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‘I know you would like to hate me. History is written by the victors, and these are always men . . .’

WOMAN

I learned early in life how to survive. A skill that became vital in my position.

WIFE

I was given no power, yet I was expected to hold my own with the most powerful man in the country.

MOTHER OF THE NATION

My people were my children. I stood between him and them.

I am not the person they say I am.

I am not my husband.

I am innocent.

Do you believe me?




To my parents
 For always making time




She is a mother. She is and remains a mother . . .

For at one time she carried the child under her heart.

And it does not go out of her heart ever again.

Leo Frobenius, Der Kopf als Schicksal

Perception is real, and the truth is not.

Imelda Marcos, The Kingmaker
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CHAPTER ONE

2018

The past rarely comes for us politely. She springs out from a half-seen face in the street, assaults us in a once-familiar hall. A sudden visitor, not so much knocking at the door as smashing a fist through the frosted pane.

I raised the teacup to my lips, turned the newspaper page, and there she was, her amber eyes turned to black and somewhere the scent of decaying flowers. Only later, after I had swept up the shattered china, did I realise why I had not spotted the obituary at once. Twenty-five years ago the dictator’s wife would have commanded the cover. Now she had been bumped to page three. 

I put the paper in the bin, then took it out again, the dark web of ink at odds with the Devon sun. This time I was not imagining it: the whiff of something rotting. The funeral was in three days. 

‘I’ll have to go, you know,’ I said to the cat. He glared up at me as if asking why I would do such a thing. I did not reply, though the answer burned nevertheless.

To make sure she is dead.
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The plane was small and not busy. I sat in a row on my own, along from some eastern European women visiting home, the glaring yellow of the airline’s livery reflecting unfavourably off their tired faces. Long before the dawn clawed at the grubby hotel curtains, I was up and dressed. 

I felt the churchyard before I saw it. A hush surrounded it, silencing the gathering crowd. Some observers crossed themselves; others hesitated, hands frozen before their hearts. I stepped through the gate and braced myself: nothing, only the shrieks of the crows in their shabby black. Was I free, at last, of her influence? Perhaps. But I had long since learned that enslavement may be just as imperceptible as freedom. 

I found a space among the mourners. They watched with their whole bodies, these people, I remembered now. In this particular corner of eastern Europe, the eyes were larger, darker, with the look of animals calculating whether to run. When I had last come to this country, twenty-five years ago, I had disliked that I was born one of them, a watcher. Here, too, I had learned to be glad of it. It had saved me more than once. 

It was surprisingly warm in the sunshine, and as we waited, I began to sweat. In Devon it was winter, but in Yanussia spring had sprung like a trap, though snow lurked still in the shadows of the gravestones. I removed my coat, then my jumper, quickly, uneasy about obscuring my vision. As I did so, the crowd gave a sigh. I wrenched the wool over my head and saw the church doors open. 

She who carries the scar remembers; she who gives the scar forgets. An old Yanussian saying, and as I watched that plain wooden box, utterly free of adornment, I remembered. No wonder the government had arranged the First Lady’s funeral in such haste. They would all be trying to forget, to purge themselves of the woman whose influence still ran liquid in their veins, who had burrowed into their very marrow. In the trees the crows screamed, but the ensnared faces around me did not look up. I heard someone mutter a single word, and now at last I felt it, that odd mixture of enchantment and dread. 

Vrăjitoare. Witch. 

Only when the coffin crossed the churchyard boundary, bound for the cemetery, did the mourners exhale, hardly knowing why. I crushed a small heap of snow with my foot. It was over. Marija Popa was gone, her secrets departed with her. Death is a great leveller: it makes everyone uninteresting. The men are always kind and funny, the women beautiful. What happens to the dull, the ugly and the cruel? Perhaps they live forever. 

I turned to leave, but as I did so, among the smartly dressed mourning party . . . 

‘Pavel?’ 

It was him. Older, stooped, but distinctly him. He turned – not, it seemed, because he wanted to, but because he was compelled. To my amusement, the dyed black hair still clung on grimly, though the underlying colour must long ago have bleached to white. 

‘Laura Lăzărescu,’ he said. ‘Those dark eyes. My God. What are you doing here?’

‘Same as you.’ I indicated the mourning party. ‘Only from the outside.’

Cristian Pavel, consummate insider. Of course my old boss had wangled himself an invitation. He blended in perfectly, with his immaculately cut coat and shining shoes, while my hair was mussed and my arms full of clothing. Even as I stood there, my jumper detached itself and fell to the floor. I scrabbled for it, my fingers accidentally making contact with his foot, and rose to find him staring at the point where my skin had met the polished leather. I strangled a smile: he hadn’t changed. 

But I had. ‘Coffee?’

‘Actually, I’ve got a drinks thing . . .’

‘Pavel.’ My voice was calm, but its undercurrent forced him to meet my eye. I admired the imperceptibility of his hesitation. 

‘All right. One moment.’ 

Pavel never was able to resist a challenge. He insinuated himself back into the throng, a crow returning to its murder. Several business cards changed hands. The man retired from the law twenty-five years ago, for heaven’s sake. What did his card even say? But there is a certain breed of person who sees a funeral as a networking opportunity, and I felt suddenly grubby, loitering among the gravestones. Her husband wasn’t buried here; rather in a far grander cemetery beside statesmen, kings and other notables who had taken the wound of the world and rubbed salt in. Those iron eyes now terrorised only worms; safely interred was that heavy jaw, set against a universe he must have believed had wronged him, or how else could he have done the things he did? I wondered why his widow had not been granted the next-door plot. I would have been the last to suggest Marija Popa deserved more, yet I could not help but feel that this mean little church was cheating her – that if only she had died young and beautiful, they would have laid on the cathedral and throngs of weeping faithful. Like Evita, although Marija would have mocked the comparison. As it was, she had made the mistake of growing old, even unattractive. That surprised me. It was unlike the First Lady not to play a role to the bitter end.

