”

	“Are you sure? There was a time you didn’t want to hear about these things. You were nervous whenever I mentioned my contact…”

	Were we reverting to our pre-breakup squabbles?

	“When was that? Years ago,” I said soothingly. I did not want to spoil the atmosphere. “It’s true that I ran away from these topics. But I guess they eventually caught up with me.”

	“It’s OK,” she resumed her tone of conciliation, though a little unpleasantness remained. “I’ll tell you everything. Just let’s not argue.”

	“Would you really leave your paper?” I asked incredulously.

	“And are you prepared to be the head puppet at The World?”

	“No way!” I denied with slightly exaggerated emphasis. “I’m not suited to run a paper.”

	“I suggest that for now, you do not refuse because if you do, we will never find out what they are up to. I will also play along. For two days, until Wednesday.”

	I thought: I’m getting caught up in her game. Should I allow it? I remembered Carl’s advice: do not play those games, you can only lose.

	“I can’t accept his offer,” I said.

	“Let’s just go there, no strings attached,” she offered. She was ready to engage in any deception to gain information.

	“No strings attached,” I repeated.

	“Come. Show me a bit of the city now,” she said. 

	“One more thing,’’ I began while signaling at the same time that, of course, I’d be happy to take her around. “The thing I was supposed to do here, remember? It’s still unfinished. I want you to know that.”

	“Fine. I understand,” she said.

	Obviously, she couldn’t understand something that was still unclear even to me. She just wanted to tell me that she understood how things stood between us: that they were still in limbo.

	“It won’t take much longer,” I added.
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	I wasn’t going to play the traditional tour guide. I don’t like walking from building to building in the style of Asian tourists. For me, getting to know the city is intimately related to listening to live music. Each metropolis has its own melody. Berlin too, you just have to listen carefully in order to hear it. After reunification, no one dressed Berlin in music, yet, she is wrapped in it: in major and minor scales, in jazz and atonal music, in marching rhythms and in dancing steps. Every district sounds different. But there is one musical theme, one sonic tension crammed into several bars, but then resolved in different ways. To catch this theme, you have to go out into the street, blend in with the crowd, look, listen, smell. After all, sometimes, somewhere between the alternative Kreuzberg and the chic, modern Mitte seething with wealth, between the new government district and the Turkish Neuköln, a small subway station with ceramics and smells reminiscent of imperial times, and the smooth and sterile station at Potsdamer Platz, you’ll hear one and the same Berlin melody. In an infinite number of variations, it will constantly sound in every corner and at every monument.

	Instead of a sightseeing tour, therefore, I offered Kinga an improvised tramp to sample a few Berlin notes in different, unrelated places in the western and eastern parts of the city. And in all these places, I told her about the Berlin life in the bad old days, when I lived there until she started to get bored with my stories. Finally, we did go to a few iconic places. At Checkpoint Charlie, the site of the former border crossing next to the Berlin Wall Museum, I mentioned how, in the 1980s, we stood there in the street with Carl, Roman, and the entire editorial office of Opinion, calling for solidarity with the Poles who had just started a new wave of anti-regime strikes. And how we informed the passers-by about the collection of medicines to be sent to Poland as part of humanitarian aid.

	“Roman handed out flyers,” I remembered. “I suppose that right after the event, he made a full report to Werner. I bet this report is still somewhere in the Stasi papers.”

	“It probably is,” she said indifferently. “I’m sure you can find it.”

	We took the subway to Potsdamer Platz. When you come out of the underground there, you are struck by the vast space open to the sky, filled with enormous, modern buildings. Those huge things in the sky try to come to terms with the part closer to the ground, in which the ordinary passers-by move. That space has small architecture tailored to the human scale. As we wandered around, it was clear that the two areas hadn’t yet fused together.

	We walked around the square, sat down by the fountains, and walked between the office buildings. We stopped at a snack bar for a meal. I started telling Kinga what this place was like in the 1980s:

	“It was a quiet square right next to the wall, next to a great void cleared of ruins and kept empty to preserve a clear line of fire. Around the square stood old Art Nouveau tenement houses, the pavements were all broken, there were street vendors and prostitutes called ‘potzis’, with the price of their service written on the sole of their shoes. Something from the seedy atmosphere of the twenties seemed still preserved there. After the reunification, several facades of tenement houses remained, but the interiors of these houses were completely rebuilt.

	She stared through the glass at the remains of old Potz without much interest.

	“Yes, well, the same thing happened with us,” she smiled. “There is nothing to regret.”

	We went to Friedrichstrasse, once cut in half by the wall, and now restored in a similar style. Then to the Reichstag, under which, in the bad old days, Berliners used to spread blankets on a large lawn or sit directly on the grass, picnicking in front of the old half-ruined parliament building. We left the now-renovated building, restored to its former function, and went to the Brandenburg Gate.

	“Oh, here, yes, right down this street ran the Berlin Wall,” I drew with my hands invisible lines on the road, trying to recall images from the past. “And here was an observation tower for tourists. We used to climb on it to look over to the other side. You know, back in those days, I always wondered whether I would ever walk through that gate.”

	I told her about a night action when we approached the Brandenburg Gate with a group of asylum seekers from Roman’s association and spray-painted a large sign: “Russia, get out of Afghanistan.” Nobody removed it until the day the wall fell. I stood looking at a sign that wasn’t there. In my mind’s eye, I saw the hammer-and-sickle in a red circle which someone had later added to our graffito.

	Kinga looked at me with growing concern.

	“Jacob, wake up,” she said finally. “There is no wall here. It’s gone. Forever.”

	I stood lost in thought. As I left Berlin, the remains of the wall were still standing in places. That forbidding concrete wall dividing the city had been with me for almost ten years. It had become part of my life and of the way I perceived the world. It was this ever-present insurmountable obstacle. You rode your bicycle down a quiet street, and suddenly—bam!—you couldn’t go any further because of the damn wall. You had to turn back. And, of course, the wall ran all around West Berlin: wherever you turned, you sooner or later hit it. Systematically removed after the reunification, segment by segment, it still existed in parts as I left. And it still existed in people’s minds: one still “went across” to East Berlin and “came back.” One still lived “inside” or “outside.” 

	I looked around. Crowds of tourists passed back and forth under the Brandenburg Gate and its imposing quadriga. A river of cars came from the Reichstag, flowed along the great avenue toward the Grosser Stern column, then calmly turned at the traffic lights without encountering any obstacle.

	There was no trace of the turrets anywhere, the once-empty spots on the East German side of the wall had been filled with new buildings.

	“It is there,” I said. “The wall. In my head.”

	“Maybe that’s the problem,” Kinga said. “Time to tear that wall down, Jacob. You have to. Life moves on.”

	I called Heinz and asked him if he had time to meet. I said I wanted to introduce him to the woman from Poland with whom he had spoken on the phone. But he had no time, and we made an appointment for Monday afternoon.

	I took Kinga back to the hotel and returned to Danka’s apartment for the night.
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	The Yaremskis stood at the reception desk with a man I didn’t know.

	Like me, Richard was wearing the same suit as at the embassy, only a different tie. His wife had put on a new navy blue suit and different jewelry. We approached them hesitantly. They smiled in a friendly manner, even took two steps forward, reaching out in a greeting.

	“A hearty welcome to our brave press!” Richard said happily.

	He wanted to kiss Kinga’s hand, but she held it rigidly at waist level, and as a result, he only managed a kind of peck.

	Mrs. Yaremski already knew that I did not kiss hands, so she gave me a masculine handshake. Then I introduced Kinga to Richard—and his wife.

	“We already know each other, don’t we?” she said with a significant note in her voice.

	“That’s the nature of my job. I must meet important people,” replied Kinga, managing deftly to turn a possible confrontation into a compliment.

	Dressed as ever in trousers and a simple blouse, with a bag over her shoulder, she looked like a person from another world.

	The man accompanying the Yaremskis stood a step behind them, watching us with a polite smile. The Yaremskis turned to him and motioned for him to join us.

	“Mr. President, I present two great journalists from Poland,” said Mrs. Yaremski in English, and then added in Polish: “And this is the president of BetaPharm.”

	We shook hands and introduced ourselves. Yaremski took three steps back and called someone from down the hall. Eddie Skulski approached us. This time he wore a suit and a tie. He also sported a new, short haircut.

	“I hardly recognized you at the embassy, and now you are even more changed,” I said, greeting him.

	He smiled politely.

	“Would you take care of our guests?” said Richard to him and then to us: “Excuse me, but I have to see to some things.”

	“With pleasure,” Skulski replied and guided us to a rented hall deeper in the bowels of the hotel.

	“Are you?...” Kinga began on the way.

	“Call me Eddie,” he said, following the custom of Polish emigrants who tend to abandon traditional forms of address.

	“OK, Eddie. I am Kinga,” she said. “Does your function have a name?”

	“I’m an assistant to the senator,” he said.

	“Have you held this post for long?”

	“For a couple of weeks. Why?”

	“I thought I knew all his assistants.”

	“Ah, yes,” he said resolutely. “There are four of us. Three in Poland, one in Berlin.”

	We entered the conference room. There were several rows of seats and two microphones. Eddie led us to a small table with a “Reserved” card on it. I watched in amazement as Eddie offered Kinga a chair. Where and when did he acquire such courtly manners?

	“People change,” I said.

	“Sometimes,” he replied.

	There were juices and water on the table.

	“Terrible story with Roman,” Eddie said as we sat down. “And weird. Suicide or attempted murder?”

	He inspired me to confide. 

	“Both, I feel,” I said.

	“Yeah, you’d know best. But what was the motive, why did he do it? That he decided to kill himself seems understandable. He must have felt remorse after murdering Carl... But why drag you along? This is so weird.”

	I thought about my dress shoes which had saved my life. I was wearing them again. I had no other dress shoes in Berlin.

	“Has it been confirmed that he killed Carl?” I asked.

	I assumed he would have the latest news from the senator, and the senator would have it from the embassy. 

	“It seems conclusive. The murder weapon was found in his apartment.”

	“That solves two mysteries at once,” I said hurriedly, like a conductor finishing a daring finale, not wanting to get into a conversation about it. “Because Carl and Yuri were shot with the same gun.”

	“The Russian from your hotel?” Eddie asked. “And what was his relationship with Roman?”

	“I don’t know. The police are still trying to find out, apparently,” I replied. I was looking for support from Kinga.

	“Eddie, the mystery won’t be solved until we know the motive of the crime,” she said to him. “You live here, you knew both of them. Can you offer a guess as to what could have happened?”

	“I have no idea,” he replied firmly. “Maybe they had their accounts to settle, some secret business. This Russian, it turns out, had worked for Carl. Maybe Carl got involved in some Russian Mafia business? Perhaps the Russian looked after some Mafia interests, but something went wrong? It is best to leave it to the police.”

	“Good idea,” Kinga agreed. “Then why don’t you tell us who will become the head of the Pilfarma office in Berlin?”

	Eddie shrugged.

	“I don’t deal with business matters,” he said.

	“And is this not a business meeting?” I asked.

	“Not exactly,” he replied. “You’ll see for yourselves shortly. Sorry, I must leave you for a moment now. I want to bring someone to you.”

	As soon as he left, Teresa Yaremski joined us. She sat down on the edge of a chair, indicating that she would only stay for a moment.

	“I wanted to ask you about this thing,” she asked me with a smile, ignoring Kinga’s presence. “This Isadora, how did she die in that car? Because she died in that accident, yes?”

