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PANELÁK: A colloquial term in Czech and Slovak for a large panel system panel building constructed of pre-fabricated, pre-stressed concrete. Paneláks are usually grouped together to form a housing estate (Czech sídliště). Derived from “panelový dům”, “panel house”.
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8thApril, 1987. 
It’s only as the rattle of the warning bell bores into my brain that I realise those two, enormous lights headed towards me belong to a tram, and I’m directly in its path. Luckily the prehistoric part of my brain acts faster and the driver’s reactions are good. I dive aside and fall onto the damp cobbles where I lie winded, listening to the squeal of metal wheels on rails. It slows and stops alongside me. The door rattles open, then footsteps patter on the road towards me. 
‘You all right, friend?’ asks an unfamiliar voice, breathless either with anxiety or the effort of running from the tram. Hands on my shoulders. For some reason that hurts. And there’s blood. So much blood. My shirt is soaked and sticking to my side, and I can taste copper on my lips. Something’s wrong with my left eye too. It’s not opening, and the vision in the right one is blurry. 
Through the haze, though, I can make out buildings around us. Apartment blocks, the sort of thing you find all over Prague. No tram stops near enough to read their signs and work out where I am, and the tram that nearly hit me has no route number displayed. Raindrops glitter in its headlights. There are no nosy faces pressed against the windows along the one side I can see, so the tram is empty. And everything has an orange tint from the street lighting, the area quiet and most of the windows around us dark. It’s the dead of night or early hours of the morning. 
The worst of the pain comes in long lines down my chest and side. Cuts not bruises. So it wasn’t another tram that hit me. Although my head throbs at the back, and that lump now makes me want to throw up. 
The driver is still talking, but the pulse is too loud in my ears. Then the tram and street and driver are at the end of a long, dark tunnel, growing further and further away. Then it’s just black.
That’s all I remember. Before that, I’d been in a nightclub, hevy bass beat thudding all around me. A crush of bodies. Laughter. Drinks. Then nothing until the tram. 
I’m so sick of telling this story. If one more person asks me, “Don’t you recall anything at all, Malásek?” I feel like I’ll tear myself apart. 
*
26th April 1987.
When the tram that made my brain flash through the events of that night two weeks ago has passed, the building nicknamed “the Koláč” looms ahead against the grey April sky like a brutalist’s attempt to recreate Stonehenge. I’d thought it might be hard to find since I don’t know this part of Prague well, but stepping off the escalator out of Mládnežnická metro station, as soon as that tram’s gone, it’s impossible to miss. According to the directions I scribbled down at headquarters, it sits between Na Strži and Jankovksá streets and right next to Krč cemetery. Maybe the architect wanted it to look like one of the monuments that peek over the graveyard’s high walls.
It's made up of three separate pre-fabricated “panelák” housing blocks, each one curved so together they form a broken circle. They’re taller and narrower than the usual, boxy buildings of the Pankrác estate, which is still growing like a weed out of the waste ground. It’s like the rain has washed all the life out of the place and just left it to rot, so the only thing that can grow here now are grey houses. 
Herds of small children, stuffed into padded winter coats, scamper about on the sites still waiting for their buildings to go up, chasing footballs or each other through the dirt, every shriek or laugh or call cracking through the brittle air. A few stop to watch me, suspicious little eyes peering out from beneath their woollen hats and hoods. I hear something one of them stage whisper, “the state of his face” then giggle, but I ignore it. Children are little bastards. I don’t understand why anyone would want them.
Even after a month’s recovery, I’m still not ready to think about my face just yet. If I go down that road, I’ll start to think about how I’ll never see the face I’m used to in the mirror again. I don’t know if it would be easier if I knew how I got the scars. Maybe if they had a story, I could declare it through my body language and shut everyone up. Be proud of them, like they’re a duelling scar. But I don’t. Post-traumatic amnesia, the doctors said. Someone had cracked me over the head from behind and tried to stab me and that’s as technical as they got. My superiors are apparently still looking for whoever did it.
As soon as I was discharged, my boss, Major Vizner, called me to the office and asked exactly the same questions as the doctors, making it about the twentieth time I’d had to answer. Did I remember what I’d been working on that evening? Did I see who attacked me? Didn’t I remember anything? Had I any idea at all where I’d been, exactly? But he added one of his own. What happened to Daniel Seifert? That was how I found out he was missing.