Why had I asked Pavel for coffee? What on earth would we say, could we say, to one another? I sensed the bodies encrusting the earth beneath our feet, their blue-white eyes upturned towards me. Pavel was unaware of my secret, but the dead knew, they all knew, what I had done for the dictator’s wife . . . 

‘Laura? Let’s go.’ Pavel had returned, tucking his cards away. He didn’t offer me one. 

We walked onto the Bulevard Unirii, rimed with litter and old snow; the pressure in my head gradually lessened, like the retreating toll of a bell. The city of Poartă had been known, once, as Little Paris, but that was before its alleys were torn open to boulevards, its townhouses mushroomed into monstrous apartment blocks. Yanussia was a tiny country, squashed between Romania, Hungary and Serbia, yet Constantin Popa had decided to build a capital fit only for giants. Before his rule, the country had had modest aspirations, chiefly farming, drinking and spying on neighbouring Romania, which treated it as an irksome younger brother. In the 1848 revolutions, both nations fought for independence from Imperial Russia: Yanussia won where the other regions failed, a fact that apparently surprised them just as much as everyone else.

‘Look,’ Pavel said suddenly. Above, between us and the sky, spiked the chimneys of the old iron mill. I remembered smoke pouring out at all hours of the day, but now it was empty, its blast furnace stilled, its chimneys greening and silent. An old communist joke, what the Soviets called anekdoti, drifted in. Who had told it? Sorin, probably, in a lighter moment.

A factory inspector is conducting his assessment. He asks one worker, ‘What do you do here?’ 

‘Nothing,’ the worker replies.

The inspector turns to another. ‘And what about you?’ 

‘Nothing.’

The inspector frowns. In his report he writes, ‘The second worker should be fired for unnecessary duplication.’ 

No, I probably hadn’t laughed even then. Still, it looked like the grand tradition of people pretending to work in return for the authorities pretending to pay them had finally ground to an end. On a wall someone had sprayed furious graffiti. Turn Up, it said. A modest ambition. Dreams had shrunk since 1989. 

I allowed Pavel to herd me down a side street. He must have been at least eighty, yet his gait was still of someone with places to be. We ducked into a small café, one of those faux-Italian affairs with wipe-down tables, stainless-steel chairs and posters of the usual film stars on the walls. I grated my way into a seat, Sophia Loren pouting down. Her haughty expression reminded me of Marija, and I averted my gaze. It was an unlikely choice for Pavel. I would have expected the bar of some Westernised hotel. I wondered whether his tastes had changed, but then I realised: he did not want to be seen with me. 

‘You saw last year’s Supreme Court ruling,’ he said without preamble. ‘About the government keeping her jewels.’

‘Yes. Couldn’t prove she’d acquired them legally.’ I sighed. ‘What was she, eighty-three? What good were diamonds by then?’

‘You expected her to give them up?’

I gazed at the cup before me, the steam making the tabletop waver strangely. ‘No. I suppose not.’

‘You wouldn’t have. If you were her.’

It was such a curious thing to say that I could not think how to respond. 

‘I haven’t forgotten what you were like, you know. Truculent. Always fighting, until the end.’ A half-smile. ‘As your boss, it could be very annoying.’ 

A minute passed in silence before he said, evenly, ‘First time back?’

‘Yes. You?’

He took a careful sip and nodded. 

‘I would have thought she’d have asked you to visit.’ I winced at my own bitterness, but to my surprise he responded by dropping the mask for the first time.

‘Why would she? It was all over.’ He looked, suddenly, old, the shadows catching up with him like they do on elderly faces, lines webbing across the sockets. So he too had been discarded. Poor Pavel. 

Why had he really come? Had that been social climbing at the graveside, or a man burying himself alive in ritual? Had we both in fact returned for the same reason: to verify that those amber eyes had not caused Death to forget his duty? I didn’t think Pavel the type to believe in ghosts, yet the Black Widow brushed the earth away from our most secret parts, the parts we hid even and above all from ourselves. Her genius was to make the disinterment feel natural. Even . . . desirable. 

The dead were very close now, their long fingers brushing my skin. I knew who they were and what they wanted, what they had always wanted.

Tell him. Tell everyone. 

Could I share it, the thing I had carried in my breast for twenty-five years? Few of us have looked the Devil in the eye and turned her away, and Pavel, above all, would understand the nature of the power I had found myself up against. If law taught me anything, it was that people rarely act from natural evil or malice. There are a million little steps to the cliff edge, and even in the leaping moment, the slightest twinge in the muscle or eddy in the wind may change the outcome utterly. 

Of course, gravity has only one plan for us. But there are many ways to fall.
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CHAPTER TWO

1993

We arrived to an invisible city. The taxi forced its way through autumn fog thick as smoke, the window dirty as if reluctant to let the light in. I knew Poartă was there, felt the capital lurking at the edges of my vision – a spire here, the bone of a bridge there – but every time I turned my head, the thing was gone.

Home. I tested the word on my tongue, probing it for familiarity, for anything that might have lingered in the two decades since I had seen it last, receding from the back of a vegetable truck. Instead I was aware of a deadness pressing down, of things that were broken and had remained so. We passed a man entering a massive apartment block; he stepped inside hastily, yanking the door to, though no one was in pursuit. Forty years they’d had under Marxism, or Bogdan and Popa’s translations of it anyway, which were about as true to the original as a badly dubbed bootleg of a Chuck Norris movie. But now the palaces with real gold mosaics were gone, the orchids flown specially from Thailand withered, and all that remained were the stunted figures of the ordinary people, moving warily as if there were nothing good around the corner. 

I had returned to work on the trial defence of the very woman whose regime had driven my family away. Marija Popa. The name conjured a glimmering swarm of contradictions. A sumptuous banquet crawling with maggots. Literal blood diamonds. Four years before Jackie O, it was Marija who tore up the First Lady playbook of perma-smile, pearls, and hair set hard enough not to quiver at her husband’s more outrageous lies. She had the bone structure of a film star and the mind of a steel trap. There were plans for a Broadway musical in her name. She was glamorous; she was outrageous; she was fun. The only fly in the Crème de la Mer was her dead husband and his unfortunate predilection for impoverishing his country and terrorising his people. 