	“She wore a long silk scarf, and its end got caught in the spokes of the wheel,” I explained, surprised that she remembered the story. There were reports that the silk squeezed her neck so hard that it severed her head.”

	I was trying to shock her.

	“My goodness,” she said. “And was her poet with her when it happened?”

	Her question surprised me. I began to explain: 

	“Yesenin had been dead for several years by then. The official reports put his death down to suicide, but years later, it came out that someone had helped him part with this world: the Soviet secret service. He and Isadora had been divorced by then. After leaving Russia, she married her fourth husband.”

	I spoke as flatly as if I were reading from Wikipedia.

	“What a story. Yes, I read a little bit about that. I mean… she was his wife, and on the side, she had affairs with women?” 

	Her eyes lit up.

	But it was not the time to discuss the lifestyles of celebrities from the twenties: there was movement, something with the microphones.

	Mrs. Yaremski, getting up, put her hand on my forearm and said, “You absolutely have to tell me this story in detail sometime.”

	She walked away. As she disappeared among the guests, Kinga also placed her hand on my elbow and brought her face closer.

	“Will you tell me this amazing story, too, Jacob?” she asked, parodying Mrs. Yaremski’s tone of voice. “Since when are you two so familiar?”

	“I don’t know. I guess from today,” I replied, confused. She held up a finger in a warning.

	“Ladies and gentlemen!” came from the loudspeakers. “Let us begin.”

	Greetings and thanks-for-comings began. The meeting was not of an interstate nature. Despite the presence of the Polish senator, there was neither an equal-ranking member from the Bundesrat nor a representative of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the room, although a consul and an attaché from the Polish embassy did appear. Only one German official was present: someone from the federal health ministry. A ministerial official from Warsaw had come for balance.

	And now we finally learned the cause of the celebration. The President of BetaPharma and Teresa Yaremski , representing Pilfarma, solemnly announced that the two companies were signing a contract that would bring several million swine flu vaccines to Poland. Thanks to this, they assured us, the citizens of both countries could be certain that the epidemic would not endanger them. And, most importantly, both governments guaranteed the financial aspects of the transaction.

	“Let’s wait two more days,” growled Kinga after she heard the Polish translation. “Two days. Wednesday. We’ll see if the government will still guarantee this deal.”

	“There is the consul, you can talk to him when the official part is over,” I said.

	I stopped listening to the ensuing speeches. Eddie came back to our table. He brought a thirty-year-old Italianate man whom he introduced as a doctor, epidemiologist, and eminent swine flu expert.

	“The doctor will answer all your questions on this subject,” he said.

	I had no questions, but Kinga took the opportunity to take out her dictaphone. She asked whether they could speak in English, to which he said yes, and thus I was free to leave them to it. I walked up to Eddie. Noticing me out of the corner of his eye, he said:

	“Did you know? It was Roman who first suggested you for the boss of The World,” he asked without turning to face me.

	“The boss of the world is always the same, Eddie,” I replied philosophically, beginning a play on words. “He is basically irreplaceable. If you believe in his existence, that is.”

	“You know what I’m talking about,” he said.

	“I’m not the boss, yet.”

	“But you will be.”

	“Is that the kind of advice you serve the senator?” I asked.

	“He is a very powerful man,” he spoke into space in front of him.

	“Do you admire him?”

	“I think that I evaluate him realistically. I am aware of his flaws, I know him too well. But he certainly knew how to take advantage of our victory over communism. Perhaps you have, too. Perhaps you have achieved something in Poland, I don’t know enough. But, with all due respect, you are not pulling us up right now. He is.”

	“Not everyone can climb to the top,” I replied.

	“But everyone deserves a chance,” he said.

	“Unfortunately, every opportunity comes at a price. It’s a scarce commodity, Eddie,” I continued in the philosophical vein. “And it is often a controlled substance.”

	He listened to me, distracted, watching attentively for a gesture from the senator. Then he apologized and walked away because there was applause and an invitation to the banquet table.

	I went back to our table. The learned doctor was drawing flourishes on a napkin, explaining something to Kinga in English.

	“The doctor says interesting things,” Kinga said to me in Polish. “He has invited me to his place at the institute for a longer interview. What do you think?”

	I decided that she was needling me.

	“It’s a very special honor,” I said sarcastically to her, and to him, in German, I said: “My wife is very impressed by your knowledge. Unfortunately, I have to be careful not to allow her to become too excited. She is expecting.”

	The doctor was confused.

	“Ah, yes! He exclaimed,” smiling insincerely. “But now, if you forgive me, I think I am needed elsewhere.”

	He got up and walked away.

	“What did you say to him?” Kinga asked. I told her exactly what I said. She laughed. 

	“I wasn’t serious. But the guy is knowledgeable. It’s a shame he serves a bad cause. They want to convince the world that we are in for a swine flu pandemic and that only their vaccines can save us from it.”

	“Then you have something to write about,” I summed up. “They’ll probably be surprised when they see your story.”

	We went to the banquet room. At the threshold, we were greeted by smiling hostesses holding trays with glasses of sparkling wine. At the back, three tables were lined with hot and cold dishes, fruit, and desserts. Drinks were served at one end. We quickly adopted the roles of successful journalists who would soon inform the whole of central Europe and the rest of the world of the great success they had just witnessed.  
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	The nurse did not let me see Danka. She had peeked into her room, then ordered me politely but firmly to stay out. Susanne was with her, and the two wanted to be left alone. I sat on the bench next to the entrance to the detox ward and waited.

	I had come to the hospital alone. I left Kinga at her hotel so that she could work in peace. 

	The day before, Heinz had booked us a table at Berlin’s iconic Café Einstein in Kurfürstenstrasse. We met right after the Radisson banquet and spent an hour and a half together. The restaurant has an art deco interior with authentic Weimar furniture and decorations. Over coffee and with my help, Kinga and Heinz exchanged information about Yaremski and his wife, both taken from the secret service archives and from their various informers. They also talked about BetaPharm and its laboratories, the swine flu, and the newly announced business venture. After the meeting, we said goodbye in a hurry. I could see how urgent it was for them both to sit down at their laptops immediately.

	The consul’s help was not needed. Kinga decided to stay at her hotel.

	We didn’t meet the following morning: I went straight from Danka’s apartment to the hospital.

	I sat on the bench for maybe ten minutes when the door of the ward opened, and Susanne came out. Her eyes were red: she’d been crying. Now she really looked like her still childish seventeen years.

	I got up. She came up to me. I had the impression that each of us wanted to make some kind of a friendly gesture, but we faced each other like two mannequins.

	“Mom wants to see you,” she said, and those words were enough for me to understand everything: she had said them in Polish. 

	“I’ll wait here.”

	I walked slowly to the door and opened it. There were two hospital beds in a small room, but only one was occupied. Danka was half-sitting on the aquamarine bedclothes with the back of the bed upraised, facing the room. She waved at me. I walked over, took her hand, and kissed it. She smelled like soap and disinfectant. She smiled faintly.

	“Jacob,” she whispered.

	I looked into her tearful eyes. In her hair, now washed and combed, I noticed gray streaks.

	“Danka,” I said.

	“You saved my life,” she said softly.

	“I was lucky,” I replied. “We were all looking for you but I happened to find you.

	“You nearly died yourself.”

	“It was not to be, it turns out.”

	“I could have died, too, and haven’t. But I don’t know if that’s anything to be happy about.”

	She grew even more morose.

	“Don’t say that! You have someone to live for!” I protested. I was still standing by the bed, leaning over her.

	“Sit down,” she said. “Susi told me everything.”

	I didn’t know what “everything” meant in this case, but I didn’t want to waste time asking. I pulled the hospital stool as close to the bed as possible and sat down.

	“I also have a lot to tell you,” she continued, “but time is short.” 

	“Oh no,” I objected politely. “Now we have all the time in the world. You are safe now. You are no longer in danger.”

	“I mean, the doctor will come soon and ask you to leave,” she explained.

	I leaned forward.

	“What do you want to tell me?” I asked.

	She turned her head toward the window. She looked into my eyes for a moment, then stared into space before her. 

	“I’m poisoned,” she said, waiting for me to read the double meaning of the words.

	“They’ll detox you. You will get back to normal life,” I spoke like a person well-trained in speaking to overdose patients.

	“They’ll detox the body,” she said firmly. “What about the soul? The past? How do I detox that?”

	“I… don’t know.”

	“Jacob,” she sighed. “We could have had a baby. You and I.”

	“We could have. Old story,” I tried to downplay what she said.

	She grimaced in a way I did not understand.

	“I was pregnant. By you.”

	It took me a while to process that. I sat for a while with my face in my hands. She waited for some reaction from me.

	“What happened?” I asked finally, lowering my hands.

	“Our baby...I aborted it.”

	“Why are you telling me this now?”

	“It’s either now or—never. I’ve been living with this secret for over twenty years, and I’m not going to break free from it until I tell you.”

	“Is that why you left me?”

	“Today, it may seem difficult to understand. We were so different then. The world was so different. I was terrified. I didn’t see any future ahead of us. We lived at the very edge of survival. To have that baby with you, I would have to change my whole life. I didn’t want to do that. Wedding in church, baptism... Both families present. I knew it would have been important to you, you would have insisted. I was afraid, terribly afraid.” Her thoughts were disorganized.

	I tried to meet her eyes. There was no peace in them.

	“You were afraid of the future, and you were afraid to tell me about it?” I asked gently.

	“I was sure you would oppose the termination. So I decided for myself. All alone. Do you remember when I went to visit my friends in Hamburg for a week? It happened then. I felt terrible. You were not with me. Absolute emptiness and loneliness. Jacob, you were the closest person to me, and I deceived you. I couldn’t stay with you, we couldn’t be together. When I decided to go to Hamburg, I didn’t foresee how it would change everything. I understood it only later, on my return, when I tried to continue our old life as before. I couldn’t. I had destroyed everything. One lie followed another.”

	“But why… Ferdinna?”

	I listened to everything with increasing pain in my chest. It was not a sign of an impending heart attack, but the fingers of my right hand pressed unconsciously between my ribs in the area of the heart. I had wanted to know the past, and now I had it before my eyes.

	“That, too, was a lie. I didn’t love him at all. To me, it seemed… a kind of… arrangement. He looked after me and made sure that you would not return to claim me. I couldn’t tell you the truth. I could not.”

	“He knew?”

	“I eventually told him. And why I agreed to marry him.”

	“Did you know who he really was?”

	“We learned enough about each other to hate each other. It was my misfortune. He swore he would never tell you about it. He kept his word, but he made me pay the price.”

	“Pay? How?”

	“Various ways. First, he wanted information about you. Your friends, your family.”

	“He could have asked me.”

	“I don’t know. Maybe he was checking things. Or maybe he wanted to entangle me in a kind of conspiracy? He asked for more and more details about you. Then about various friends of mine. When the wall fell, and I decided to divorce him, he agreed but started to demand money.”

	“It does not make sense. I had left. I wasn’t here. There was no secret to keep anymore. What did you care about me finding out?”

	“Maybe that’s how it was for you. You will not understand this. You were the last point of support for me, no longer in everyday life, but in… my mental life. I didn’t want you to hate me, too. He understood it and used it. He could always go find you and tell you everything, he said. When you left Berlin, Roman poisoned my relationship with Christian. He followed him and informed me about his love affairs. When I didn’t want to pay him, he threatened to tell Christian that I had hired him to spy on him. Finally, I tried to rebel, I told him that I didn’t care anymore, that he could say whatever he wanted. He then started to threaten that something bad might happen to Susi. When I look at it today, it seems such a puzzle. Why did he do this? He must have found it satisfying to be able to torment someone, hold them in check and control them. And why did I let him? When you are in a kind of emotional prison, dominated by someone, you don’t see it clearly. It was a nightmare for me. But eventually, with time, he contacted me less and less, and in recent years he completely disappeared from sight. But then suddenly, he returned.”