I’d worked with Seifert a couple of times but couldn’t figure out why Vizner thought I’d know anything, unless Seifert was connected to my attack. But that made no sense. I barely knew him. We’d been mostly infiltrating nightclubs in the New Town, officially checking no-one was selling themselves, unofficially there to clock which politicians and VIPs turned up there, especially if it was a gay club. We’d both go into the same place but separated almost immediately to go mingle. Seifert enjoyed the job. I didn’t. I’m not a nightclub sort. I hate the noise and the crowd. But Seifert was one of the lads, the loudmouths, always playing pool or boasting about the latest American car he’d managed to get through his “border contacts”. Finishing one of those surveillance jobs and heading home is one of the last things I remember before I wandered in front of a night tram on Palackého Náměstí. 
I’m convinced Vizner thinks I’m lying about the amnesia, even with the doctors to back me up. Because Seifert’s been missing since that same night. Coincidences are the universe’s way of telling you you’ve not been paying enough attention to the pattern. Hell, I wouldn’t believe me if I was on the other side of the old teak desk.
According to Vizner, Seifert rented an apartment in the Koláč, telling the landlord it was a “conspiracy flat” for the Státní Bezpečnost to meet informers in, but he’d never filed a single bit of paperwork, and the major claims he knew nothing about it. So here I am, set up as the cousin of one of the residents to house-sit while they go to their chata in the country. Ironically, they’re probably going to escape the paranoia rife in Prague. That’s why most people head out of the city, so they can breathe. Seifert’s flat is wired and being monitored off-site. I’m supposed to poke around, see what the neighbours know, though I can’t help feeling it’s more like throwing dynamite into a pond so all the carp come up to the surface. I just can’t work out yet if I’m the dynamite, the fish or both.
I cross over to Na Strži Street and start along the path that runs past the Koláč, looking for a way through the railings around it. It would be easy to confuse it with Pankrác prison down the road. It’s got the same cold, cruel aura, a look that says casual visitors are really not welcome. Its real name is Sídliště Morenin, but it’s nicknamed the Koláč after the wheel-shaped pastries. Its twelve storeys compared to the eight the regular paneláks nearby have make it seem as though it’s sneering at the rest of Pankrác. Sneering at me. And the curved walls don’t look real, like someone’s taken a normal block and twisted it. I’m assuming the place was built using the same technique as the normal ones – a frame of girders clad in pre-cast concrete – but the construction crews must have cursed the architect every day of the build. Even the mundane sight of laundry hanging over balcony railings, or older ladies in aprons leaning out, smoking or watching the traffic, including the human traffic – something you’ll see in any estate in the city, if not the whole country – doesn’t make it feel less odd or uninviting.
The thought of so many people crawling around those buildings like bees does not make me want to hurry up and get there quicker. I know the people who live on my floor of my own building, at least to say hello to. I can even chat about the weather if we time it badly and find ourselves standing at the mailboxes at the same time. But I don’t know anyone. I’ve worked out some facts about their lives because it’s my job to watch people and to pick up on those signals, but I wouldn’t go to any of them if I needed help or someone to talk to. I don’t think any of them know I work for the StB. I know the old woman in apartment 6 definitely doesn’t because she reported me to the StB for suspiciously coming and going at odd hours. If any of the others do suspect, they keep those thoughts to themselves. Heads down, ignore it, hope it all goes away. 
But mine is a small, turn of the century apartment block on a quiet street off Jugoslavských Partizánů street. In a building like the Koláč, people will pop in and out of each other’s apartments, watch each other’s children, stand around with cigarettes and tell each other stories and lies about their lives. They’ll expect me to conform. In this setting, the loner is too remarkable. 
I don’t like talking to people, true, but I can do it and do it well when I have to. That was partially why the StB plucked me as a “pheasant” soldier from National Service and recruited me. I can be the sort of person I’m expected to be so I don’t raise too many eyebrows, then I go back to my normal self when I’m alone again. Slip out of the shell and slink into the darkness. But since the attack, my head’s been full of sand. I only hope I still have whatever power it is that lets me mask myself and blend in. If not, this could be a very short assignment.
I finally come to a gate and a path leading up to the gap between the blocks. A stripe of brick red and white mosaic runs vertically down each building’s shorter side. It looks too much like a piece of meat cut open to expose the bone and marrow. Like the Koláč was once a complete ring but someone sliced great chunks out of it. And I’ll bet it was an attempt to make the place look slightly less morose. 
But then, as I reach the central circle of the estate, suddenly it’s as if the paneláks form a barrier against the noise from the outside world.  Even the traffic grumbling along Na Strži is no more than a distant hum. I stop for a minute to listen, disconcerted. 