There were three of us: senior partner Cristian Pavel, myself, and Jude Greenwood, a lupine-faced senior associate, all of us crammed into the back seat. Pavel hadn’t even bothered to ask if I wanted the case, merely dropped the files on my desk, for who would miss what they were already calling the trial of the century? Someone at Harris Stroud Glyn had attached her photograph to the first page, the steel of the paper clip no match for that in her eyes. As if there were anyone in the world who didn’t know what she looked like! Her image had hung for years above the ever-frozen radiator in my family’s Poartă flat, as if it could provide us with the warmth the metal would not.

Pavel did not ask, and therefore I did not tell him, but in truth I wasn’t here for the prestige. It could’ve been the trial of the millennium, of the Holocene even. Instead the force that filled me, drumming my fingers, clenching my stomach, was not the case itself, but what it represented: a cast-iron excuse for returning to Yanussia, to my past, to the place where my family had broken. 
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We left when I was seven. Twenty-one years ago now. My father, Ion, was a minor agricultural official; my mother, Gabriela, worked for the famed Iubită empire, a sweet company founded by Marija’s adoptive family and run by the First Lady herself. Strangely, our departure was driven neither by political persecution nor poverty; instead, it was as if a light in my parents’ minds snapped on and they could no longer bear what they saw, though what that was, they never told me.

It was bizarre, because we had always been faithful to the Party. Marija’s smiling face watched us shiver through heating-less winters and boil in un-air-conditioned summers, yet my mother’s hugs told me that I was safe, that we were happy, and if Popa in his greed ate up the whole country, well, at least the three of us could live in his stomach together, sloshing around in the dark. We never listened to Radio Free Europe under the bedcovers; we were spotless in our devotion, and whenever a fleck threatened, my parents hastened to sweep it away. When my pet hamster died of cold, they hushed my lamentations, fearful of who might overhear.

Yet still we fled. Some defectors jumped the fence, at the risk of getting shot; others swam the Danube, their papers in plastic bags. The river’s waters were fast and treacherous, its borders finely ploughed to show up footprints, because in Yanussia even the earth could be turned against you. The Popa regime hated defectors, presumably concerned that they would spread word of what life was really like, and even now the country maintained a virulent dislike of those who had left, seeing it as a personal betrayal. Our London office had impressed on us the importance of security.

‘It can’t be as bad as Brooklyn,’ I said, half joking. (I’d been in New York on secondment.) In return, I received a glare and the information that only last month the Danube had strewn up the mutilated bodies of a middle-aged couple, claimed by the river they’d evaded fifteen years before. 

The real mystery was not why we’d left, but what had happened thereafter. Unlike other refugees, my parents kept no ties with our homeland. In London, they found a house far away from the Yanussian quarter, as if our people carried some invisible plague and they must amputate all corruptive parts completely. They refused to speak Yanussian; even the food my mother cooked was different, mashed potato and Bisto and not a cabbage in sight, though that itself was hardly a tragedy. When a well-meaning neighbour brought around homemade cozonac, it went straight in the bin. We became something unfamiliar to ourselves, let alone other people. 

Had that been all, I would not have minded. But then it came for me. In the months and years after we arrived, my mother changed towards me utterly. I was no longer her daughter; I was an intruder. Our relationship was reduced to the hot iron of her rages, or the cold fire of her indifference, the livid marks of which I bore on the other side of my skin. Oh, I don’t mean there was physical violence – she never laid a finger on me. She stopped, in fact, touching me at all, and there were times when I would have been glad for a beating, if only to feel her hand again. 

I did not dare ask why. Sometimes she would reach towards me almost absent-mindedly – but then a shadow would cross her face. She would withdraw, and my heart would crack a little deeper. 

It was that remembrance, I was sure, that held the heart of the matter. I tried asking my father, a small, harried man, lines scored around eyes that moved about constantly, as if seeking escape. For a onetime agricultural official, I never saw a man less likely to cause things to grow. In England he’d had to take up as a taxi driver, and I sometimes thought the Christmas tree dangling from his mirror knew him better than I did. Certainly it saw him more frequently. He refused to discuss my mother’s change, and when I asked why we’d left, he replied, ‘For a better life,’ in a tone so flat it was almost funny. At other times he said, ‘For you,’ and I would replay his tone over and over – was it love, or quiet blame? 

I had to find out, but my upbringing had left me stunted, like a plant kept too long out of the sun. Neither parent would hear of me returning to Yanussia, and I had never been strong enough, or found an opportunity impenetrable enough, to defy them. Until now. 

I delayed the news as long as possible, although I could have waited for Pavel’s dyed hair to turn white and it would not have been long enough. Finally I went down one Sunday: after church, if they’d gone to church, though that too had ended in England, as if their God had been taken away at the border and quarantined indefinitely. My boyfriend Andrei offered to accompany me. I declined, though not before burying my face into his neck, flamingo-like. 

The house was immaculate as ever, the short path neatly trimmed, the sofa fat with all the things we could not say to each other. Only the back garden, with its high fences and nobody to look in, was weedy and neglected. Years before, I’d planted a peach stone there and watered it faithfully for months, having been the kind of child who would find a pet item and obsessively focus on it, whiling away the long hours before my father returned to neutralise my mother and me. Even now I could do a Rubik’s Cube in thirty seconds flat, a skill that had brought me a surprising celebrity at the kind of university parties I attended. 

We had tea. ‘I’m going home,’ I told the floor. ‘I have to take the case or’ – I’d practised the lie – ‘they’ll fire me.’

At first nobody spoke. The room was entirely still, until I glanced at the cup in my mother’s hands and saw the liquid reverberating. I’d learned to pay attention to her movements: her words were few these days, and when they came, they were forced through a funnel so narrow that they more resembled a controlled explosion than conversation. Panicking, I began to prattle about how important the case was, how its success would practically assure my promotion – anything to distract from the fact of my return. The tremors in the liquid only widened, reminding me of the film I had recently seen in Manhattan. Jurassic Park. 