	“What for?”

	“He told me that you would be coming to Berlin and that you would definitely want to meet me. And that if I were nice to you, everything would stay as it was.”

	The truth about the hidden side of our meeting, which I was learning, made me sink into myself, even physically—I think I sunk into a kind of crouch. But she wasn’t saying it to make me feel bad or to make me hate her. Supporting my face in my hands, I waited to hear the rest.

	“It wasn’t what you think. He didn’t tell me to sleep with you, and I didn’t plan our meeting that way. I did not expect things to turn out the way they did. I did not know that we would end up in my apartment. And when we did, I genuinely found myself wishing that at least once everything could be between us as it used to be when we were good together. Such a little… fantasy. And really, for a moment, when I was thinking about what you said, I believed that something could be started all over again. That the past could be… detoxified.”

	“I called him and—I don’t remember what I said exactly. I suppose I asked him to leave us alone. It was an emotional moment, anyway. He then unexpectedly gave me hope. He said I should come to him, and we could discuss “terms.” I shouldn’t have trusted him, but I didn’t quite know what to do. I really wanted to change something. I wanted to protect you. I don’t know exactly what he planned or what he needed from you. I knew one thing: he wanted to involve you in something. This is their way, their weapon. Entangle people. Then no one will ask to bring out the truth about them. So, I went. It’s only a few stations by metro.”

	She paused. We could hear songbirds through the open window.

	“You went to his apartment?” I asked dryly.

	“He was waiting for me at the station. We took a walk in the area. I told him that I couldn’t live like this anymore and that I decided to tell you everything.”

	“And he?”

	“Same as always. That I shouldn’t, that I can’t, at least not yet, because he has very serious plans for you that could change all our lives, both his and mine and yours. I replied that I was tired and that I didn’t want to get tangled up in anything. I asked him not to involve you in anything. He said that I demanded impossible things.”

	I never thought of Danka as a person who easily succumbed to emotions, but now she seemed to be reliving the scene again. Her voice cracked, sometimes she folded her hands together, sometimes pressed them under her thighs. She spoke through pressed lips.

	“I just wanted to be rid of him,” she continued. “That he would leave me alone, let me cut myself off from my past so that I could finally start to live normally, without fear of him. I repeated that the only way to do this is to tell you everything.”

	“But he disagreed?”

	“On the contrary. He said that so many years had passed, that he also had hopes for a quiet life, that we could settle everything. He only asked for a few days until you went back to Warsaw, then he would leave me alone. He asked if I would come upstairs to talk. We were close to his home. When I refused, started saying something about it being late in the day, and so forth, he held out his hand to say goodbye. As I gave him my hand, he grabbed me and held a handkerchief filled with some liquid to my nose. I don’t know what it was. I wanted to scream, but he did it so quickly. I lost all control, and if he let go of me, I would fall. He dragged me, stupified, to his apartment. Even if someone saw us, what would he think? That Roman’s returning from a party with a drunk woman. I don’t know what followed, I can’t remember, it’s all a fog. You know what he meant. He wanted to make me a drug addict. If you hadn’t come…”

	“But if I hadn’t come to Berlin at all, none of this would have happened.”

	“Look, there is no time for such thoughts. I want to know one thing: are you able to forgive me?”

	She no longer hid her hands under her cover. She looked at me with fearful hope in her dark eyes. There was total spiritual devotion in her gaze and a humble expectation of either a killing blow or—salvation. I reached for her hand. I wasn’t ready for it yet, I hadn’t had time to think everything through, but I sensed that I needed to reassure her. She wasn’t the only one who needed it. I needed it, too. 

	We did not have time to reach a decision. I certainly didn’t have it. Everything had to happen quickly. 

	Now or never, she had said. This was the only way I could save her. And not only her.

	“I forgive you,” I said quietly after a moment of silence. I wanted these words to sound as natural as possible, but the pathos of the moment caused a certain artificiality to creep into them. I felt bad in this role. 

	“And forgive me, too,” I added. “And God forgive us both,” I added, surprising myself.

	She pulled her hand away and covered her eyes with both hands.

	“Jacob!” she said through her tears. “I have nothing to forgive you.”

	The door opened a crack, and Susanne peered into the room. Seeing what was happening, she came from behind and began tugging at my arm.

	“What is it about?” she said. “Mom, why are you crying?” 

	When she saw that I was trying to look away and hide my eyes, she fell silent. 

	“Susi, it’s all right,” Danka was saying, now crying loudly. “It’s alright, it’s happy tears.”

	A doctor and a nurse entered the room.

	“What’s is this?” he asked me sharply. “The patient needs peace and quiet. Would you please leave us?”

	Danka laughed and cried by turns. She kept saying that everything was fine, everything was fine. Susanne wiped her tears away and kissed her cheek. I, too, bent over her. Then she unexpectedly pulled my head with her hands and kissed me hard on the lips. 

	“Goodbye,” she said.

	We went out into the corridor. I sat down on the bench. Susanne sat down next to me. We didn’t say anything. I felt inside as if, in some undefined place, a cork of ice had melted and through the gap there emerged images, words from the past, dreams and nightmares, all in a crazy dance.

	They had been imprisoned until now and could not find an outlet. My head was buzzing, I experienced a strange sense of unreality, as if I found myself somehow beyond the present. I felt as if in front of my eyes, in a matter of minutes, an old, well-preserved, dried-out corpse taken out of the sealed coffin had shattered to dust. I am not sure how long it lasted. Susanne waited patiently. When I came to, she asked matter-of-factly: 

	“Do you have somewhere to sleep tonight?”

	“Yes, Susi, I do. But don’t leave just yet,” I asked. “Let’s talk.”

	She put her hands in her lap and hid her face in them.

	“What will happen to her now?” she asked.

	I put my arm gently around her but soon drew my arm away.

	“She will stay here for a while until they detox her. Then she will come home. When she does, she will need you badly. I think you can help her get through the most difficult period. She has no one else besides you.”

	She straightened up. She wasn’t looking at me.

	“You will go back to Poland?” she blurted out quickly.

	“Yes, Susi. I live there. It’s my home. Why do you ask?”

	“Nothing. For a moment, I thought...”

	“It wouldn’t have worked,” I said in a fatherly way. “Your mom and I have just done something very important: we have finally healed our sick past. But we cannot go back to it. We have to live apart, respecting each other. Each of us should build our present on their own.”

	“Oh, it’s so smart and… so hard,” she said almost impatiently. “Couldn’t you do something crazy, like in a romantic comedy?”

	“In a romantic comedy…yes, in a romantic comedy, I could, but I think we’re acting in another movie, Susi.”

	“I know,” she said. “You love Kinga.”

	I saw a teenager in her again.

	“I wish it were that simple...” I sighed.

	“It is simple,” she said, standing up. “You’re not going to be my stepfather. That’s simple.”

	“Susi, you have a father...” I started but realized it was the wrong note. I got up too.

	“I will be something more,” I said. “I will be your best friend.”

	“I don’t know if it’s more,” she replied and embraced me. “But thank you all the same,” she said.

	“And I thank you,” I said, embracing her like a big baby.

	She broke away, took three steps backward, slung her bag over her shoulder, and waved me goodbye.

	“Erjan is waiting downstairs,” she explained.

	“Go,” I said. “I’ll be right out too.”

	I stood pensive in the hospital corridor for a while, gazing through the window overlooking the square in front of the main entrance.

	And then I noticed the TV vans, the television crews and all those people with cameras and microphones in front of the hospital. It occurred to me for a moment that the commotion might somehow be related to Danka and Roman, to Heinz and me. After all, we were excellent material for a human interest story. I was afraid that my colleagues would flood me with questions and I would get confused in my testimony. 

	Megalomaniac, I thought a moment later as I watched Susanne walk across the square. Some male journalists noticed her, but no one stopped her. Something else had happened, something more interesting to the mass media.

	I took the elevator down. Several people in suits and coats were walking from the reception desk to the exit. I followed them out. They were immediately surrounded by the journalists. Cameras went into motion. Someone said there was only a quarter of an hour and asked for questions.

	“Are Berlin hospitals preparing for an epidemic now that we have had the first fatal case of swine flu in Germany?” asked a journalist closest to me.

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” replied the elderly, distinguished doctor with a gray, short-trimmed beard, raising his hands palm up in a defensive gesture. “First of all, no one is talking about an epidemic yet.”

	I walked on, uninterested in the topic.
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	The linden trees lining the concrete-paved cemetery alley had just sprouted their first leaves, forming baby-green clouds overhead Elsewhere, twisted pines bent their limbs, heavy with spring growth. Next to the older graves, evergreen conifers swelled and stretched upward. The silence of Saint Matthew’s cemetery was only broken from time to time by the singing of birds.

	Kinga and I walked in silence and approached a grave at which an entire funeral cortege had just stopped. We stood in the back of the circle of people surrounding the grave. Heinz did not make it to the church, but we hoped he might make it to the burial. Ambassador Stakhovich and Senator Yaremski stood close to the priest, next to Topolski’s son and a few people unknown to me, perhaps Carl’s relatives.

	After the religious ceremony, when the priest said goodbye and left, Yaremski spoke. He was accompanied by an interpreter.

	“Ladies and gentlemen, dear friends,” he said. “This was not how my speech was supposed to go, it was not in such circumstances that I had intended to talk about our dearly departed Carl Topolski, our hero, and an extraordinary patriot.

	“Let me briefly summarize what I was preparing to say at the embassy a few days ago, where many of us here were also present. We were expecting to witness a ceremony to decorate Mr. Topolski with a high Polish state decoration, awarded for his outstanding services to the Republic of Poland.”

	He continued in this vein, about how he had met Carl, how closely they cooperated, and what ideas they had shared. He praised Carl’s virtues and achievements, presenting him as his close friend, and described at length his contribution to the overthrow of the communist dictatorship. He talked about conversations in which Carl supposedly expressed his joy at the democratic changes in Poland and at the rapprochement between Warsaw and Berlin.

	While he talked, Heinz turned up. He mimed “hello” and, after listening to a few sentences from Richard’s speech, he pulled out a bundle of papers from under his jacket. They were proofs of a few pages of the newspaper Das Leben, being prepared for the following day. He showed me the front page. I took one look and froze. The title read: “Polish senator in the files of the Stasi. What secret do the archives of the Gauck Institute hide? “ A picture of Yaremski stared at the reader. The byline said: by Heinz Kaltendorf.

	The story was not long.

	Heinz described the difficulties the senator had had with his lustration process before assuming the position of the senator and how he was cleared of the charges of cooperation with the communist secret services by the lustration court. He explained that many files in the archives of the Polish secret service were missing because large-scale destruction of documents had taken place at the time of the fall of communism but that, in some cases, evidence of such cooperation could sometimes be discovered in the files of the Stasi. Yaremski was supposed to be an example of this. The Gauck Institute has a document in which the Polish Security Service informed the appropriate Stasi cell about the visit of its secret collaborator in West Berlin and about his meetings in a hostile anti-socialist center associated with the magazine Opinion. The note did not mention the name of Yaremski, only the agent’s code name, but all the dates of the agent’s visits coincided exactly with the dates on which the now-senator had visited the editor of Opinion. The editor who, incidentally, had died under mysterious circumstances a few days ago.