There’s a garden in the middle with a path running around its circumference, and a kids’ play park complete with roundabout and a climbing frame that looks like a Soviet space rocket from the 1950s. Not much by way of flowers, but then it is still April, and the weather has been freezing lately. Last year’s winter was atrocious, and the city’s still shaking off the chill. Can’t blame the plants for wanting to stay underground. Skeletal trees whisper in the wind that runs around in circles and whips up the dead leaves into small tornados. If it wasn’t for them scratching against the tarmac, the place would be utterly silent.
In the exact centre is a black basalt pool that absorbs the light like someone cut a shape out of reality and left a void.  A crow sits on the edge, washing its washes its petrol-coloured feathers in the soup of dead leaves. It’s got a lot of mates too, peering down from the tops of the buildings, so still they could be part of the architecture. Another one keeps vigil with its musket-ball eyes from the shoulder of the statue guarding the basin, a stocky woman with a stern expression, done in that Socialist Realism style you see all over the city in friezes of idealised workers or portraits of Lenin. She holds a scythe, and for the first time the name of the estate sinks in. “Morenin.” Named for Morena, the Slavic goddess of death and rebirth. If I needed more proof that the architect of this place had a screw loose, there it is.
There’s an inscription carved into the basin in chunky Art Deco capitals; You still stand watch, O human star, burning without a flicker, perfect flame, bright and resourceful spirit. Each of your rays a great idea - O torch which passes from hand to hand, from age to age, world without end. It’s a quote from Karel Čapek’s R.U.R., and I’m trying to work out what the connection is, when I realise it’s not just the crows staring now. The garden I was sure was empty a few seconds ago is now spotted with people who’d appeared on the paths and lawns like  mushrooms, and there’s of them on their balconies, as still as the birds.
Trying to ignore them, I check the bit of paper Vizner gave me with my temporary address scribbled on it. Svantovitova block, apartment 400. The three blocks are identical except for a painted frieze below the lip of the roof. The one straight ahead has a woman in white robes with her hands raised, chestnut horses on either side of her. The one on the left shows a man holding a large horn with a white horse, and the one on the right shows a bearded man, palms upwards, holding a tiny lick of flame. I know enough about mythology to know these are different Slavic gods, and I think Svantovit was a fire god, so I figure it’s the one on the right. 
‘Are you lost?’
The voice is like a pair of scissors snapping shut and belongs to a short woman in a heavy yellow sweater and baggy grey trousers. One of the mushroom people who’s ventured closer when I wasn’t looking. She stands with one hand on her hip, the other holding a string shopping bag full of tins and packets like she’s ready to swing it at anyone she doesn’t like the look of.
‘Sorry?’ I say. 
‘I said are you lost? This isn’t a public park. Residents only.’
‘It doesn’t say “residents only”.’ 
‘It doesn’t need to,’ says the woman. ‘We know.’
Why the hell am I here? It’s gone. Stupid bloody brain, and she’s waiting for an answer. 
‘I’m looking for my cousin’s place,’ I say at last. The relief as that comes back into my mind is only tempered a bit by the chill it gives me that I could forget things like that. I should not be back at work. Vizner must know that. Which makes me all the more worried about why I’m here. I tell her the address and she crooks an eyebrow.
‘Tichá’s place,’ she replies without a second’s hesitation. She probably has the entire directory memorised. This is why the StB doesn’t bother recruiting trained officers so much now. I think there’s only about a few thousand of us watching a country of ten million, but they’ve figured people are so keen to smugly tell on their neighbours, settle old grudges and get petty revenge, they make a massive enough surveillance operation on their own. 
‘That’s right,’ I say, trying to smile. It only makes my face hurt. She kind of looks like she’s the same but for different reasons.
‘He’s not in. Just the wife.’ 
‘I have a key. I’m to watch the place while they’re off to the country.’
The woman nods, but her expression remains hostile. ‘In case Veronika comes back.’
I have no idea who Veronika is, but I say yes anyway.
‘That one,’ says the woman, making a vague gesture towards the building with the frieze of the man with his hands on fire. 
‘Yeah, I thought so,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’
The woman walks off without another word and joins a crowd of other women of about the same age near the children’s play area. There are no kids around, but the group stand as if they’re waiting to take their children home. 