Eventually I shut up, and at last she spoke, each clenched word a knife thumping into its target. 

‘That – place – is not our home.’ 

‘But Popa is long gone, Mamă.’

‘She is worse! Why – why would you . . .’

She was so angry, the words would not come out. I was born with the umbilical cord round my neck, and in times of stress my hands went to my throat as if it twisted there still. (We never get used to our parents, never.) They flew there now, pressing in until I struggled to breathe. 

As usual, it was my father who tried to erect a barricade between us. I had always thought this was for my protection. 

‘This is a shock, Laura. Can no one else do it?’

‘It has to be a Yanussian,’ I whispered. ‘For the visa.’

The grey wave of his disappointment washed over me at the same time as my mother tried to speak but instead broke into a cough so violent that her tea cascaded onto the carpet. I reached out, but was forced back by the flash in her eyes. Instead my father put his hand on her spasming spine. I hated seeing them like this, a private unit unto themselves. 

‘Perhaps you’d better go,’ he said gently, once the fit had ended. I left, but from the hall I glimpsed her on the sofa, motionless. Waiting. It characterised our relationship, this feeling that I was expected to do something, to know something, to be something, and even on the best of our Sunday visits I would catch the serrated edge of her disappointment and know that once more I had failed her. 

Her condemnation therefore was not unusual, but on the train home, as I probed the familiar gaps that had reopened along my skin, sores weeping guilt and humiliation, I realised there was something else in her tone. 

Not anger, but fear. 

If my mother was afraid of me returning, that was exactly what I must do, though I trembled at my own audacity, though it made me feel like a monster. Poartă’s train station had been lit by a single light bulb, swinging valiantly against the shadows: I felt like that bulb, seeking to illuminate what had so long been hidden, because the problem with monsters was that the longer you shut your eyes, the larger they grew.
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Home. Again I repeated it, and again there was nothing, only a curious rushing in my ears, the sound of something falling. It is an odd thing, to return – it speaks of circularity, of neat revolutions, and it made me uneasy because it seemed so readily true. Yanussia is heavy with fate: it drips from the half-patched ceilings, scurries with the rats in the gutters. Was it irony, to return as a defence lawyer for Marija Popa? Or something crueller, more calculated altogether? The fog gazed at me eyelessly. It didn’t have the purposeful industry of London smog; instead, it concealed, with an efficacy that seemed complicit, even deliberate. Thrusting a fist into it, my hand faded, as if becoming less real. I snatched it back and with relief watched it reassemble into flesh. 

‘Shut that window, Lăzărescu,’ Jude snapped. ‘Bloody difficult to get a taxi as it is.’ 

The first three drivers had flatly refused when Pavel spoke to them in Yanussian, the fourth only accepting when I stuffed extra notes into his hand. That had earned me a look, plus a pointed remark about Harris Stroud Glyn’s expense account. But after two months living off New York’s Murder Avenue, I knew how to persuade reluctant taxi men, though I wasn’t sure why they were so wary of taking us to the Hotel Europa. Perhaps they sensed the silken threads that already bound us to Marija. They called her the Black Widow after all, said she’d eaten her husband from the inside out, that it was her fault he had become what he had: a man who put on a different two-thousand-dollar suit each day and burned it each night in case the fabric was poisoned, who kept a listening room behind his office to spy on ministers and ambassadors, and whose only significant political opponent was discovered shot in the head in a hotel room locked from the inside. Constantin Popa had (allegedly) embezzled hundreds of millions of dollars. But he was (undeniably) dead, murdered horribly in the protests of 1989. Instead it was his widow who had turned up at the arraignment, the first step of a trial that would ask how a couple on twenty thousand dollars a year could afford Meissen porcelain, a bed once slept in by Marie Antoinette, a summer palace, a winter palace, a zoo and a personalised train, complete with champagne room and beluga caviar on tap. 

She arrived to a packed-out court, half applauding vigorously, the rest howling insults, a comedy and a tragedy all at once. She bestowed her smile upon them equally before listening with sphinx-like calm to the charges being read by a fat official. Even when he came to the serious corruption charges, those that carried the death penalty, she did not flinch. Nineteen eighty-nine had been and gone; Marija Popa should by now have been an irrelevance, yet that slight smile whispered that really she’d been picking her moment all along. Money laundering, fraud, bribery, corruption, obstruction of justice . . . it was an impressive list. Only when the official finished, slightly out of breath, did she raise her hand. 

‘You have not asked me to state my name.’ 

The judge rolled his eyes. ‘We know who you are.’

‘Do you?’

A sigh. ‘Go ahead. State your name.’

‘Constantin Popa,’ she said promptly. The court emitted an odd blend of sound, part gasp, part laughter. 

‘That is not your name,’ the fat official exploded.

‘Ah. I apologise.’ The amber eyes opened wide as mouths; the red lips gave the tiniest smile. ‘But you have read out a list of crimes you allege to have been committed by the executive presidency, which was of course held by my dead husband. I thought you might think I was him.’

‘We are perfectly aware that you are not your husband,’ Judge Ardelean said impatiently.

The eyes widened further. ‘I see. In which case, why am I here?’

I had to admire the elegance with which she stooped to plant the seed of doubt. They said that in a marriage it was hard to tell where one person ended and the other began, but how often did that have to be proved in a court of law? Divorce, yes. Money laundering, no. The innocent wife scapegoated for her husband’s sins – it was compelling. That day she wore pale blue and covered her head and suddenly the papers were calling her the Virgin Marija. With irony, if not outright loathing, but that was not the point. The words had been gently, slyly put into their mouths like sugar lumps. The mood was febrile, fertile; right now, with the right nutrients, anything could grow. 

