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  The Bridge


Just before dawn a mist crept across the Charles Bridge. It slid over the cobblestones and climbed up the lampposts. The heavy sky pressed down upon Prague, but the city pushed back with its steeples and monuments. The world seemed not quite real. 
Statues lined the bridge, thirty dead saints. In the daylight they wore varied expressions, but at this hour they all gazed blankly downward, watching and waiting for a passerby who might tip the balance of history in their favor.
On this August morning in 1968, a young woman walked onto the bridge, touching the feet of the saints as she went. The mist curled at her heels, like it was trying to discover who she was and what she was doing, all alone at this early hour.
She peered into the gloom. She was looking for someone.
In spite of all her efforts to get to this moment, she felt a temptation to turn back. She’d arouse suspicion if she waited too long. Her source had named this time and place, and he hadn’t showed up. Maybe he’d run into trouble. Maybe he’d been arrested.
Her doubts gathered and transformed into ugly shapes. They flew back at her and perched on her shoulders like gargoyles.
As if to join them, a cloud separated from the mist ahead and condensed into a figure. A man. Like the air itself had produced him, like the progression of matter through its states. Gas, liquid, solid. Mist, dew, man.
He drew closer and details appeared, but not many. The folds of a woolen scarf hid his face. A brimmed hat hooded his eyes, casting them in shadow.
The young woman kept her attention forward as she reached into her shoulder bag. She pulled out a pen and notepad, her sword and shield. If this meeting went right, they would save her. If it went wrong, would they spell her doom?
Her name was Josie Brouk, and she was a correspondent for the Toronto Post. She was new to Prague. It was her first posting abroad, and the job had not been easy. She had struggled to learn the pitfalls of reporting inside a communist state. She had picked up bits of wisdom here and there, following the lead of other Western journalists. Sometimes they bothered to notice her as they milled outside the National Assembly. Sometimes they did not.
But Josie had a skill most of them lacked. She spoke Czech. She’d learned it from her grandmother. Most of her family had dropped their traditions after they’d arrived in Canada, before Josie was born, but her babička had kept them all, language included. She'd made Josie her collaborator in preserving the old ways. Josie, as she’d grown up, was more than willing.
Most of the world saw little value in the country’s languages and culture. The great powers saw Czechoslovakia as a bargaining chip, a stepping stone, a distraction that allowed them to engage in geopolitical sleights of hand elsewhere. It came to this: It was a pretty nation with a quaint architecture and storied history, but its future was not its own. Generations of Czechs and Slovaks had fought against that notion, but its fate always seemed to lie in the hands of others. Like the Soviets, who had imprisoned it behind an Iron Curtain. 
For Josie, the language of her grandmother opened doors. On the steps of the Assembly, she stood in the path of government officials parading up and down and surprised them with her fluency. It got her the attention she craved, and details other reporters missed. But it didn’t get her the stories she needed. As soon as officials talked, the rest of the foreign correspondents circled in, pens at the ready. They couldn’t speak fluent Czech, but they had connections, drive, and experience. Some had interpreters or fixers. Josie was new to the scene, alone in her paper’s small bureau, and a young woman, forced to prove herself at every turn.
She worried she would lose her job in this place she’d always dreamed about. But she suffered past her mistakes. She struggled through the obstacles. She learned from them.
Josie knew she had to make a splash. She had to deliver a big story to her editors, one nobody else could tell. This meeting with the mysterious source who had summoned her to the bridge felt like that chance. The slip of paper had appeared under her apartment door the night before and told her to come alone. Why? Maybe it wasn’t only her last chance. Maybe it was his, too. Or his country’s.
Was he alone as well? Would there be others, across the bridge, beyond the fog, hiding in alleys on either side? 
If she proceeded to the middle of the bridge, she would be exposed, equidistant from either bank. It was a long bridge. What if it was a trap? Should she go on? Could she find the courage?
She thought of her babička. The stories she’d told Josie were the reason she was here, in this city, on this bridge. Her parents had warned her: Don’t go back there. But she’d never been there before. How could she go back? 
She needed to prove she’d been right. For her babička. For herself.
She walked forward.
A foghorn cut through the haze. It echoed the note of a familiar song, one that Josie could not place. The moment felt like a turning point, and the music of the city magnified the effect. She remembered the simple poetry her babička had often scratched for her, in notes she’d hidden in lunches packed for school. They had inspired Josie to write herself, and later to become a writer. In school, she had learned that words could change the course of history. At some level, she knew hers could too, and someday they would.
The Shrouded Man had said so himself in his note. Its message made her think of her babička.
She held the memory close. She let the foghorn’s music pulse in her ears. The energy propelled her forward.
When she was close enough, the Shrouded Man whispered through his scarf.
“You are Canadian, yes?”