I find it so hard to picture Daniel Seifert in here. Again, I hardly knew him, but I’d had the impression of someone far too concerned with appearances to venture into a place like this. If the old Habsburgs were still around, he’d be licking the emperor’s boots. His clothes were always Tuzex imports from the States, Italy and England, his Italian boots hand-made. He had American blue jeans, not Italian. Cigarette brands we’d never heard of. He had to be well in with the border people. Makes you wonder if, supposing he was in trouble, one of them might’ve done him a last favour and given him a leg up over the Iron Curtain, as it were.
There is a lift, but from the comments scribbled on the bottom of the “Out of Order” sign, there’s not much hope of it moving any time soon, so it’s the concrete stairs. By the time I hit the fourth floor, my legs feel like they’ve been electrocuted. Thank God he’s not on the twelfth. 
One long corridor follows the curve of the building with apartments on either side. They have windows looking out onto the passage, maybe to let light in, but they’re all curtained off or cluttered with ornaments. Apartment 400 should be right at the far end if I follow the sequence of numbers. I get two steps along the hallway when I hear a scuff of feet on concrete behind me and turn to see an elderly woman in a blue apron and wrinkled tights, a cigarette hanging from her lip and her blotchy face pinched into a suspicious, narrow-eyed stare as she studies me. She’s stepped straight out of a kids’ book of fairytales meant to scare you into good behaviour. Baba Jaga doing her housework. I nod to her and say “good day” but don’t stop, and anyway, she doesn’t answer me. She’s still watching every time I glance back until the curve makes her disappear.
There’s a sash window on the end wall, right beside the door to apartment 400. I don’t think I’ve seen one in this country before. And there’s only one pane of glass. It must be freezing in here in winter. A little blue and white ceramic sign that says “Abroad is fine but home is better” hangs crookedly beneath the smaller plaque with Tichás name on it. I straighten it, then since the window’s open a little, the notion takes me to have a look outside, once I’ve made sure it won’t come crashing down like a guillotine blade. Sticking my head and shoulders out, I can see the path below, the one that leads between blocks and connects the Koláč to the real world. The big red and white stripe up the side of the next building along doesn’t look any better close up.
A figure in a heavy coat shuffles along from the street end, string bags in each hand. From this distance, it’s impossible to tell if it’s a man or a woman, but they have wild grey hair and clothes that look well-worn and dirty. I’m just starting to wonder where the welcoming committee is and if they’ll pounce on that old soul the way they did with me when the figure halts and looks directly up at me. The instant we make eye contact, I shiver, then above me there’s a faint creak, followed by a rasping sound. Instinct throws me backwards just before the window slams down with a bang that resounds down the hallway. 
‘Ježíš Marie!’ I mutter. 
Then somewhere down the hallway, someone screams.
The sound feels like something in my brain has torn, but my instincts still kick in. I run towards the noise until I almost barrel into a woman rushing out of one of the flats. Her face is red and glistening with sweat. Before I can say anything, she grabs my arms so tightly, her nails dig in ‘til it hurts, even through a shirt and leather jacket. She’s breathless but manages to half-gasp-half-gulp a few words.
‘It’s… in there… again.’ And something that sounded like the name “Hanuš”. 
She stands back and looks at the open door of the flat she’s just fled. 
‘Where in there?’ I ask. 
She nods and points and manages to say, ‘Balcony.’
By now, a couple more people have appeared out of their doorways along the hall, mostly elderly ones. No-one else looks keen to come and help. 
There’s nothing remarkable about the apartment. You’d find these furnishings in hundreds of flats across the country, probably across this part of Europe, and nothing looks obviously broken or disturbed, but I spot the door to the balcony in the kitchen area. It’s lying open and a cold wind blows in, ruffling the curtains of the picture window over the kitchen sink. Through this, I can make out something fluttering outside, but it’s only as I head out onto the balcony that I get the full effect. Even then, I have to stare at it for a long while before my brain finally pieces together what I’m seeing.
The nearest word I can think of is “effigy”. It looks like something you’d imagine our distant ancestors hung in the forest to worship. Sticks tied together with blue nylon twine make up the vague shape of a body, and scraps of grubby fabric have been knotted around it like the tatters of skin on a mummified corpse. Its head is the skull of an animal. I’m not a hunter, so I’m not sure what it used to be. A boar maybe or a deer. What makes my stomach really knot though are the shreds of meat glistening all over the thing. Strings of sinew hang beneath the skull as though it’s just eaten something, and there’s intestines are draped around its “shoulders” like a scarf. Smeared in blood on the concrete wall behind it is “Hanuš”. So that was what she said in the hall.