No doubt she was clever. But clever enough to win? Once again I sensed the tug of plans unseen yet long in the making. Barely six months before her trial she had fired her Yanussian legal team and brought in my firm, Harris Stroud Glyn, setting London’s legal circles abuzz. It wasn’t clear why she had got rid of local lawyers Manea and Cristescu, but HSG was top brass, so deep-set in the Magic Circle they would’ve worn pointy hats if they’d had the sense of humour. (They didn’t.) 

The lack of time made the executive committee nervous – not that they considered declining. Pavel, a natural-born citizen, was brought in, along with Jude, who had an outstanding visa from an abortive coal suit. Last and least was me, a lowly junior associate. The life cycle of an average lawyer, like that of a frog, is in roughly three stages (though with both species there are internal gradations indistinguishable to the untrained observer). Currently I was at the tadpole stage – more than frogspawn, but a lot less than frog – and while Marija’s trial might be only a pretext for my return, it was also a major step towards froghood. 

Before our departure, I went to the Yanussian embassy, talked my way into the grim little archive and watched hours of old videos of the orphan brat who rose to become queen of Yanussia in all but name. There she was with Ronald Reagan, Paul Newman, Saddam Hussein (and who but she could have been dear friends with all three?). Not that it mattered who they were, these men; they all blurred into the same, even Newman’s star wattage fading into the background beside her. It was she who was different every time, laughing, flirting, now in emeralds, now in diamonds. She extracted something from you and appropriated it for herself; I could almost see its trace in the videos, pale tendrils spinning out of those men’s torsos. She could have told them two and two made five and they would have nodded along with a giddiness they ascribed to champagne. She was an actress once and it showed, or would have had she been less good at it. Her husband was a keen student of Hitler’s charisma, watching and analysing the Führer’s old speeches over and over again, but Marija had no need of such lessons. Strange how glamour enchants us, how it makes us forget. A fur coat insists on us ignoring the abattoir. 
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Up until now we had crawled along the clogged streets like insects expecting to be crushed, but now we turned into a large square and the city decided to reveal itself. I stared. 

‘Christ. What happened?’

It was a war zone: hundreds of windows smashed, half-burned cars scattered anyhow. The building in front of us was a blackened husk, a Yanussian flag torn and flapping so its leaping hare seemed as though it were fleeing. I fought off the sensation that we should do the same. 

‘Big government protest two days ago,’ the driver said shortly. He nodded at the burned-out block. ‘State television building. Fire bomb.’ 

‘Heavy is the head,’ was all Pavel said. There was no one around and we drove unevenly across the cobbles, many of which had been torn up and used to redecorate pavements and windows. A solitary cyclist with something red in a basket appeared, heading straight for us. I expected him to move aside, but instead he came on, close, closer, until at the last second the driver swore and swung the wheel, horn blaring as each barely missed the other. I turned round. The cyclist continued on as if nothing had happened. 

Jude shook his head. ‘Yanussians are crazy.’ 

No, not crazy. My parents had a chilly, ossified sanity, the kind possessed by those who have tried very, very hard not to go mad. My mother had once been full of grace: I would watch her expansive gestures, arms blooming like the petals of a flower, mouth curving with sudden glee. Now she was immobile, fragile, as if every expression might bring her to shatter, every step cause her bones to break. Sure, the days of forced disappearances were over, the Strajă – the former secret police – disbanded, or rather rebranded, and moved to a glossy headquarters on Bulevard Victoriei. Look, we have a sign outside! Windows! A logo! Yet still the fog pressed in. Yanussia’s north was shadowed by Transylvanian forests, greedy and deep; the cities were no better, the streets torn down and rebuilt so chaotically that many houses could not be found on any map. 

‘This place gives me the creeps,’ Jude went on. ‘Why couldn’t the Popas have dictated in Bali, or Saint-Tropez?’ 

‘Pavel and I were born here, Jude,’ I said neutrally. I didn’t know much about him, other than that he hated the Beatles on principle. Office legend had it that when a junior had dared sing it to his face, he’d wound up with his tie stapled to his chest. 

‘Poor you. Are we even meeting Marija today?’ 

Pavel hushed him, glancing at the driver then upwards, as if afraid of someone else listening. His paranoia was catching. ‘What did I say about not discussing the case publicly?’

‘Not to discuss the case publicly?’ 

‘Quite.’ He lowered his voice further. ‘We have an appointment.’

‘How the hell did she duck out of prison?’ 

Pavel smiled. The smile of a shark. ‘Our esteemed client’s orphanage upbringing has left her with chronic stomach problems. Out of mercy and respect, rather than keeping her imprisoned, the state has seen fit to place her under house arrest.’

I could perfectly imagine what kind of mercy and respect had overcome the government: the kind that could usually be induced by dire legal threats. Half this country hated her, the other half worshipped her. Both were captivated. A newspaper cartoon last week had depicted her as a spider, its web shaped like a map of Yanussia. Now I was here, a fly in that web. 

Five more minutes brought us to the cusp of a howling boulevard. The driver stopped. 

‘No,’ Pavel said. ‘A little further. Strada Regelui. Across the road.’

Nothing. 

‘I am telling you, we are not there yet,’ Pavel said, impatient. 

The driver suddenly hunched his shoulders in a practised gesture, as though expecting a whip. ‘No further.’

We had no choice but to get out, disturbing the red leaves that whispered against the high wall. Winter was closing in. 

‘I don’t see the Europa.’

‘We’re not going there,’ Pavel said. ‘Change of plan. We’re meeting her at her sister’s mansion.’ 

I recoiled, and Jude, getting out of the car, crashed into me. I ignored his swearing. ‘What?’

‘They tightened the conditions of her house arrest last week,’ Pavel said impatiently. ‘She’s not allowed out at all.’

Oh God. 

‘So this is . . .’ 

‘Her childhood home. Yes. Is there a problem?’

I clutched at the car door, panic curdling through my veins. This was why the driver had been so reluctant to take us. This was why he was unloading our luggage with his neck twisted as if it had been broken, so that he could not look at what awaited on the road’s other side. 