	The people closest to us started to look over our shoulders to read. Someone asked Heinz for a copy, and the paper began to pass from hand to hand. Gradually, attendees stopped paying attention to the speaker and began to walk away. This visibly upset Yaremski. When he finished, the applause was very faint.

	Richard came up to me and asked me what was going on. I handed him the sheet of paper and said it would be in tomorrow’s paper. He glanced over and saw his picture.

	“What does it say?” he asked.

	“Ask your interpreter, he will translate for you. Sorry. I must go,” I said and, taking Kinga by the arm, walked off.

	Heinz followed us. We quickly reached the cemetery gate. We saw Inspector Schwalbe there.

	“Can’t be,” I said to Kinga in Polish and to Heinz in German:

	“He’s not here for Yaremski, is he? Yaremski has immunity.”

	“Are you here to attend the funeral or on duty?” Heinz asked Schwalbe as we got closer.

	Schwalbe nodded a greeting but would not speak.

	He was explaining something to two policemen. We stood aside, waiting to see what would happen. The senator and his entourage were quickly approaching the gate. Yaremski looked furious. When the whole group reached us, two policemen approached them, saluted, and one of them asked: 

	“Which one of you gentlemen is Edward Skulski?”

	Eddie took a step forward and introduced himself.

	“Mr. Skulski,” said the policeman. “I hereby detain you on the charge of complicity in the murder of Carl Topolski and Yuri Anukhin. Please come with us.”

	Eddies’ legs visibly buckled under him. He turned pale and looked around helplessly for help, but no one would help him.

	“This...this...this is some kind of misunderstanding,” he tried to explain, stuttering. “These are my orders,” the policeman explained, shrugging. “Will you come voluntarily, or must we handcuff you?”

	Skulski made a sign that he would go peacefully. Held by the arm, he was led to the police car.

	“Now I recognize him!” Heinz suddenly called out. “I have seen him at the shooting range!”

	Yaremski and his men passed us without a word. His wife shot me one quick look. Schwalbe turned to us.

	“Inspector, the press has a few questions for you,” said Heinz. “Are you in a position to speak to us?”

	This time, Schwalbe was more sympathetic to us. 

	“Let’s take a walk,” he suggested.

	He studied Kinga for a brief moment.

	“A journalist from Warsaw,” I said. “She is my guest and does not speak German.”

	The Inspector nodded.

	We turned back from the gate and entered one of the pathways.

	“You helped us,” he said to me.

	“I?” I was surprised. “How? I feel like I was rather a troublemaker.”

	“Perhaps that was your way of helping. Had we detained you, we wouldn’t have had all the trouble you caused, but the investigation would have taken much longer.”

	“Can you tell us how you discovered the murderer?” Heinz interrupted.

	“This person has not been tried, let’s not rush to judgment,” he raised his hand in a warning. “But why was he arrested? I think I can tell you. The key to solving the mystery was, of course, the linking of the two murders. One of the first things we did after the hotel murder was to check the guest list. You were on it, of course,” he said, turning to me, “but that didn’t mean much to us. This information became relevant only when we learned that the murdered Russian had worked for Mr. Topolski. We also established that you were at the embassy on Thursday. You yourself testified that you came to Berlin for this purpose. Unfortunately, you disappeared and did not return to your hotel for the night. So, we started looking for you. And then…”

	“… Mr. Kaltendorf appeared,” Heinz finished for him.

	“Exactly. He reached out to me through mutual acquaintances and argued that you had nothing to do with these matters, but you could help apprehend the perpetrators.”

	“Did you believe him?” I asked.

	“Mr. Kubatski, I am a policeman. My work is not based on faith and trust but on calculations and evidence. I calculated that what your friend suggested to me might pay off.”

	“But when I disappeared from the Forsthaus...”

	“By that time, we were already investigating another lead. Do you remember our conversation? You gave us an idea. I hired this Portuguese or Italian woman—I can’t remember which she is—also staying at the hotel to search the hotel’s database for recent guests who had not returned their keys. There were three of them in the past six months, but their names could not be linked to the case. But the perpetrator did not have to steal the keys. It was enough to copy them. So we examined all the guests in the last two months who had occupied your room, that is, the one you booked. It turned out that one of them had used a false ID to register. The man in the document does not exist. More precisely, he is long dead. He had supposedly come from Halle to Berlin on business. He liked the hotel so much that he checked in again two weeks later. For one night. Do you know when he checked out?” None of us knew. “Two hours after the hotel staff found the Russian’s body.

	“We were, of course, curious to find out who this man was. But no one asked the question aloud. One of the people present at the embassy gave us some photos taken with a mobile phone while you were waiting for Mr. Topolski,” continued Schwalbe. “We showed them to the hotel staff. They didn’t recognize anyone except you, but when we enlarged the pictures, they did seem to recognize someone. It was Friday evening after my return from the lodge. Then I recognized him too. Lord knows it’s good to have a good memory in the Criminal Police. It was the same individual who asked if the senator had to sign the list.”

	“Edward Skulski,” I said. “But that’s probably not enough to charge him with murder.”

	“Well, I’m coming around to it,” Schwalbe held me back.

	Kinga was bored. She was tinkering with her smartphone. Heinz was listening with rapt attention. He said:

	“His behavior was strange and suspicious, but is he really the murderer? Although…” he hesitated for a moment. “I’m sure I saw him at the shooting range.”

	“We did not get another lead until the police were called to Roman Ferdinna’s apartment,” said the Inspector. “The contents of his computer, which our experts examined, explained a lot to us. I will only say one thing. The owner of this computer had broken into the Isadora’s system. ‘System’ is maybe too big a word for what that is. It is a simple application for, among other things, booking and billing hotel guests. Among other things, the hacker was able to confirm the room you checked into. You made the reservation three weeks before arrival. That was enough time for the hacker or his associate to check into this room for the night, get a complete set of keys, and then reserve a different number for the date of your arrival.”

	“Except that not all the information he found during the hack was accurate,” I anticipated Schwalbe’s argument. “I ended up in a different room than that indicated in the booking system. But that would mean Eddie had been planning to kill me! Why?”

	“This is an important question. Once we know the answer, we will know the motive.”

	“So Yuri died by accident because he happened to be sleeping in the wrong room?” I said. “But why? Could it be that the murderer, knowing that I was not in the hotel, entered what he thought was my room in order to search it, but there he came across another man who could expose him, so he shot him and escaped? Perhaps, originally, he had no intention of killing anyone?”

	“That could have been the case,” said the Inspector. “We know you were being tracked by your phone’s GPS.”

	I looked questioningly at Heinz, but he shook his head.

	“We know that from the computer, too,” explained Schwalbe. “Hence the conclusion that someone just wanted to come into your room while you were away and wasn’t planning to kill you. What was he looking for?”

	“Probably something that wasn’t there, though he might have expected it to be?”

	“Meaning? What could you have had?”

	“For example, compromising materials.”

	“Compromising whom?”

	“Whoever commissioned this search. Please ask Mr. Kaltendorf. Maybe he knows something. Or Miss Berent, here, she speaks English. The two of them are planning to expose a man who may or may not be related to the case, both on the same day, each independently in their own newspaper.”

	Heinz handed the Inspector the prints of tomorrow’s Das Leben. Schwalbe started looking through the material while I explained to Kinga what had been said. The Inspector returned the papers to Heinz and asked Kinga in perfectly fluent English what she could tell him about this man.

	“Too much for one short walk, Inspector,” she replied. “And he is protected by parliamentary immunity. Let us leave his case to the Polish law enforcement authorities. Fortunately, we have terms of office in our parliament.”

	“Could he have ordered Topolski’s murder?”

	“And where does this supposition come from?” Kinga asked.

	“From an analysis of calls made from Mr. Ferdinna’s phone. The two had spoken frequently in recent weeks. They spoke again on Thursday night, a few hours before the murder. And then silence, no talking.”

	“Let me put it this way,” said Kinga. “If Topolski posed a serious threat to Yaremski’s business, it could indeed have been a contract hit and Yaremski removed the threat. But, as far as I know these matters, in such cases, a specialist is hired, and for us, in Poland, this usually means someone from the East and not a person from one’s own close circle. This is the first point. Second, I have no idea how Topolski could have threatened the senator’s interests. He wasn’t blackmailed by him, was he? Are you sure the phone number belonged to Yaremski?”

	“I don’t know. I am asking all kinds of questions. About an hour after Ferdinna’s death, his cell phone made a fifteen-second call to that number. How do you explain this riddle, Mr. Kubatski?”

	The explanation was simple.

	“I called him from Ferdinna’s apartment,” I admitted.

	I explained why and that I was surprised Yaremski answered the phone. 

	“As you know, Ferdinna encrypted his contacts in the phone,” the Inspector said, switching to German. “The code he used to hide callers’ names was not complicated. I suppose the owner of the phone was only trying to hide the identity of his contacts from accidental notice. But deciphering the entire list has taken some time. All but one of the codes started with one, two, or three. It was interesting that these numbers only appeared as the first digit. In the remaining positions, there were only zeros, fours, fives, sixes, and sevens. There were no eights or nines. Those numbers only appeared in the final position.”

	“Inspector, please,” Heinz said. “I have no head for math.”

	“If so...” Schwalbe laughed. “The first digit meant the importance of the number holder. The following digits encoded the initials or abbreviations of the names, according to a simple key, but using the quadruple system…”

	“Please...” Heinz groaned.

	“…and the last digit, for example, could differentiate between two numbers of the same person,” the Inspector continued mercilessly. “This has not been established by our specialists, but for the purpose of this discussion, it does not matter.”

	I missed something.

	“Then how did you know that the code name preceded by a zero meant Richard Yaremski?” I asked.

	“We cheated.”

	“Meaning?”

	“We had a second telephone, where the contacts were not encrypted. Topolski’s son handed that phone to the police. You see, at first, we thought that Carl Topolski’s telephone had been taken by the murderer, as were his laptop and his voice recorder. But no… Carl had left it in the garage, probably through absent-mindedness, and therefore the villain could not find it and steal it.”

	Carl and absent-mindedness? That didn’t seem very likely. But on the night when I visited him, he neither used his phone nor did I see it anywhere.

	“We compared the numbers in both phones,” said Schwalbe. “Some overlapped. Based on the names assigned to them, we had the numbers of Mr. Kubatski and Mr. Yaremski. Interesting triangulation, isn’t it? If the assumption is correct, these three numbers were the only ones that called each other. Do you now understand how I know whom Mr. Kubatski called from Ferdinna’s phone? Do you confirm it?”

	“Confirm it, yes,” I said. “But how did you relate Eddie Skulski to this case?”

	Walking along the cemetery paths, we had made a full circle and found ourselves again near the gate.

	“I don’t have much time,” explained Schwalbe. “So let me say it briefly. We found a witness who saw this man leave the hotel by the backyard stairs shortly after the murder. It was just before midnight, before your return to your hotel. They almost collided at the gate.”

	“That’s very weak evidence,” Heinz interjected.

	“How to explain it, then, that the suspect left the hotel through the exit unused by other guests, only to return a quarter of an hour later through the main door, this time very intoxicated and waking the person on duty in the process?”

	“Because he needed an alibi,” I guessed.