He spoke in Czech and was out of breath. He’d been running recently.
“I am,” she said.
“You are young.”
She coughed. She was nineteen. She’d quit college to take a job at the Star. She’d started with trivial stories, dreaming of bigger ones. She filled in for someone on the crime beat, and they let her stay. To the cops, she had seemed meek at first, and they had treated her with indifference, but she was dogged in her work and they quickly lost their illusions. Her persistence became well-known. 
Then a public uprising halfway around the world sent its echoes back to Canada, and her editors discovered she spoke Czech. So they sent her.
“That is good,” the Shrouded Man said. “Freedom hangs in the balance, for all of us, young and old alike.”
His words were clipped. He struggled with them. He opened his mouth to say more, but a noise pierced the sky, more urgent than the foghorn. It was a high-pitched whine, two notes alternating and repeating.
It was a sound meant to reassure, to alert people help was on the way. Often, it did. But here, now, it signaled danger. 
It was a siren.
The mist disappeared. The first rays of the rising sun shot over the bridge. The sound of running feet slapped at the stone.
Until that point, the Shrouded Man had moved like the mist around him, slow and deliberate. Now he spun in place. His eyes, visible suddenly in the trench between his hat and his scarf, filled with fear. They frightened Josie.
Men in pale green uniforms appeared at the towers on both sides. They wielded heavy batons. Beyond them, blue lights spun and flashed on the tops of little cars.
They were the VB — the regular public security force of the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic.
A barrage of shouts burst across the bridge, followed by a shrill whistle. From a distance, a cacophony of violent noises broke out. The ground itself seemed to rumble and transmit vibrations through the stone, like a great trouble broadcast from afar.
The Shrouded Man pulled his scarf tight. Josie knew he was about to run. She knew she should run too, even if there was little chance of escape.
It was the rational thing to do.
But sometimes, the irrational thing made more sense.
Josie grabbed his wrist.
“Wait,” she said. “Tell me what you came for.”
His eyes darted back and forth. He made a quick calculation.
In English, he rasped, “I am the walrus.”
Josie stared, uncomprehending.
“Sorry, you’re … what?”
“Go to the Café Skrýš. Listen. The Playwright will understand. Trust no one else!”
The words came so fast, between labored puffs, that Josie thought she must have heard him wrong. Another whistle shook the air. The Shrouded Man pulled away. Quicker than seemed possible, he pounced toward the low stone wall and crouched under a saint. For a moment, its shadow concealed him.
Police closed in from both sides of the bridge, seconds away from colliding at the spot where Josie stood. The unfolding events took her by surprise, but they didn’t paralyze her. She tucked her pen and notepad into her bag. They’d be no use now, not yet.
She raised her hands, palms forward to show they were empty, but stood her ground.
The Shrouded Man made a different choice. He leaped onto the wall. He took a saint’s arm.
Josie gasped.
The VB shouted.
Another whistle blew.
The Shrouded Man jumped.
The impact made a great sucking whoosh. Josie rushed to the edge and looked down. He was gone. His scarf and hat floated on the surface of the water, arranged like symbols in a secret code.
The VB halted at the wall, stumbling into each other. One jumped in after the Shrouded Man. One pointed at the opposite bank. Another rushed there, aiming to intercept him. 






  
  The Tanks


The squad car radio blared. From the back seat, Josie recognized the song: its fanfare of trumpets, a blast of rhythmic psychedelic sound — “Magical Mystery Tour,” the Beatles song from the album of the same name. They sang it like ringmasters in a circus of insanity. In sync with the music, the squad car careened through the narrow streets like it had lost control. 
The song itself was a sign of how much the Prague Spring movement had lit a fire.
Before the reforms, barely four months ago, you never heard Western music on the radio, only on foreign broadcasts that managed to penetrate the Iron Curtain. Now the local stations played Beatles songs and all kinds of Western rock and pop as much as they liked. Popular American and British bands had even come to perform public concerts. On top of that, music from the West was finding its way out of Prague through underground routes into the neighboring communist states where it was still banned — even into the Soviet Union itself.
The world was taking notice.
Decades ago, Nazi Germany had overrun Czechoslovakia without a second thought. The great powers of Europe had left it out of the Munich Agreement that had preceded the shocking invasion. Afterward, they barely blinked an eye, and events overwhelmed the people of the small nation. Destiny, it seemed, had sucked them under.
This time, the people of Czechoslovakia made the first move. Instead of letting others decide the course of history, they decided to make it themselves.
The end of World War II had locked them inside the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence, but writers and artists had begun to challenge the restrictions on expression. A brave new leader, Alexander Dubček, heard the call for reforms and channeled the new spirit. In January, he won elections to become First Secretary of the Communist Party. He promised to establish new policies of openness — and even a measure of freedom. He called it “socialism with a human face.” 