Casa Iubită. 
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CHAPTER THREE

The taxi drove off, the exhaust causing a flutter like that of departing wings. I turned: the wall beside us, directly facing the mansion, was plastered with posters, contorting in the breeze. Each bore a face. Some were old, but most were young; a few were soldiers, stiff in uniform, but the majority were informal, boys in jeans, girls against trees, laughing at something out of shot. They were all different, yet each had the same red word emblazoned across them, a word that turned the knuckles around my suitcase white. 

DISPĂRUT, they said, and though my Yanussian was long forgotten, or interred somewhere I could no longer access, I knew, I knew what that meant. 

Casa Iubită. A rotten tooth in Poartă’s mouth, and my own. It took its name from the family who lived there – the word, with bitter irony, meant ‘beloved’ or ‘sweetheart’. I had never thought I would find myself here. Only last night I’d argued about it with Andrei, he insisting that I find some way to gain access, me refusing. We never argued, never, each preferring to roll hedgehog-like into a ball and nurse our hurts away from view. This was bitter and horrible, ending but not resolving after he pressed his fork so hard into the table that it snapped. Even now I felt used, unable to agree to what he wanted yet weighted down with guilt. For Andrei’s family – what was left of them anyway – had also fled Yanussia, and while he understood my personal reasons for taking the case, like my parents he perceived it as a betrayal. 

‘The Last Supper,’ he said drily when we sat down in the restaurant I’d chosen – deliberately fancy, in penance.

‘So I’m who?’ I smiled. ‘Judas?’ 

He did not refute me, and I flourished the menu to cover the sudden hurt. ‘Well, let’s spend my thirty pieces of silver.’

I’d braced myself for an uneasy meal, but after we’d laughed at the wine list and ordered beers, he relaxed slightly. He never liked it when I paid, and despite my jest, I didn’t want my bribery to be overly blatant. Andrei worked as a consultant, and while he was good at his job, picking out patterns no one else saw, his prickly nature and his evident contempt for the work ensured he was always underpaid. (Only I saw the soft underbelly; everyone else got the spines.) He didn’t care, or claimed not to: his real attentions lay elsewhere, for he was also a writer, an unsuccessful one, sitting at the yellowing Formica table he referred to as his desk and stuffing his sentences with anger until they bloated, unpublishable. Last year he’d made a pilgrimage back to Yanussia, looking for evidence of his mother’s last traceable days. I had never met Adriana Ciocan, a pharmacist with artistic tendencies, though I’d once found one of her little painted clay pots on his shelf, its colours still bright. It fitted neatly into the palm of my hand. He came in and saw me with it and his face closed. 

He had returned from Poartă like a storm, unable to speak, and I didn’t dare push him. Until last night we’d never discussed it, though in the meantime his body, always lean, became even more so, as if the trip had compressed him further. I’d come across the sweepings of a smashed glass, or a dent in the wall from where a chair had been thrown, and say nothing, angry at my own helplessness. Last night, less than twelve hours before my departure, he finally told me what he’d found. 

The trail had led into – but not out of – a psychiatric hospital, a hospital located in the bowels of the Iubită mansion for several crucial years in the 1970s, until it was abruptly awarded back to Marija’s sister, the owner, for services to the Party. It was not a hospital in the true, healing sense. If you rebelled against the state, the logic ran, you must be mad, and could not be pronounced sane unless you recanted. If you did not recant, you were not released. It was even rumoured that a special branch of the Strajă secretly blasted inmates with radiation, so that if they were freed they died of cancer within a few years anyway. 

‘Some were sent on to proper prisons, or to hard labour. The rest . . .’ Andrei gazed into the knots of his spaghetti. 

She was not a conformist, Adriana. Not for her the national anthem and queuing for eighteen hours in shifts to buy meat. Rebellion grew within her, a germ that she either nurtured or failed to crush (and in Yanussia, political resistance, like a virus, tended to kill the host). She failed to attend three Party rallies in a row. Her absence was noted. Then she made contact with an underground resistance movement and, ignoring her husband’s pleas, started delivering brown packages that bore no address. Her name began to crop up on unseen lists, to be mentioned in long, lightless corridors. It didn’t take long for someone to inform on her for ‘hostile activities’. A few weeks after that, they came.

Not at midnight, Andrei said. That was too easy. Too obvious. They preferred two or three in the morning, once you were in a deep sleep. He still remembered – or could not forget – the fist pounding the door. His father was on a business trip, his brothers and cousins asleep. He went into the hall and his aunt told him to go back to bed. He had never seen her face like that before, and though he was an obedient child, he found he could not move. And then his mother emerged with the officers.

‘She was in her thin old nightdress,’ he said. ‘I remember how frail her legs looked. They were holding her between them, I could see her saggy breasts through the material, and she sagged too; she looked like something broken, even though I’d watched her cook dinner that same evening. I still wonder now whether she knew what was coming. We were a happy family, so I never really noticed my parents. She seemed so . . . so irrelevant beside the agents in their grey uniforms and polished boots. It was as if they’d already taken her away. 

‘As they left, she asked me to say goodbye, to tell her I loved her. I was the only one of her children awake, the only one. And I’ll never forget.’ He wasn’t crying, although I wished he would. It would have been easier. ‘I didn’t do anything, Laura. I couldn’t move. I just stood there, even when she begged, though she did it quietly as if she didn’t want to make me feel bad, right up until they closed the door. And I’ll never forget the awful thought I had, that I was glad they’d taken her. She was embarrassing, in that thin nightgown with her hair everywhere, looking like the world had been sucked out of her. All that human vulnerability. It was almost obscene. 

‘You know the strangest thing? The last officer picked up a toy from the floor, a little wooden horse, and came over. My aunt thought he was going to hurt me, but he crouched down, handed me the toy and tousled my hair. Then he said something I’ll never forget: “You look like your mother.” And he smiled as he left.’