	“And he didn’t want to risk meeting you. He probably got a signal from the person who followed your movements with the GPS that you were on your way to the hotel. There may have been other alibis. Skulski was supposed to take something from your luggage, take it outside, probably give it to someone, return to his room, then leave the hotel in the morning.”

	“But this version does not show that he later murdered Topolski as well,” said Heinz.

	“Sorry, my men are waiting for me,” said the Inspector. “Perhaps this is not our last conversation on this topic. Needless to say, while this investigation is still ongoing, none of what we have just talked about can get into the press.”

	We nodded. Schwalbe was too valuable a source of information, especially for Heinz, for any of us to violate the prohibition. The Inspector shook our hands and walked away. We didn’t follow him.

	We returned to Carl’s grave, all covered with wreaths and flowers. I added my own candle to the numerous others. We stood in silence for a while and then slowly walked to the spot where Heinz had parked his car.
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	Susanne and Erjan were waiting for me. They had very serious expressions. They had only just met, because Erjan had been at the university all morning. But by now Susanne must have told him about what had happened at the hospital because the mood of that moment now filled Danka’s apartment. I told them that a car was waiting for me and that I would not stay with them. I’d just take my things.

	“I’ll go,” I said after a moment.

	I stood in the doorway with my travel bag and my suit bag. Susanne was leaning on Erjan, he was hugging her. She took a step forward, reaching out her hand.

	“Goodbye,” she said in Polish.

	“See you later,” I said. “Thank you for everything.”

	“And thank you too. Remember what you promised.”

	What have I promised? It flashed through my mind. Oh, to be her best friend.

	“I won’t forget.”

	Erjan shook my hand too.

	“Hoscakal,” I said goodbye, recalling the other Turkish word I knew.

	“Tsheshch,” he said in his best Polish.

	I didn’t want to drag out this scene. I went out to the staircase and then I ran down to Heinz and Kinga waiting in the car. We packed my things and drove to Kinga’s hotel.

	I remained silent for a while. Kinga was staring out the window. Halfway there, Heinz said:

	“I have spoken with the Inspector.”

	“Anything new?” I asked indifferently.

	“He asked when you were leaving.”

	“Tomorrow. Did you tell him?”

	“I only made such an assumption. He asked if you would stay one more day.”

	“He wants to question me?”

	“I think he wants to question Skulski.”

	“I don’t think he needs me for that.”

	“He didn’t say why. He only asked. Will you stay?”

	I translated our conversation for Kinga. I had been planning to leave with her, and she was eager to get back.

	“My article is coming out tomorrow. There will probably be a storm. I’d rather be there,” she said. “But if it is important...”

	I told Heinz I’d think about it.

	“If you do decide to stay, I invite you tomorrow to a special farewell to Berlin. None of us are in the right mood today, and I also have to work at night. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

	He left us at the hotel and drove away.

	We went to our room. For the first time in several years, we felt connected again. I didn’t know what was going to happen. Go to dinner, see you later, I thought. I didn’t want to make love to her. Not at this point. Too much had happened in a very short time, I was still in too much shock. But I wanted to feel close to her. What had happened around me had to do with her as well, it brought us closer. As our eyes met, wordlessly, slowly, she nestled into my arms, hugging my waist. It was a hug of relief and consolation and not the beginning of a love game but the longer it lasted, the more clearly we remembered who we had once been to each other. The gentle movements of heads and hands turned into body language, suggesting who we could be again.

	Then her phone rang. She waited for three rings, then carefully disengaged herself from our hug and looked at the display.

	“Warsaw,” she said in a loud whisper. “From the office, I think.”

	She started speaking. At first joyfully, passing on a few perfunctory bits and ambiguous understatements, then she grew serious, curled up in herself, turned her back and listened, interrupting every now and then with increasingly virulent comments, and finally cursed. Something was clearly wrong. When she finished, she remained defensive for a moment, then turned and tossed the phone on the bed. There were tears of rage in her eyes. I looked at her questioningly.

	“They took down my story,” she said incredulously, as if she wanted to convince herself that it was true.

	“Took down your story?” I was choked too. “The one about the vaccine?”

	“Well, that’s what was going to run tomorrow, right?”

	I sensed the danger that she might take out all her anger on me.

	“Jacob, I can’t believe it. They made a deal.”

	She sat down in the armchair.

	“Tell me.”

	I wanted her to get it out as soon as possible.

	“There was a ‘confidential conversation.’ Someone from the government promised that no one would receive government guarantees for the purchase of vaccines, in exchange for which the editor-in-chief and the president of the publishing house agreed to withdraw the story.”

	I watched her helplessness. Weeks of collecting information, reaching out to sources, difficult conversations, secret contacts, analyzing documents, then the grand finale, the stir, the spotlight, and then suddenly a snap...and darkness.

	“Maybe it’s better this way? At least there will be no government guarantees?” I tried to find the positives.

	“Do you not understand? It is unfair. What editorial office is going to drop fantastic material just because the government may be inconvenienced? There is more to it than that.”

	“They didn’t tell you?”

	“The editor of tomorrow’s issue informed me that the decision was made at the top, and he will tell me more about it once I return. He also said they had stopped printing the first edition, in order to replace the front page. He also said...”

	“Does that mean your material was not kept secret? Someone outside the editorial office learned about it?” I interrupted her.

	“Nobody but the bosses knew that I collected this material.”

	“So how did the government find out?”

	“You tell me. I have no idea.”

	She was too agitated to think logically. It made me say something she didn’t like.

	“I suppose that you are still unwilling to accept the possibility that your contacts in the secret services may be manipulating you?” I asked. “Those from whom you got your information. Have you figured out their game yet?”

	“What game?”

	“A game of apples and potatoes,” I said without sufficient reflection. “Someone is a potato, someone else is an apple, and above them, there is someone who has both ends. Except the potato and the apple don’t know that they’re two ends of the same sausage...”

	“Are you out of your mind?” She interrupted me. She was angry. She couldn’t keep up with my mixed metaphors, so she accused me of mocking her and became irritated. “Or are you hungry?”

	“OK, never mind. The metaphor does not matter. I will say it differently. In sequence. We know there is a gigantic business to be done with these vaccines. It’s about millions of euros, yes? Such sums do not just pass via wire from account to account. There is a toll gate, and someone collects. How many people would Poland need to vaccinate against the flu? Tens of millions. How much is this business worth? Do you think that Pilfarma, which will earn on the entire operation, let’s say, three million euros, does not have to share with someone? I have a feeling that the Yaremski company is just a tool here. Someone else is doing the business.”

	She looked at me with the superiority of an amateur listening to a specialist. 

	“You don’t have to speak, I know what it is called,” I continued my line. “Such ideas are called a ‘conspiracy theory.’ Let’s say I go along with it. Still, hear me out. Let’s make some assumptions. Yaremski is strong, but there are men stronger than him. And they make decisions for him. Richard is only a chess figure for them. Now suppose our senator doesn’t want to be just a puppet. He has greater ambitions. He wants to be a decision-maker. This must be insanely frustrating—to be a senator and yet depend on some kind of lobby. But those who sent him to the Senate will not let him break free from their bonds. They want to control it and be able to cancel it at any time. Question: how can Yaremski, who has risen to an independent position, be kept in check? How? You should know that. I’m just guessing. For example, threats to reveal his role in the overthrow of Senator Konopka. Perhaps even by threatening to reveal the details of the mysterious death of his first wife. And you realize what is needed to keep the threat fresh?”

	“I don’t know, but you sure do.”

	We were no longer potential lovers.

	“A nosey journalist to sniff around him. A journalist to whom they can confidently pass a piece of difficult-to-verify information on which she will base a poorly documented article. She believes that when the story comes out, she will get another batch of data. That’s their agreement. Meanwhile, those who engineer the leak care only to convey a clear message through the press about who is dealing the cards here. Everyone who plays with them should know how far they can go. Do you understand now? They decided to control both sides. Whoever wins or loses, victory will always be theirs.”

	Kinga laughed unnaturally.

	“You’re talking nonsense, although it is rather cute,” she said, running her hand through my thin hair. “Pure speculation, no evidence. Although I have to say it is very suspenseful. You could build a sensational novel on it. Though I’m afraid, the reality is much more banal.”

	“Because?”

	“I wanted to explain it, but you cut me off. There are no ‘them’ who pull the strings from behind the scenes. The management took my article down because a key informant withdrew what he told me and threatened that if the story ran, he would sue. The health minister denied that anyone with any authority had ever promised Pilfarma any government guarantees. The government spokesman is supposed to clarify this tomorrow: if a decision is made to make such a purchase at all, then the government will do it directly, without intermediaries. After all that, the editor-in-chief decided not to publish. An arrangement between the second and the fourth branch of the government, you could say.”

	“The question remains as to why a key informant suddenly called off his revelations. You only spoke to him three days ago, yes? So what happened during that time? Did he perhaps decide to withdraw his report after the news of Heinz’s story reached Warsaw? Someone at the cemetery saw the story and made a call? The mishap with Yaremski was something they did not foresee.”

	“You’re still fantasizing. Who didn’t foresee? Who are you talking about? Name them.”

	“I am not an investigative journalist, I have no such knowledge. I don’t make deals with the secret police.”

	She crossed her legs and swung her foot furiously. She didn’t say anything. I was expecting the worst, including having to go out with my luggage and call Susanne.

	“And I did,” she said. “I must have made a mistake,” she added. “I should not have done it.”

	She bit her lip. I remained silent.

	“Do you remember our conversation before my arrival? I was speaking to a man from the security agency who had given me tidbits from time to time. I shouldn’t even tell you about it, but I don’t care. I got from him some of the dirt on Yaremski and his wife. And no, he is not someone related to the former communist services. He’s too young for that. I learned that Pilfarma is not the only company that wants to offer the swine flu and is seeking government guarantees. On the other hand, it has the best shot, there is a strong lobby behind it or something else. Someone actually promised them these guarantees, although the prime minister apparently did not know anything about it. And…”

	She got stuck.

	“The point is that such information is not shared with a journalist disinterestedly,” I suggested.

	“Jacob, you have to believe me, it was as I say. When the consul told me about your death, I wanted to come here immediately, no matter what. Later, I told this man about my departure. He then offered to exchange information. He told me what business Pilfarma was preparing, and I was to inform him about everything I learned on the spot in Berlin.”

	I stretched in my chair as if I had found a solution to a long-considered problem.

	“And that was your own sensational article,” I said.

	“It looks like it.”

	“Oh, holy naïvety!” I exclaimed. “How did you communicate with him?”

	“By email, via an encrypted link. Twice, in all. Yesterday after the party in the Radisson and today at the cemetery, as you spoke to the Inspector.”

	“Kinga, you have become a hidden collaborator of the secret service. Didn’t you know they always win in this game?”

	“It’s so humiliating,” she blurted out. “I’m really sick of this.”

	“You can always stop. Did they blackmail you into cooperating?”

	“No, it was a business deal. We exchanged information.”

	“As you can see, the deal wasn’t very clean.”

	“But you’re simplifying too much,” she shifted her attention to me. “It’s not so like one and the same group simultaneously promotes Yaremski and his company, wants to do a vaccine business, buys The World and murders people in Berlin. Behind the scenes of this puppet theater, there is a real struggle between many forces over who will pull the strings.”

	“And who will be whose puppet,” I added. “That’s probably why Yaremski wanted you to switch from one editorial office to the other. I suspect that was Yaremski’s personal initiative. He’s someone for whom everything is a game. He thought you played for his opponents. Objectively speaking, given all he knew, he was entitled to think so. So he put aside his personal grudges and tried to get you to his side.”