At the sound of voices behind me, I turn to find a few of the old men have now found the courage to step forward and are listening to the woman’s breathless account of how she went out to hang her washing and found that thing. When I look again, I see now it’s been tied to a wire clothes horse. One of the old fellows leans out the doorway for a look and loses what little colour there was in his grey face.
‘God’s sake!’ he hisses and crosses himself. 
‘Have you got a bag and some rubber gloves?’ I call over his shoulder to the woman. ‘I take it you want rid of this thing.’
She nods vigorously and hurries to the kitchen cupboard. Then she reaches past the old man to hand me the things I’ve asked for. I give the man a look to see if he intends to help, but it’s obvious he’s going nowhere near the thing. Don’t really blame him. I have to remind myself a dozen times that I’m a rational, educated officer of the state before I can touch it, and even then I’m not sure I’ve totally convinced myself.
‘This sort of thing happen a lot around here?’ I ask as I start to dismantle the effigy, dropping each bit into the bin bag she’s given me. ‘You said “again”.’
‘Third time in two months,’ the woman whispers.
‘And this “Hanuš”, that one of the local kids?’ I can’t help but notice there’s a gaggle of teenage boys on the balcony almost directly opposite this one.
‘No,’ she replies, but doesn’t elaborate.
‘Know those kids?’ I ask the old man, with a slight nod towards the ones watching us.
‘That’s Marek Krachtovíl’s boys and a couple of the ones they hang around with,’ he says.
‘The Krachtovíls live in that flat?’
He nods.
‘Then call the police,’ I tell the woman. ‘I’ll bet a month’s salary they’re your culprits.’
‘What, you just know that?’ sneers the old man. ‘Been here all of five minutes.’
‘You do something like this to get a reaction,’ I say. ‘So you’d want to watch, wouldn’t you? Not the same fun otherwise. I’ll call if you want.’
‘No,’ says the woman. ‘I’ll speak to their mother.’
‘They’re probably better off with the police,’ mutters the old man.
‘Are you all right?’ I ask, heading inside with the thing now safely tied up in a bag. There are still a few of the other old folk in the flat, watching, and I pick one at random, hand him the bag and send him off to dump it, telling him to go outside of the estate if he can, so the woman knows the thing’s gone.
The woman nods without looking up. Her arms are wrapped tight around herself as though she’s trying to squeeze away the mental images.
‘Right,’ I say. There’s a cloth and a bottle of detergent by the sink, so I gesture to them and get a nod of approval.
‘Why don’t you make the lady a cup of tea?’ I say to the old fellow as I sidle past him to go back onto the balcony. He doesn’t look pleased but eventually slinks off, and as I work to scrub what I hope to God is animal blood from the same butchers as the skull and innards from the wall, I hear the hiss of a kettle boiling.
There’s a small crowd in the garden too by now, others leaning on the railings of their balconies across the way. It’s like being in an amphitheatre. Keep waiting for the gladiators to strut out down in the garden. They could fight Morena and her scythe. The kids are still there, and I look right into the eyes of the tallest one in the middle who I’m pretty sure is the ringleader. It does the trick. He shrinks and a few seconds later, the lot of them retreat.
There’s still a pinkish smear on the concrete, but I’ve done the best I can, so I head inside in time to see the old man hand over a mug of something to the woman. He pats her on the shoulder, but she’s shaking her head.
‘I know,’ she says in a harsh whisper, ‘but it keeps happening, and it’s not always the kids. You know that, Honza.’
‘Of course it’s always the kids, Marie,’ the old man says slowly. I recognise that tone. That’s the “you know this isn’t true but for now this is the truth we are choosing” tone. He gives a chuckle that lacks any kind of genuine mirth. ‘What else could it be? Now, where’s Alena? You shouldn’t be here on your own.’
‘I’m not made of rice paper, Honza. I can survive alone for an hour.’ 
They hear my footsteps on the parquet and turn to stare at me as if they’ve forgotten I was there, then the woman gives me a faint smile. 
‘Thank you for doing that,’ she says. ‘And, I’m so sorry, I haven’t even asked you if you want tea. Or your name. My God!’
‘I think you can be forgiven under the circumstances, Mrs…’
‘Dubková.’
‘Malásek,’ I say and shake hands.
‘You’re new here.’ It’s not a question. I just nod.
‘Staying in 400,’ I say.
‘Tichá’s place?’
Another nod.