Andrei never saw Adriana Ciocan again. Nobody did. He went to the National Records Office in Poartă, but her file was missing or destroyed. He spoke to old neighbours, even – especially – the ones he suspected had been informants, and learned of the rumour that she’d been taken to the mansion, but with no papers and no way of accessing the place, the trail had gone cold – until now. I’d already felt like I was venturing into a monster’s maw, and his revelation only gave it extra teeth. My anxiety twisted the words in my mouth, and somehow my sympathy morphed into defensiveness, my consolations into excuses. We had made up, barely, before I left, but it was a hastily patched peace and we both knew it was unlikely to hold up through our long separation. 

‘Laura? Is there a problem?’ Pavel was looking at me intently. I could tell him, but what would that achieve? As the most junior, he already saw me as the weak link. I thought of my mother’s face that Sunday, how little fat remained in her cheeks and how an unseen force had scooped out the hollows of her eyes, so the raw bones pushed through. I could not jeopardise my presence here.

‘No,’ I said at last. ‘No problem.’
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We crossed the howling boulevard, the cars screaming past milliseconds after we reached the other side, as if trying to make a point. 

‘Why did the lawyers cross the road?’ I muttered. 

The pavements were carpeted with more leaves, and Jude promptly discovered that beneath this layer was another of dog shit. 

‘What a charming, functional country,’ he said, frantically scraping his shoe.

‘Isn’t it good luck?’ I asked. 

‘That’s birds.’ 

‘Lots of stray dogs round here,’ Pavel said. ‘Popa rolled out the property nationalisation programme and people had three hours to evacuate. Some left their pets behind and they bred.’

‘They should shoot the bloody lot.’

We kept on until we reached a beautiful wrought iron gate at the foot of a hill and Jude stopped his complaints. 

‘Not bad for an orphan who slept and stole her way to the top.’ He grinned. ‘Not exactly Annie, is it?’ 

Pavel pressed a small bell set into the wall. Two guards huddled in a glass-fronted hut nodded but did not come out. 

We waited for what felt like a long time. It began to rain, and somewhere a bird cried, a raucous, grating sound like the squeaking of a gate neither open nor closed. I checked my watch (I’m late, I’m late), that faint rushing in my ears again. What would Alice have done had she simply kept on falling? 

Finally the speaker on the gatepost crackled: Pavel leapt to it and spoke. After a suspicious pause, the gate buzzed open. The path was cobbled and the guards watched impassively as we struggled with our luggage. Some stones were missing, forcing us to keep our eyes on the ground. Perhaps that was the point. It was quieter here, unnaturally quiet, the boulevard’s noise severed by the walls and trees. Even the rain was muzzled. 

The mansion, when it appeared, did so all at once, as if it had quickly scuttled into position.

‘Oh! How weird.’ 

It was vast yet squat, two storeys high with a brutish, hulking aspect, and I disliked it at once. The trees crept right up to it, strange trees like long-necked creatures with their arms twisted back. Their fingernails grazed the windows, which were smaller than they should have been, set deep into walls that were either stained or had been deliberately painted an unhealthy yellow-white. The thick columns guarding the doors bulged slightly at the middle, so the viewer felt disturbingly as though they were looking into a fairground mirror. From the roof a glass dome protruded, like a cornea watching the sky. 

The peeling black doors opened, disgorging a long, tall figure. A man, dressed in lumpish clothing. Pavel began to speak, but he shook his head and motioned us wordlessly inside.

We stepped over the threshold: heat hit us like the breath of an animal. I had an impression of chandeliers, of things that had been deliberately polished until they sparkled, pinpricks designed to distract from the larger dark. I gasped, the wind knocked out of me, for here was fear – no, terror; I sensed it amid the human and inhuman presences, heard it in our footsteps on the shining marble. There was a thing here, a force that breathed and seethed, the bricks and mortar merely an artifice overlaid upon a watching leviathan. I wanted to look yet was horror-struck by what I might see. It was an effect peculiar to that house that I always felt not like a visitor, but a witness. 

‘In here,’ the man said. He gave a sudden smile: his mouth was curiously elastic and I found myself imagining it opening far wider. 

‘And you are?’

‘Ion Apostol.’ 

Pavel gave the tiniest of starts, undetectable unless one was trained in lawyers’ body language, the world’s least communicative vernacular. The restraint of the gesture disturbed me more than if he’d jumped three feet in the air. ‘Will Mar . . . will the Doamna know we are here?’

‘The Doamna always knows.’ And he shut us in. 

We exchanged worried glances. I thought of what my mother had said that Sunday, when I had reminded her Popa was dead. 

She is worse.

‘Lovely,’ Jude said. ‘Well, I suppose we wait.’ 

We did, for a long time. My anxiety gradually subsided as the door remained stubbornly, almost elementally shut. I could have believed time had stopped. 

We were in a drawing room, large, high-ceilinged and oddly empty for its size. An elegant sofa, three heavy chairs, a solitary pouffe and a coffee table with a laden fruit bowl, its fecundity spilling over into the room. The silk-lined walls were pink, as was the carpet. It was like being inside a body, albeit one gone to seed: empty patches on the wallpaper, pressure circles on the floor. Ghosts of furniture past. The absences, once noticed, began to multiply across my vision, until they were almost more visible than what was actually there. Involuntarily I recalled my mother on the sofa, clutching her teacup so hard I was sure it would break. 

Jude picked up a clock from the mantelpiece. Pink and white china bunnies writhed around its face: some sported pantaloons, the rest were naked. 

‘I believe,’ he said, with the air of a connoisseur, ‘that this is the most hideous thing I’ve ever seen. When exactly did the commies arrive?’

‘After the war,’ Pavel said. ‘There were elections after the Second World War. Bogdan’s party had people in the voting system, et voilà.’ 