	“Nothing doing. I don’t want to be on any side.”

	“It doesn’t matter what you want. It doesn’t matter what you think. What is important is how people perceive you. I am entitled to think that I am an independent free agent; as well as that I am beautiful and intelligent. Other people are entitled to have their views on these matters.”

	“When did you arrive at these wisdoms?”

	“Long time ago. I was about your age.”

	Her anger at the whole world was slowly dissipating. Regret and disappointment remained. She suppressed jerky movements and steadied her breathing. She was silent. She organized her emotions in a way that was inaccessible to a man and finally came to her own conclusions.

	“Let’s go eat something,” she said, reaching out and forcing me to stand up from my armchair.

	We went to an Italian eatery. Perhaps subconsciously, we chose a place that reminded us of a trip we had taken together ten years earlier. They served typical Italian dishes. It was well into the afternoon, so, in keeping with the Italian tradition, we skipped the pasta. We took a quattro stagioni pizza, a portion of lasagna, and a bottle of Tuscan Chianti wine. Emptying that bottle improved our mood. We walked back to the hotel feeling that we were a couple again.
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	Heinz called at ten in the morning.

	“Take Kinga and go to the detention center,” he said. “You have a visit with Skulski.”

	“What? I never asked to see him.”

	“Don’t ask needless questions,” he said nervously. “Be there in an hour. You and Kinga. It is the Berlin jail, not the district jail,” he clarified and gave the address. “I can’t give you a lift, go alone. I’ll meet you later.”

	“You got it through Schwalbe?” I asked.

	“Let’s say I did,” he replied. “This is your chance. The Inspector knows and agrees, but it was Eddie who asked to see you. Understand? He asked to see you, not the senator or one of his clowns.”

	He said goodbye and hung up.

	Kinga, although no longer angry, was still upset with the fact that her story had been dropped. I had to repeat twice what Heinz had said in order to arouse her interest.

	We took a cab. The drive took us nearly half an hour. We arrived at the jail ten minutes early, just in time to get past three gates, through security controls and officers who had to confirm on the phone at each step that we were indeed allowed to enter.

	“You have twenty minutes,” the guard said.

	He let us into the visiting room and showed us a seat at the table, where we were supposed to wait for the detained man. A minute later, Eddie showed up, led by a guard. He was in the same clothes he had been wearing when he was arrested. Only he lost the tie. Unshaven, in unlaced shoes, he instinctively pulled up the slipping, beltless pants. He looked depressed, as we may well have expected.

	“Thank you for coming.”

	I didn’t know how to start the conversation

	“What do you need?” I asked.

	“I don’t need anything,” he replied.

	“Do you have a lawyer?” Kinga asked matter-of-factly. 

	He nodded.

	“Yesterday, shortly after my detention, attorney Wittke came to see me. He said he would defend me. I didn’t know the man. I said that I couldn’t afford a private lawyer, and he said that it was alright. That he was Carl’s neighbor and that he had been at the funeral. But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

	“So tell me what’s going on,” I encouraged him.

	“Is it true what they say about the senator in this newspaper?”

	“You know...Documents don’t lie.”

	“They could have faked them to put him down.”

	“The Stasi would have forged SB documents? Twenty years ago to put him down today? Think about it.”

	“Nothing was found in the Polish archives.”

	“You know that not all Polish archives have survived. Your loyalty to the man goes beyond common sense.”

	“OK. Maybe I am over-loyal. My weakness, I’ve always been that way. Still, I want you to know one thing: no matter what will happen to me, Richard has had nothing to do with these murders.”

	He said it emphatically, with a flash in his eyes.

	“And you, Eddie?” Kinga asked, joining the conversation.

	He looked to the side. It was evident that he wanted to confess something.

	“I am prepared to confess,” he said. “But only to what I really did.”

	“What did you do?” Now it was my turn to ask.

	“Maybe I’ll tell you this one day,” he said, hiding his face in his hands.

	“I have a feeling you didn’t come up with this yourself. You weren’t planning on killing anyone. Someone used you?” Kinga was prompting him.

	He looked up sharply.

	“The Inspector says Roman was an agent of the Stasi. Is that true too? I sincerely doubt it. Apparently, you know something about it.”

	“It’s the truth. Carl found the proof,” I said accusingly. “That’s probably why he died.”

	“I didn’t kill him!” Eddie declared, hitting the table with his hand. Kinga showed reflexes.

	“If not you, then who? Do you know?” she asked. He sighed in resignation.

	“I aimed at him, that was all. He did not run away, he did not scream, he did not defend himself. He didn’t say anything at all. He looked at me and waited for the shot. As if he was encouraging me to pull the trigger. I was unable to do this. I couldn’t.”

	He fell silent. I had to ask: 

	“And then?”

	“We were both there, in front of his house. We had parked the car a street over. Roman was sitting in the car, at the laptop, and I was waiting in the garden with the phone, waiting for you to leave. I was starting to wonder whether you would ever go away. Then you finally left. Roman made me wait a minute, then I rang the doorbell. Carl was supposed to think it was you coming back to collect something you’d forgotten. He opened without asking. When he saw me he was very surprised at first, then he saw the gun, stepped back, and stood against the wall. I do not understand this. He did not run away, he did not scream.”

	He paused.

	“Eddie, I can explain this,” I said calmly. “Carl was really ill. With cancer. None of us knew about it. He was going to die in terrible pain within months. Like a good Catholic, he did not commit suicide, but he allowed himself to be shot.”

	Eddie’s whole body shook with a reflex that seemed like crying. But he did not cry. He got a grip of himself.

	“As I was standing there with that gun, I didn’t know what to do. Then Roman suddenly appeared. He snatched the gun from my hand and without thinking he fired twice,” he said calmly and fell silent for a moment. “I… ran away. I didn’t want to see what had happened. I waited in the car. Roman came after a quarter of an hour carrying Carl’s laptop. He said the danger had been averted. He was calm. We went to my place, we drank. In the morning, he took the gun and left. I think he went home. I slept until noon. After that, I didn’t have the time or the desire to dress up for the embassy party. I was going to give up, but Richard told me to go, so I went. I didn’t speak to Roman. We acted as if we didn’t know each other. Richard knew only that Carl would not reveal anything, that there was no danger. He only learned about Carl’s death from Schwalbe.”

	“What was Carl supposed to reveal?” I asked bluntly.

	“I thought it was something with the drug business. I can say that much.”

	“OK, don’t say more if you don’t want to,” Kinga said politely. “Just explain, please, why Topolski had to die.”

	“Roman decided there was no other option. He had argued so many times that Carl had been a commie agent that I ended up believing him. Like that he had founded Opinion on the orders of the Polish security services in order to keep tabs on the Polish Solidarity emigration in West Berlin. And that he reported on our refugee association, too. Apparently, there is some evidence for this, but I have not seen it.

	“Now I find out that it was the other way around. That Roman was the real commie mole, and he only needed me in that association as a smokescreen, as the genuine article: a refugee and an activist. I asked him several times why he wanted Carl to be the director of the German subsidiary of Pilfarma if he had been a mole. But he explained that it was a way to get him on our side and that it was a good tactical move. The senator said the same thing. But Carl refused the position and became dangerous to us. Apparently, he threatened to reveal something about the vaccine business to the press. He could have spoiled a lifetime opportunity for us all.”

	“You believed that easily.”

	“Well, OK. But do you know what I did here before they took me on? What have I been doing here over the years?” He began to twist and unravel his hands nervously. “I was a parking attendant, for Christ’s sake. A parking attendant with very good prospects of becoming a senior parking attendant in ten years’ time. Who cares that I graduated from a technical school in Poland? That was a long time ago. The fact that I printed illegal leaflets under communism does not help in finding a meaningful job in Berlin. The senator gave me a chance, a real chance. Maybe that’s why I have become gullible, as you say. It was our job, Roman’s and mine, to protect the business we were developing here. Richard did not say what exactly to do, so I repeat that he had nothing to do with Carl’s death. Roman decided the specific measures to be taken.

	“But he didn’t decide Yuri’s death,” I said.

	“Nobody planned it,” he said. “It just happened. It was an accident.”

	“Will you tell us about it?” Kinga asked.

	“Not now. I don’t know if I ever will. Certainly not before the trial.”

	“Someone advised you to keep quiet?” she purred. She had the gift of drawing people into a conversation.

	“Attorney Wittke. Apparently, on Wednesday, when this happened, he returned home very late and saw Roman in a car parked in their neighborhood.”

	“He told you that?”

	“Not only me. He also told the police.”

	“Whether he has seen him or not, he can support your story. If only you hadn’t shot the Russian...”

	“If only I hadn’t taken that goddamn gun with me! The worst that could have happened was getting arrested for breaking and entering. But it happened. I was scared and—fired.”

	“You shoot well.”

	“Roman used to take me to the shooting range every week. And that’s how I got involved. He showed me various shooting tricks. I got quite good under his tutelage. What an ironic thing. Before I arrived at the Isadora, I hadn’t shot even an animal, let alone men, only targets.”

	“You made the silencer?”

	“We bought a book on the Internet that contained a description of how to make one at home.”

	He fell silent.

	“That’s all I wanted to tell you. Thank you again for coming.”

	“Do you have someone in Berlin?” I asked anxiously as we said goodbye.

	“Don’t worry. I’m not alone.”

	He got up from the table. I held out my hand to him. Slowly, reluctantly, he handed me his. A guard who had been watching us from a distance came over and led him out.

	“Killer and victim in one,” I said to Kinga as he disappeared behind a barred wall.

	“Now we know everything. We can go back to Warsaw,” she replied.

	“You don’t have to rush anymore. Let’s leave tomorrow,” I said.

	She nodded silently.

	I called Heinz to say we were staying another day.
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	We made an appointment at Yorckschlösschen, an old and storied jazz club in Kreuzberg. I love such places. The walls are crammed with photos of musicians and famous guests, as well as music posters; the stage for the players is separated from the audience by a railing with turned balusters, there is old bar furniture and a large brass counter. The staff efficiently serves beer from barrels and meals from the kitchen. There is a summer garden in front of the entrance. In the evenings you can listen to live jazz. It is enough to take a beer, something to munch on and you can sit there for hours among friends and acquaintances, having endless discussions about everything, drowned out by the omnipresent noise. A second beer, and sometimes a third beer or something stronger, is welcome but not required. And so it goes on, no questions, no worries.

	Kinga was dressed as if she were already in Warsaw rather than saying goodbye to Berlin in a nightclub. For a woman who was about to hit forty, she looked very attractive. She wore tight jeans and a short black jacket with a deeply cut cotton blouse underneath. I’ve always been intrigued why she dyed her naturally red hair auburn or copper, but that was her style. I was very pleased to have her by my side. I convinced myself that her not-too-flashy, toned, elaborate makeup harmonized perfectly with my grizzled temples and loose, unobtrusive getup. I wanted to believe that we looked like a great couple.

	Women were in a clear minority. In response to men’s interested glances, she gave them her insolent smile, in which there was both sympathy and unequivocal refusal.

	A jazz combo was setting up on the stage. From the number of positions, I guessed we would have a quintet or a sextet. They tuned their instruments and adjusted the speakers. I stood at the door with Kinga for a while, looking around the room. Then we sat down at the bar. We only ordered water.

	I explained that we were waiting for someone.