‘Ah,’ Mrs Dubková says distractedly. 
‘They’re going to the country for a little while,’ I say. 
‘Ah, so you’ll stay for little Veronika,’ says the old man. He shakes his head. ‘Poor little thing.’
I have no idea what he’s talking about but try to gauge his emotions and mimic them. 
‘I’d actually best be going, but I am only along the hall if you need anything.’
She smiles and shakes my hand again. ‘Thank you.’
As I can leave, I can feel their eyes on me, can almost see the exchange of glances between them. Their voices follow me down the hall for a while, then I’m back at the door of number 400. Someone’s opened the window again. I raise my hand to knock, but the door opens, and it’s only quick reactions that stop me from following through and punching the middle aged woman who opened it in the face.
She stares at me for a long moment with a look of expectation and dread that quickly turns to disappointment. 
‘Cousin,’ I say to her very cheerfully and deliberately, aware that Baba Jaga is back, silent in her slippers.
The woman from flat 400 nods and exhales, and her whole body seems to deflate. 
‘I thought it was Robert,’ she says quietly then steps back to let me into the apartment.
‘Sorry,’ I say. I feel suddenly bad that I’m not Robert. She looked so desperate for something, and all she’s getting is me, intruding in her home. 
From the entrance hall, I follow her into a lounge with orange and brown patterned wallpaper and a brown carpet. There’s a corner full of bookshelves beyond the olive-green sofa and a large collection of vinyl records in the shelves surrounding a pretty state of the art hi-fi system and even a television set. There’s one of those shelving units along the wall behind those, with an electric bar heater made to look like a fireplace built in. It’s kitted out better than my place, but then I’ve never bothered with a television.
In the large mirror above the fireplace, I watch as Mrs Tichová bustles about, picking things up and straightening things that don’t need straightening, the way you do when there’s guests. And when you’re nervous. I want to tell her it’s fine, but I’ve got the feeling this isn’t all for my benefit. “Poor little Veronika”, everyone was talking about. There’s definitely garlands of grief over this place. It’s palpable like the cobwebs in an abandoned house.
It actually feels like there’s dust on the air too, as if this flat really has been long-abandoned, even though it’s obvious there’s people living here. 
I place my suitcase carefully onto the low, teak coffee table by the sofa. Since Mrs Tichová seems to be ignoring me, I go over to the hi-fi for a better look. It’s got a radio, cassette deck and a turntable under glass, lots of sliders and buttons that makes some of the gear in the StB’s tech department look antiquated. One record lies on top of the turntable. Mahler, Songs of a Wayfarer. Conducted by Robert Tichá.
I wonder if that’s why he’s offered this flat up to us, if it’s to get back into favour. Musicians are always falling foul of the Party, same as actors and playwrights and journalists. He’s had a good career, though. About a dozen other records on the shelf have his name on. 
I’m about to ask Mrs Tichová where I’m supposed to sleep, then I remember I’ve kept my shoes on. As I turn to apologise and take them off, though, she’s staring down at something on the kitchen table, all the bustle gone out of her. She’s so deathly still, I can’t bring myself to speak and break the silence. 
Come to think of it, the whole place is silent. I’ve been in paneláks before, and noise always seeps through the wafer-thin walls. Thuds of other people walking in the flat above, the hiss of water running through pipes in the walls, muffled voices and the thud of a bass beat, but here there’s nothing until, at last, one of the crows outside lets out a lonely croak. 
Mrs Tichová inhales sharply as if the bird just woke her from a trance, then she looks about, like she’s forgotten what she was doing. She notices me, and I can see her brain ticking over, remembering me, putting everything back into its proper place. I know that feeling all too well lately. She forces the saddest smile I’ve seen in a long time. Sad but also scared. She’s scared of me, that I’ll hold this bad hospitality against her and put a black mark in some file somewhere that’ll stop her getting a decent job or her kids from going to university, but there’s something else underneath it all. The woman’s nerves are as tight as violin strings.
‘What must you think of me?’ she murmurs. ‘I’m so sorry. My husband…’
The apartment door opens, and Mrs Tichová looks once again as if she expects Morena herself to walk in, but it’s only a little man with thinning, reddish hair and an untidy moustache. He hasn’t taken his shoes off either, which makes me feel a bit better, and he’s still wearing his overcoat. He’s brought a cloud of the April cold in with him and clutches a wad of papers to his chest. There’s a huge pile of paper on the kitchen table too, and that’s what Mrs Tichová was gazing down at when she turned into a statue, but I’m at the wrong angle to see what’s on them.