Yes. While the West patched itself up and turned to fridges and washing machines, rock ’n’ roll and Toffee Crisps, Superman and Cinerama – while progress, in short, progressed – Yanussia, rather than coming in from the cold, went outside without its coat and shivered. Stanislav Bogdan, dubbed Stalin’s bloodhound, made his successor seem almost a bleeding-heart liberal. Almost. The West initially gave Popa a hero’s welcome, expecting a reformer, a moderate and potential chink in the Iron Curtain. Instead the Dear Leader cherry-picked the most nonsensical of the Stalinist industrial policies and doubled down. Kleptomania and a spiralling foreign debt brought the nation to the economic brink, while he constantly reshuffled his ministers to prevent them learning anything useful about the departments they ran (not that this set him apart from many Western leaders). When that failed to curb his paranoia, he fell back on a lively series of purges and the expansion of the Strajă. 

Jude shook his head. ‘Forty years in power, yet this drawing room looks like my Aunt Mildred’s.’

We all smiled, reluctantly, but it broke the ice that had crept up on us all. He was right: I had expected a dragon’s lair stuffed with treasures, but wherever the money was hiding, it wasn’t here. The state might claim Marija’s trial was about justice, but I couldn’t help think that really it was to shake her like a recalcitrant piggy bank. Most of the Popas’ possessions had been seized – Marija’s wardrobe proving so large it was hastily stored in the bowels of Yanussia’s National Museum – but that was merely the first link in the Tiffany’s chain. The rest had yet to be found. 

I picked a chair. Pavel sat down on the sofa opposite, one leg slung over the other, his casualness belied only by the crackle in his eyes. I had seen it before, on a case concerning a concrete manufacturer that seemed to prefer round-tripping funds to anything so pedestrian as actually making concrete. When fourteen-hour sessions congealed and everyone else was ready to call it a day, he would insert a knife and twist. He was fifty-five: the black hair he kept dyed to within an inch of its life was beginning to look incongruous. Rumour had it that he was retiring next year, his wife wanting to confirm whether there was a man behind the briefcase hurrying out the door; this might be his last case. Others might have wound down a little, but I knew better. Pavel had a success rate of more than ninety per cent, and he would be ruthless in preserving it, most likely at my and Jude’s expense. 

I took in the slender pinstripes, the shiny shoes. Yanussian he might have been, but his wealthy merchant parents had sent him to school in England before the borders closed. Harrow then Cambridge had transformed him into the very template of an Anglo-Saxon lawyer, the kind of man who believes all England can be fitted into three boys’ schools and two universities. He had the right hobbies, too. Somewhere along the way he’d cultivated an enthusiasm for big-game hunting, and when he invited the juniors round for drinks, I’d shared the bathroom with the drooping lashes of a giraffe. 

I thought I understood. There had been a time, not so long ago, when I’d hoped to educate myself as to what to do, which was essentially the same as who to be. Before New York, Carl Mortensen, a partner, had taken me aside at the Friday wine-and-cheese and told me that while my work didn’t need any improvement, my people skills did. 

‘Think about power,’ he said, nibbling on his Brie. 

‘What has that got to do with it?’

‘My dear, it has everything to do with it. Do you know why I always sit with my back to the window?’

I had assumed it was because he saw the view as a distraction – the HSG office had a staggering vantage across the City, which nobody ever noticed. I often wished there was a code on our timesheets for staring out the window. 11.00–11.06. Vista appreciation.

‘Because then the other side are looking into the light. It makes it harder for them to see you. Work all you like – in the end, you have to dazzle them a little.’

I hadn’t yet put this feng shui into practice, but he was right. I remained the outsider no matter how well I did. On the streets of Moorgate, you could easily tell those who had been born to it, what my mother, with a nose-wrinkle, would once have called fancy men: those whose lives were so much expensive sausagemeat, a refining process that began with the silver spoon and ended with the silver trophy at a Home Counties golf club. Despite himself, Pavel was not like that. Although he would not have seen it so, the establishment had ruined him, leaving him unable to forgive his parents for being both foreigners and shopkeepers. Perhaps hunting was a means of venting his feelings on the subject. 

My stomach rumbled loudly in the silence, prompting an eyebrow-raise from the man himself. I reached for an apple, then hesitated, brought up short by the intuition that once I made contact, I could not go back. I checked my watch – a thirteenth-birthday gift from my mother, if you could call it that – and tried to feel lucky to be here. I hadn’t lied to my parents: for all my achievements, it was the visa system that had made me a shoo-in. Yanussia might now be capitalist, yet it clung still to its communist bureaucracy, possibly through spite. Foreign visas took months we did not have, so in need of a native-born citizen, Pavel had forgone more senior associates and turned to me. A convenient set of immigration papers. That was how he’d described it to the managing partner. I knew it wasn’t personal. It wasn’t even because I was female; unlike some partners, he didn’t deduct ten points from anyone with breasts. It simply offended his rigid sense of rank. Pavel liked order above all things, his fountain pen always at a neat perpendicular to whatever bundle happened to be on his desk, which itself began each morning perfectly clear. I gave no sign I’d heard, but under my desk my fists clenched. 

In truth, for the first time, I felt uneasy about my career. I was still performing – in all likelihood I’d be crowned top junior again – but since New York I had found my heart wasn’t in it, the black suit I wore every day feeling like someone else’s skin. I had always existed at full pelt, chasing something I could not define, running from something I dared not. In law I thought I’d found it: a career that demanded a total absorption I was only too happy to give. I celebrated my job offer by getting blind drunk then marching into John Lewis to buy the exact suit I had seen an associate wearing at interview. From now on, I would fit in. This sharp-lapelled family had agreed to take me on, and I repaid them with slavish devotion. The client didn’t matter: an Italian minister accused of spicy activities, the dullest of which was money laundering; oily oil execs under investigation for contract mischief in the Congo; a vengeful ex-wife pursuing her husband over a Ponzi scheme, wringing her pearls as if they were his neck. I didn’t care. These weren’t nice people, but then nice people couldn’t afford our fees. I did the work and I did it well. My mother’s anger and silence had stopped my heart, but in my career I believed I had found a way to resuscitate myself. 

It worked, or appeared to, the long hours and City culture rendering me outwardly hard and
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