	At 7 p.m., I started to worry that Heinz, who had booked us a table, would be late again, which would mean new trouble. But I worried unnecessarily. At seven on the nose, he appeared at the entrance leading a younger man, unknown to me.

	He saw us, waved his hand, and called us to him. We approached. Heinz greeted him and introduced his companion.

	“This is Sebastian,” he said.

	I held out my hand to him. As he handed me his, I felt his gentle, almost feminine handshake. Then he greeted Kinga the same way.

	“I’m called Basti,” he said.

	Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Heinz watching me closely. I looked straight into his face so he could see my gaze saying: “It’s alright.” He nodded and led us to a table.

	The musicians started to play. The saxophonist started with John Coltrane’s Blue Train, and it immediately got moody. Sebastian went to the bar for a beer; I wanted my favorite dunkel and Kinga copied me.

	I listened to the pianist’s solo for a moment.

	“They play very well.” I praised the musicians. We weren’t talking about anything in particular. We watched each other.

	Sebastian brought four beer steins and set them in front of us.

	He didn’t speak much. He kept looking at Heinz every now and then, but Heinz seemed to treat him indifferently. I sipped the beer and looked at the inscription on the stein.

	“Great beer,” I said. “I’ve never had it before.” 

	“Small wonder,” Heinz said. “It’s Thuringian. Before the wall fell, it was known only in East Germany and never seen in West Berlin.”

	“Even if it had appeared all over Germany immediately after reunification, I was not paying attention,” I said. “I was drinking other stuff.”

	I named a few Bavarian brands that I liked, and Sebastian grew lively. He nodded along with each name. After two jazz standards, there was some movement behind the barrier.

	The saxophonist came up to the microphone and announced that he wanted to say something. When everyone finally looked in his direction, he began to speak.

	“Ladies and gentlemen, dear friends,” he said slowly. “Forgive me for introducing a moment of reflection, even seriousness and sadness, into the cheerful mood.”

	It got even quieter in the club. 

	“I would like to tell you that Hans-Georg Thiede, a German soldier who died in Afghanistan last week, was a good friend of mine and a great colleague. May he rest in peace. Let me dedicate the next number to him.”

	The hall fell silent, and he began to play. I recognized the piece. I had heard it in Grunewald as I took my walk while waiting for the ceremony at the embassy. Listening to him now, I was sure it was the same musician. The hall immediately recognized what he was playing. Everyone got up from their seats and remained standing through the main theme. Then, as other instruments joined in the improvisation, we began to sit down. The hall listened in silence, applauding individual solos. Confused, Kinga asked me to explain. I leaned closer so that I could feel her hair on my cheek. Were it not for the gravity of the situation, I would have brushed her ear with my lips. She guessed the game.

	When the musicians finished, I said: 

	“Ich hab’ einen Kameraden,” changing the tense to the present: I have a friend.

	“My comrade, with whom I have fought shoulder to shoulder in recent days, is alive and sitting here with us,” I continued.

	“It wasn’t really a fight,” Heinz waved his hand dismissively. “Even if it got a little sticky at one point.” 

	“Mr. Kaltendorf, thanks to you, we’re sitting here alive,” I continued.

	And suddenly, I felt the urge to take this joke further, beyond the limits of political correctness.

	“You know? You don’t look German at all!” I said.

	There was a moment of silence. After a while, Heinz remembered the incident. 

	“Well, you should know that one of my great-great-grandmothers was Hungarian; and the other was Polish.”

	He dropped his voice. 

	“You do not know. You couldn’t have known because I only found out recently.”

	“Oh?” I was surprised. “Where was she from?”

	“She was Austrian. She was born in the great multinational Habsburg Empire.”

	“And the grandpa?” I asked.

	“And the Grandpa...” He paused for a moment. “Well, the one who married her was from Saxony. But there was another one who was born in Poland. I mean...It was Russia then. He served in the Wehrmacht. He died at the end of the war, also in Poland. I don’t even know where his grave is, if there is one at all.”

	I had started the topic, but neither of us wanted to pursue it. One day I would have to get the story out of him somehow. 

	“You know what it’s called?” I asked.

	“I’m sure you will tell me,” Heinz replied thoughtfully. 

	“It’s called Mitteleuropa,”29 I said.

	Kinga and Sebastian listened to our dialogue in silence. She probably could have made sense of our conversation but didn’t understand the words. He understood the words but could not make sense of them. 

	I knew nothing about this young man. Heinz had never mentioned him. He had never mentioned that he would come to the club with his boyfriend. Admittedly, I was reconciled to the fact that my German friend was secretive and liked to surprise those surrounding him, and derived a special satisfaction from these surprises. I got to know him like that, and he hadn’t changed over the years. This time, however, I did not see any particular satisfaction in his eyes. 

	When he got up to go to the washroom, I apologized to Kinga and followed him.

	“Heinz, tell me, you and Sebastian...” I started as we stood over the urinals.

	“I’ve been waiting for you to ask about this,” he said and fell silent. He came back to the topic as we washed our hands.

	“Basti is my son,” he said, his hands under the dryer. “Supposedly.”

	I giggled in complete surprise.

	“Son?”

	We left the washroom. He stopped me and pushed me gently aside.

	“It’s Gabriela’s son,” he began to explain. It felt like he had been prepared for my question. “He was born in Munich, seven months after she left Berlin. He was brought up by his grandmother and aunt—Gabi’s mother and her single sister. He did not know his mother as a child. Gabi left the child with them less than a year after he was born and went to India or somewhere in the East to study Asian dance. She returned after many years when the boy was already an adult. I haven’t seen her since she’s been back and I don’t know if I want to see her. As Sebastian grew older, he wanted to find his father. I am not surprised. He had only women at home, he missed having a man in his life. According to his mother, I am the father, which is—well, very likely. Maybe he even looks like me, huh?”

	“I’ve never seen you in that light,” I admitted. “When did you find out? When did he find you?”

	“Someday, maybe I’ll tell you. It’s a long story. He’s been living with me for three months. We’re trying to get to know each other. What did you think?”

	“Heinz, you have so many secrets!”

	“Like all of us,” he concluded. And as I took the first step to get back to the table, he grabbed my elbow and asked, “Do you now know who has used the keys to your hotel room? The keys you left me?”

	“Sebastian?”

	He nodded.

	“To do this, he checked in for one night at the Isadora, on Thursday night. As a Munich citizen, he did not arouse any suspicions. And he bears his mother’s name. If the police were checking the guest list, no one associated him with me, much less you. He was supposed to check your bags and the whole room, nothing else. He was not in the apartment in Prenzlauer Berg on Thursday night, so we stopped by a shop where he works. Then I handed over the keys to him.”

	“You are a master of manipulation!” I said. “You assign roles and put on a great show. It’s… it’s a pity that you are the only audience.”

	“If you hadn’t trusted me, nothing would have come out of the play,” he said, patting me on the shoulder.

	Back at the table, Kinga was talking to Sebastian in English. I wanted to inform her what I had learned so that she would not make some stupid mistake, so I asked in Polish: 

	“With whom is it easier for you to talk: the father or the son?” 

	I looked at both in turn.

	Kinga’s eyes widened, and she shook her head in disbelief.

	At this point, the saxophonist approached the microphone again. The whole room looked at him.

	“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “attention, please. This is a truly special moment. I would like to introduce the world premiere of the newest song by our leader and dear friend, Christian Wrensch. Its title is: Berlin Blue. Chris, we love you.”

	He gestured to the man sitting at the piano with his back to the audience and initiated applause. The room immediately picked it up. The pianist turned around and bowed.

	I have not misheard. Danka’s ex-husband and Susi’s father was sitting at the keyboard.

	Heinz did not notice this detail and Kinga did not understand anything.

	Christian started playing a solo jazz ballad. After a few bars, he moved on to the rhythm section. It was difficult for me to classify his composition in a particular genre. There was a kind of cool sadness in it, and the dark-blue side of funky, somehow melancholy smooth, and when the performances of individual instrumentalists began, a general blend of different styles arose, a kind of mega-fusion. Listening to them, I thought what a great metaphor this was for this city where life takes place on so many levels that everyone will find something for themselves, their niche, their style, their environment.

	As if to emphasize the character of the piece, Christian brought up a few bars of the prewar hit Das ist Berlin, provoking friendly laughter from some listeners and additional applause.

	I looked at Christian. So this reddish-blond fellow, in a crew cut, with graying stubble, a talented musician who did not shy away from the pleasures of artistic life, was the man once meant to restore Danka’s belief in love? Had he been supposed to replace me? Impossible, these things never work out in life. There’s no going back in love. If someone is lost, she is lost forever.

	I looked at Kinga. She looked back with a warm smile.

	Maybe not always? Or maybe the woman who sat next to me was never lost? I remembered her words: do what you have to do in Berlin and come back. I understood it then this way: come back to Warsaw. But perhaps she meant: come back to me?

	“Heinz,” I said in a tone that foreshadowed new, cutting jokes. In order for Kinga to understand them, I switched to my elementary English. “Would your religious belief allow you to be a witness at a Catholic wedding?”

	It took a moment for everyone at the table to understand what I meant.

	“Jacob!” Kinga said in the tone of a reprimand but put her hand on my shoulder to reassure me.

	“My beliefs would let me,” Heinz said, laughing, “but I doubt that a heretic like me would be tolerated by the Catholic Church.”

	“We will find a church like this, I assure you,” I said confidently and reflected on how hard that would be in modern Poland.

	I don’t know what possessed me about that church wedding. Maybe there was somewhere deep inside me the thought that I’d like to succeed at something at which Danka and I had failed.
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	I hesitated to approach Christian Wrensch. I really liked the composition and wanted to tell its writer about it. On the other hand, I was afraid that if he found out who I was, he might misunderstand me. I decided to move toward him after the musicians stopped playing and began leaving the stage. I left Kinga for a while, pushed my way through the crowd, and went up to the pianist. For a split second, he looked at me as if I was an intruder, assessing the possible threat.

	“Berlin Blue,” I said. “A great composition. And a great performance too. I wanted to congratulate you.”

	“Thank you,” he smiled warily.

	He didn’t know who he was dealing with.

	“Jacob Kubatski.” I introduced myself and held out my hand. “I am a music journalist,” I added, describing myself a bit exaggeratedly. “From Warsaw.”

	He froze for a moment with my hand in his.

	“Jacob...” he said, as if thoughtfully. “Ah, yes. So this is you? Susanne told me you were in Berlin and—well, everything.”

	He was a bit confused. Me, too. If we were to really talk, it wouldn’t be about music.

	“I just wanted to congratulate you,” I repeated.

	“You liked it?” he asked politely, indicating with his body language that there was no time for a chat.

	“I’m hoping for a recording. I would like to mention it in my column,” I said and signaled that I was leaving.

	“It will be available on the internet soon,” he said, walking away.

	After he left and I turned to go back to my place, I heard my phone ring.

	The number I saw on the display had a Polish prefix. It didn’t tell me anything. I picked up anyway.

	“Hello?” I said.

	“Mr. Jacob? Jacob Kubatski?”

	The voice in the earpiece sounded brusque and confident.

	“Yes, it’s me...” I replied carefully.

	“Congratulations, a great job!” said the caller, whom I still couldn’t identify by his voice.”

	“What is this about? Who is speaking?”

	I was hoping there was some kind of misunderstanding.

	“What is it about? You killed our man, that’s what it is about,” the stranger continued. “He will never clear himself from what you got them to write there, in that kraut rag. The papers here will eat him alive. He’s finished. Even we can’t help him. He was clean here, but he forgot about the Stasi files. Do you understand now?”