People poked their heads out of hiding places, and the movement gained momentum. They expressed themselves in the newspapers, in magazines, on the radio, on street corners, in cafés. Popular support for Dubček and his reforms was overwhelming.
Hope bloomed. The world over, it became known as the Prague Spring.
But corners of darkness remained. Uncertainties loomed. This fight was a story whose ending had not been written.
Josie knew Dubček’s reforms were popular, but she knew he had enemies too. Hard-liners opposed it. Conflicts were brewing, tensions mounting. And no one knew how much the Soviet overlords would tolerate.
She knew that whatever the Shrouded Man had meant to tell her, he’d placed himself in grave danger. But she also knew he must have arranged the meeting because he had no choice.
Now Josie was at the mercy of the VB. They hadn’t cuffed her, but the cramped back seat offered nothing to hold on to and she hit the doors every time the squad car swerved. The Old Town was all tight corners. Architects in the Middle Ages had designed it like a maze. Certainly they hadn’t meant it as a racetrack.
She peppered the officers with questions, but they refused to answer. They had taken her into custody without explanation. Then they’d taken her press card. Now she thrust her passport at them. The one in the passenger seat grabbed it and examined it. They acted like they were doing her a favor, taking her somewhere she needed to be.
She tried to read their faces, discern what lay behind the feline grins. Suddenly their smiles dropped. Their jaws hung loose. The car slowed.
The panorama was unreal. A parade of tanks crawled down the long boulevard. Helmeted soldiers poked out of turrets. Clumps of bystanders, halted on their ways to work, gawked in disbelief.
Josies searched the tanks for markings.
“Your armed forces don’t have that kind of artillery,” she said. “Where’d they come from?”
She didn’t pose the question for an answer. She was thinking aloud. She knew the tanks could only come from one place. A part of her hoped the officers wouldn’t respond, because they would have to give her the answer she dreaded. But the driver decided to speak. Maybe he was thinking aloud too.
“I … I don’t know.”
The other officer swiveled to face her. “You are a journalist. You tell us.”
They fell silent.
The tanks bore no flags. No signs to identify their nationality. Only numbers stenciled on the sides, and white stripes painted in thick lines across the top like crosses.
She knew where the tanks came from. Did they really not? Could they deny it?
Josie studied their eyes in the rearview mirror and read a single emotion: shock. They were helpless. A force greater than theirs possessed the streets.
Her dread dissipated. A thrill replaced it. Josie forgot about her failures and insecurities. She forgot about the Shrouded Man and the bridge. The Soviets had sent troops into Prague, and she was smack in the middle of an invasion. The foreign news bureaus had yet to open. The reporters who had ignored her for months lay asleep in their beds. This was the story she’d been waiting for.
She leaned forward and shouted at the officers. “Can you move faster? I have to get to my office. I have to call my newspaper. There! Turn there.”
But they were mesmerized and once again ignored her.
The Toronto Post’s bureau in Prague consisted of a room in a suite with a single phone shared by five other papers. Unless she got there fast, she would lose her chance at the phone. A reporter would be on the line already, with more queued up.
“No. Wait. Stop here. Anywhere. I need a public phone.”
They stopped the car. 
Josie grinned. Maybe she sounded more commanding than she realized.
“One phone call. I’ll come right back.”
Josie grabbed the door handle. To her surprise, it was loose. If she kept jiggling, she might be able to force it open.
Then she saw why they’d stopped. A little yellow Fiat had entered the street, blocking the way. The man at the wheel was panicked. He struggled with his door. He hadn’t turned fast enough. It was a sad mistake.
A mountain on treads advanced toward him. He rolled down his window, but it was too late. The tank barreled onto the front of the car, crushing it. A scream and a metal crunch erupted outside. The windshield shattered, spraying shards of glass onto the man inside. The tank continued down the avenue.
Josie’s thrill turned to horror. She knew the tank had just cost the man his legs, possibly his life.
A woman passing near the Fiat wailed. Shouts rose from people down the street. But their voices only accentuated the sense that all usual sounds had been smothered. One man dropped to his knees, wordless. Everyone else stood still, stunned and confused.
Behind the tanks came flatbed trucks with low rails carrying dozens of soldiers. Their mouths made grim lines. They held rifles raised at oblique angles. 
The police officers recovered. In the confusion, their sense of duty was all they had, and it saved them. They backed up and turned down a side street. 
Josie settled back into her seat. She cursed the Soviet troops, the Czech police, and her own bad luck. On the radio, “Magical Mystery Tour” neared its end. The tempo slowed and the raucous carnival died away, replaced by a series of ominous piano keys that jumped up and down the scale, wavering at points, until the music faded out. 
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