I figure that the man is Robert Tichá, and he, meanwhile, appraises me with eyes like a beaten dog.
‘So, you’re my “cousin”,’ he says, making the last word into a curse.
‘Radek Malásek.’ 
I offer my hand. Tichá tucks the papers under his arm and shakes it. His hand’s cold and clammy. That’s all the attention I get before he brushes past me to go to his wife.
‘I went as far as Kačerov this time,’ he says. ‘A lot of shops there. A lot of pubs. They promised to put up the posters.’
He puts the papers down by the other bundles on the kitchen table. These are closer to me, and I finally get a look. They’re carbon copies of a grainy picture of a little girl with, “Have you seen Veronika?” in bold capitals. Aged eight, about one metre tall, blonde hair, blue eyes, small mole on the left side of her neck. Last seen at Na Strži 1207 fifteen days ago. And a telephone number. 
‘They said…’ Tichá begins, turning to me, then he bites down on his lower lip. It’s blackened in a couple of places where blood has dried so I figure this is his nervous tic. ‘They said if we did this, they would help. They would make the VB put more men onto the search. They said…’
Vizner should’ve told me this. What if someone had quizzed me a bit more outside? But at the same time, things feel like they’re starting to make slightly more sense. 
‘I’ll tell them,’ I say, and I mean it. I’ll go to the lead investigator myself if needs be and shake him ‘til he does something. Which is what Vizner should be doing, but probably isn’t. 
‘And you’ll be here?’ asks Tichá. ‘If someone phones or if Veronika comes back, you’ll call us?’ 
He darts forward suddenly, taking me by surprise. I have to stop myself from going into fight mode. But all he does is shove a scrap of paper into my hand with a phone number on it. It’s not the one on the flyers, so I’m assuming this is the number at their chata.
‘You can reach us there. If anything happens, if there’s any news…’
‘I’ll call,’ I promise. ‘I’ll leave the number by the phone as well, just in case I lose this.’ I fold the bit of paper and put it in my jacket pocket. 
Tichá considers me for a long while, nodding as if, just by my appearance or behaviour, I’ve answered some unspoken question, then he rubs his face and finally turns away.
‘Then we’d better get going if we want to be there before dark, Hana.’
Mrs Tichová hurries past, arms around herself again, and is out the room without a word or a look at me, but I don’t take any insult from that. After collecting another suitcase, the couple leave with only a repeat of their plea that I call them if there’s any news. I wave to them from the lounge door as they disappear along the hallway. Then I’m alone in this place with its unnatural quiet and strangers’ smells.
On my way back into the room, I feel something hard underfoot and pause to pick it up. It’s one of those little plastic C-shapes kids like to collect and make into chains and necklaces. This one’s purple. I open a kitchen drawer to put it away and there’s handfuls of the things in different colours. There’s a necklace of these things, cečky I think they’re called, “little Cs”, around Veronika’s neck in the photograph, three or four chains of them.
Last seen here at the Koláč. Was she playing outside on the swings or the see-saw? Did someone grab her, or did she wander off? And what happened to that vanguard of women down there? Were they just looking away at that moment? But then, I’d read up on enough of these cases to know a moment is all it takes. Not for the first time, I find myself wishing I worked in an office or a shop where I don’t have to be so acutely aware of the horrors people inflict upon one another. Though at the same time, it helps push aside my misgivings about my job and why I do it. Things like this allow me to convince myself I’m doing good. If I can help find a lost little girl, then that makes up for some of the time spent in gay nightclubs, looking for prostitutes or people to blackmail.
There’s a flicker of movement by the balcony door. A dark shape moves past the stippled glass, but then I see it through the kitchen window without the distortion. It’s just a crow landing on the railing. It contorts itself to peck at the soft, inky feathers beneath its wing. 
As I take a step towards the window, the bird looks up and cocks its head to one side. I tap the glass. The bird straightens, still trying to fathom what I am and if I’m a threat. This one has an injured foot, its claws curled in on themselves and covered in white nodules, like the bone’s trying to push through the skin. Cancer maybe. Lot of birds still coming in from the east with mutations and tumours after Chernobyl. It has white blotches on its underbelly, too, and more nodules on the right-hand side of its beak.
The crow launches itself at the window. I brace for the crunch of broken, hollow bones and stumble backwards, bumping into the kitchen table. When I look up, I expect to see blood and feathers on the glass, but the bird swoops upwards at the very last second and is gone.