	“Ah...!”

	I was no longer asking who was talking or what was going on. I waited for the next shoe to drop. “Take it easy,” he continued. “Nothing to worry about. Honestly, we had had enough of him. There was too much in the press about him, too much ambiguity about his business. None of that stuff is helpful. You’ve done a decent job for us. You deserve a reward.”

	“Sorry, you don’t have to. It’s a misunderstanding. I certainly didn’t do anything for you.”

	I didn’t know what he meant or how to react.

	“When I say that you deserve a reward, you deserve a reward. But first, both of you should return to Warsaw. And don’t forget that you have entered into a contract, and contracts have to be fulfilled, Mr. Editor-in-chief. You will come back to the country, we will contact you, we will talk. You will not regret your decision. Till then.”

	And he hung up. I hid my cell phone. I felt like a wild buck cut off from the herd and chased by wolves into a corner from which there was no escape. I was confused. I looked for Kinga. She was standing nearby, looking at me, making friendly signs. I walked over. Heinz and Sebastian had disappeared somewhere.

	“Someone called?” she asked, smiling.

	“Some B.S.” I shrugged off the question. “Nothing important.”

	She put one arm around me, pressing her head against my shoulder.

	“Jacob,” she said softly. “I feel that at last, after so many years, you are a free man. That you’ve freed yourself from the past. And now nothing separates us. Don’t you think?”

	I returned her hug. We froze for a while in that pose. It was nice to think that we would be together again. I put my head against her temple.

	“Have you ever thought about emigrating? But not like me: a few years away and back to Poland. For real. Definitive and irretrievable. Just you and me, far from Poland, from Europe, somewhere in the warm waters of the Pacific,” I whispered in her ear.

	“Oh, what a lovely temptation,” she said. Apparently, she treated my question and the entire statement as a joke. “We’d be spending our days at the beach. You could pick coconuts, and I could play the ukulele,” she spoke softly, in an erotic tone with a different message than the words conveyed.

	“And children?” I asked with an overt provocation in my voice. “What would our children do?”

	She clung to me.

	“Children could be dancing the hula in the shade of the palm trees,” she continued our game of imagination, then abruptly cut short: 

	“Have you forgotten that we have a train to Warsaw in the morning?”

	I felt sorry for the abruptly interrupted dreams. I didn’t want to come down to earth yet.

	Heinz and Sebastian returned. They stood next to us.

	“I just spoke to the Inspector,” Heinz said quietly. “Eddie Skulski confessed to shooting the Russian. He also told the police that Topolski was killed by Ferdinna. Your senator is in the clear.”

	The combo returned to the railing and sat down at the instruments.

	“And something else,” Heinz continued. “It turned out that Ferdinna had occasional contact with his family in Poland. They want to bring his body back and bury him there.”

	Christian did a three-second pass on the piano, then held the microphone to his lips.

	“I would now like to play Lonely Islands of Hearts by the Polish composer Krzysztof Komeda. We have heard his work here more than once. I dedicate it to Jacob, a journalist from Warsaw who really knows jazz, and his lovely companion named Kinga. They’re among us tonight,” he said slowly. “Forgive me for not telling you what we have in common. Not this time.”

	There was laughter from the hall and applause. Kinga, who guessed what this was about, watched with amusement as a smiling Christian stretched out his hand toward us, and many eyes followed. How did he know her name? I noticed Susanne dressed in a dark outfit near the piano. She had even dyed her hair black. In the shadow where she stood, she looked very similar to Danka. For a second, I had the impression that I had somehow traveled back in time. Smiling faintly, she was giving us ambiguous signs with her hand. It was neither welcome nor goodbye.

	Then came the first bars of a quiet piece by Komeda. Kinga was still by my side. I hugged her tenderly and pretended we were dancing. But it wasn’t dance music.
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	FROM YOUR TRANSLATOR

	Translating and publishing this book has been a labor of love for me (I too, lived in West Berlin 1980-1989), and I am thrilled to share it with you. If you enjoyed the book, I would love to ask you to write an honest review for it. Your opinion matters a great deal!

	 

	THANK YOU!

	 

	And, if you liked it enough to read on, jump on our mailing list so that we can drop you a line the moment the next volume hits the stands; or we have a promo we think you might like:
https://www.mondrala.com

	 

	 

	AND IN THE MEANTIME, HERE ARE SOME OTHER REALLY GREAT BOOKS FROM BEHIND THE IRON CURTAIN:

	 

	 

	1) By Witold Makowiecki: The Fleeing Carthage Series

	 

	An action-packed and humorous adventure series written in the darkest days of World War Two by a dying man to… distract and entertain up his readers. (And it does!)

	 

	Out of the Lion’s Maw
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	570 B.C. They slip their jailors in Carthage and rush across the Mediterranean pursued by enemy agents and assassins: a Zoroastrian priest and his Greek apprentice. Their mission: to prevent the outbreak of a civil war in Egypt. Their opponents: the Great Phoenician Council and the entire state apparatus of Eternal Egypt. Their resources: the old man's wit and the young man's courage.

	“What a delightful and absorbing read!”

	 

	Wind from the Hospitable Sea
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In extraordinary times, twelve-year-old boys must act like men. Greece 562 BC. For insolvent debtors, the price of bankruptcy is slavery. When his mother and siblings are seized for unpaid debts, little Diossos must run to fetch help. He must cross mountains, forests, and stormy seas, brave wild animals, slave catchers, pirates, and police. He has a month to achieve his quest, only days to grow up.
“Fans of historical fiction will adore this book!”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	2) By Jacek Bocheński: His Notorious Roman Trilogy

	 

	A set of critically acclaimed and banned novels about the first decades of the Roman Empire: every one of these beautiful books got the author in hot water: with the communist, the church, the neolibs, and the neocons.

	 

	Divine Julius
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	Would you like to become a god? It has been done, you know. 
So begins this cynical look how Caesar corrupted the elites and overturned the Republic. The book was published to great critical acclaim and almost immediately—banned: communist authorities did not like how it laid bare the mechanism by which a tyranny manufactures consent. A modern classic, never out of print 60 years since its initial publication, and… a ripping yarn written in Caesar’s own, telegraphic style.

	“What a gift to have this in English!”

	 

	Naso the Poet
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	Rome’s greatest poet was sent into exile for life, and his works were consigned eternal forgetting. But they weren’t forgotten. Readers touched by their beauty preserved their precious volumes and copied them by hand so that the literature which had offended the government of Rome may yet live on forever. And it has. But who was Ovid? And what crime did he commit to cause his punishment? Here is a kind of police procedural set up to discover the crime.

	“It would be difficult to find a more brilliant fictional treatment of Ovid’s life than this hilariously serious entertainment"--Theodore Ziolkowski, Ovid and the Moderns
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	Who was Tiberius Caesar, Rome’s second emperor? Was he a perverted monster or a misunderstood loner?

	Coming March 25, 2023

	 

	AND A BIT OF NONFICTION FOR YOU LOVERS OF THE ANTIQUE:

	 

	The first in the series of thirty best-selling popular science books about antiquity:

	 

	Seven Against Thebes
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	Before the Trojan War, there was the Theban War. 

	What was that war? Who fought it and why? What does archeology tell us? What have subsequent generations made of it? From one of Europe’s best selling authors of books about Graeco-Roman antiquity.
“A classicist’s escapist dream!”

	 

	AND FROM POLAND’S MOST REMARKABLE WOMAN WRITER:

	

	A SUMMER OF THE FOREST FOLK
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	A classic feel-good story about friendship, coming of age and the healing power of nature. Three women spend each summer in a remote cottage in the last virgin forest of Europe. This summer they are joined by their big-city nephew.

	“Irresistibly charming!”

	 

	AN EXPENDABLE SOUL
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	Maria’s experiences as a political exile in Siberia: the severity and beauty of nature, the extraordinary life of the steppe, the daily struggle to survive, and the fates of the exiles: some withering and dying, some barely eking out a living, and some adapting, thriving and even—finding love. And everything in her moving, beautiful prose.
“A truly remarkable book, a gift.”

	 

	
Notes

		[←1]
	 German: “I had a comrade”




	[←2]
	 1980




	[←3]
	 The Ministry for State Security, commonly known as the Stasi was the state security service of East Germany from 1950 to 1990.




	[←4]
	 The Karaim or Karaites are Turkic-speaking adherents of Karaite Judaism in Central and Eastern Europe.




	[←5]
	 Institute of National Remembrance (Polish acronym: IPN) is a special archive where old UB/KGB files had been deposited.




	[←6]
	 SB was the acronym for polish secret police under communism




	[←7]
	 Markus Johannes Wolf, also known as Mischa, was head of the Main Directorate for Reconnaissance, the foreign intelligence division of East Germany’s Ministry for State Security. He was the Stasi’s number two for 34 years, which spanned most of the Cold War.




	[←8]
	 Former name of the KGB.




	[←9]
	 ODESSA is an American codename coined in 1946 to cover Nazi underground escape plans at the end of World War.




	[←10]
	 “Lustration of persons holding public functions” is a formal administrative procedure in modern Poland requiring persons holding public office, or candidates for such functions, to declare whether or not they had ever worked for or cooperated with the communist security authorities in the years 1944-1990 




	[←11]
	 Now in Western Poland, (1795-1918) Prussian Königshütte 




	[←12]
	 Erich Honecker was the last leader of East Germany.




	[←13]
	 Hauptmann: Captain




	[←14]
	 Field-grey, the traditional color of the German military




	[←15]
	 Erich Fritz Emil Mielke (1907–2000) served as head of the East German Ministry for State Security (Ministerium für Staatsicherheit –MfS), better known as the Stasi, from 1957 until shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.




	[←16]
	 In the 1970s, a number of prestigious western brands were produced under license in Poland for domestic consumption. These products became desirable contraband throughout the former Soviet block.




	[←17]
	 Two German Federal states which were formerly part of East Germany.




	[←18]
	 Erich Ernst Paul Honecker (1912-1994) was a German communist politician who led the German Democratic Republic (East Germany) from 1971 until shortly before the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989.




	[←19]
	 Until 1989, a Polish government in exile functioned in London, a continuation of the government who had fled Poland in 1939 after the German invasion.




	[←20]
	 ZOMO: Polish communist riot police




	[←21]
	 Good day




	[←22]
	 East German leader 1950-1971




	[←23]
	 Now the Stasi Records Archive in Berlin.




	[←24]
	 The Round Table discussions in 1989 in Poland led to a compromise between the Polish communist party and the Solidarity opposition, free elections, and a government of cohabitation, with a Prime Minister from Solidarity and President from the Communist Party. Poland became thereby the first country behind the Iron Courtain since 1945 with a government not fully controlled by pro-Soviet communists. East German leadership became geographically cut off from USSR and began to feel exposed.




	[←25]
	 Hauptverwaltung Aufklärung: The Main Directorate for Reconnaissance was the foreign intelligence service of the Ministry of State Security, the main security agency of the German Democratic Republic, from 1955 to 1990.




	[←26]
	 Office for the Protection of the Constitution: West German, and now German equivalent of the FBI.




	[←27]
	 Pechvogel: an unlucky fellow




	[←28]
	 “Berlin snout” – a way of being rudely direct typical of Berliners




	[←29]
	 Mittelauropa: “Central Europe,” the notion that all central Europeans share a certain cultural identity despite  the mutual hate that divides them
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