Fed up of being spooked by everything in here, I try to get professional. Map out the apartment. See what I’m working with. Four other doors lead off the entrance hall. One turns out to be a linen cupboard, whose lower shelves are a storehouse of fabric and haberdashery. A German sewing machine, looking like something from the First Republic, all black gloss paint, golden lettering and a wheel that could’ve opened the sluice gates of a dam, is on the floor amongst cardboard boxes of ribbon, thread and jars of buttons. I breathe in the smell of the bleach and lemon from the sheets and am instantly five years old again, watching my grandmother boiling our linens on the kitchen stove in an enormous pot, the sort of thing witches might cook children in. 
Behind another door is a small bathroom that smells of cheap soap, and the third is Veronika’s room. It’s barely larger than the cupboard, with only a small, square window which must look out onto the hallway, letting in a few grains of light through the thin, pink voile stretched across it. Despite the size, it has space enough for a small bed, wardrobe, chest of drawers and toy chest. A stuffed bear judges me with amber glass eyes from its spot on the candlewick bedspread. There’s a stack of picture books on the chest of drawers and cečky in different colours everywhere, on every surface. A lot of toys. The house seems meagre, but there are traces of the higher social status Tichá must have once enjoyed. He was able to spoil his little girl for a while, at least. I close the door carefully as I leave, feeling like I should leave the air undisturbed in case it loses its sense of her.
The final door opens onto the bedroom, where I take it I’m to sleep as there’s nowhere else besides the sofa, and that’s too short and smells of cigarettes and tea. It’s the same size as Veronika’s, but the bigger bed makes it claustrophobic, barely a few centimetres between the edges of the mattress and the walls, the teak wardrobe tucked into the corner beside the door. A dark green curtain with a bit of lace showing beneath covers the window. Everything here is brown or dark green, and on the wall above the headboard, there is a print in a grubby plastic frame, not by any artist I know, showing a forest that could have come straight out of one of Veronika’s fairy tale books. 
I decide to unpack later while I try and make a proper plan. I’ve never stayed in a conspiracy flat that’s been furnished before, always ones that were bare walls and empty rooms and listening devices, so the idea of sleeping in someone else’s bed makes my skin shrink a bit. There’s a strong smell of washing powder, and when I touch the bedding, it feels freshly cleaned. But it’s still the Tichás’. 
Heading back to the living room, I give the place a cursory search, looking in all the places I might hide a microphone if I were still with tech and doing this sort of job. I find three, but from the amount of dust on them, they’ve been there a long time. Might not still be active, but I’d check later. At least they weren’t newly installed and there to monitor me. 
But I need some fresh air. The smells of bleach and cleaning products catch the back of my throat and the back of my mind. 
The lock on the balcony door takes a bit of negotiation before it’ll open but then I’m outside. Shallow puddles have gathered on the uneven concrete, although the rain is holding off for the moment. The wind whips at my face like a frightened animal as soon as I step out, but it feels good to breathe even the slightly polluted air of Pankrác. The distant traffic’s a little bit louder up here and reassures me there’s still a real world out there, and that brings my mind back into focus. I’m here to work, not to enjoy myself or feel comfortable. It doesn’t matter if I sleep on the bed or the sofa. I need to figure out what I’m going to do, how I can get into Seifert’s flat without anyone noticing, what’s the best way to watch him, and what routine to set up. 
Tichá and his wife appear below, striding purposefully along the path. They take the narrow lane leading out of the Kolač and disappear. On their way, they pass that grey-haired figure I saw earlier, who is now shambling towards the garden with an air of reluctance, as if they’re waiting for an invitation. They pace around for a few moments then they too vanish out of sight, beyond the confines of Sídliště Morenin. 
There’s a gang of old grandmothers by the play area now, most carrying infants while toddlers scramble over the climbing frame. They keep pointing up at this building, and it takes a minute, but then I figure they’re probably talking about the effigy when I see the old fellow, Honza, standing with them, wearing a tram driver’s dark uniform. He glances up then looks straight at me before heading away down the lane. 
Then, out of the corner of my eye, I catch a flash of movement and instinctively look up towards the roof of the building opposite. There’s a woman up there, though from this distance, all I can make out is the pale oval of her face and her long, dark hair. I wonder, for a second, if there’s a terrace or a roof garden, when I see her step up onto the low parapet. My brain is painfully slow to realise what’s happening. 
In the next instant, the woman is on the ground, and people in the garden are screaming.
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