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FOREWORD

 As the subtitle indicates, this book is a novel, so the mandatory warning is due here: most, though not all, of the characters in it are fictitious, and any likeness to events that actually happened is purely coincidental. 

The novel’s theme is spying and spies. It is only fair to state, however, that a lover of spy thrillers should not expect a journey into a fantasy world in which a James Bond type, endowed with superhuman capabilities and decidedly unfair share of luck, single-handedly defeats the forces of Evil and saves the world. This narrative is definitely different from such yarns – yet it is by no means devoid of thrills.

The explanation is simple. Any student of, or participant in, the world of spying is sure to discover, sooner or later, that life is truly stranger than fiction, and that in reality this secretive world abounds in the most bizarre episodes, stratagems, and characters that leave the inventions of a professional spinner of titillating yarns simply nowhere. One might go a step further and say that at times real-life happenings – the play of chance and coincidence – are less believable than adventures in literary fantasy worlds.

 Readers will have to judge for themselves if the narrative offered here provides sufficient proof of these generalities. In any case, they will find in it much material about actual events gleaned from various sources and from personal experience. As indicated, some of the novel’s characters have prototypes, hopefully thoroughly disguised. Perhaps most importantly, the entire context is as true to life as can be, so that it is sometimes hard to tell what actually happened from what could easily have happened at that time and place – in the late 70’s and early 80’s, mostly in Russia and partly in America.

Finally, thanks are due to Edward Lozansky who originally suggested that I write this book. It hardly needs to be said that he and Ilya Nevsky, one of the novel’s heroes, are two different characters, one real, the other fictitious, and rarely the twain do meet.

Sergei Roy

Moscow

May 2014

PART ONE. YEFIM PLOTKIN

Chapter 1. A Chance Meeting in Gorky Park 

The day was fine, the mood was lousy. Late in June Moscow begins to empty, street crowds thin out, the weather is beautiful by any standards, not just Russian ones, and even the pukh, poplar fluff in every nook and cranny, does not bother you too much if you aren’t allergic to it. 

There was plenty of fluff in Gorky Park where Yefim (Fima, and sometimes even Fimka to his near and dear) Plotkin walked. Allergic to fluff he was not, and still his mood was as described. Lousy in the extreme. 

Young and very much in love with his beautiful, wonderful, and generally one-and-only young wife, he faced right now the prospect of yet another inspection tour, the third one this year, to some boondocks, this time in the farthest Far East. The thought depressed the hell out of him. It meant parting from his lovely, loving Dina for a month, maybe more. 

Also, the trip would mean drinking. Fima shuddered slightly. Ordinarily, he could swill vodka with the best of them, even if he did not particularly like the stuff; but Army boozing was… Well, it was in a class of its own. And the arrival of a young civilian from unbelievably remote Moscow to some garrison or base out in the sticks was certainly an occasion for an extra heavy collective bender, practically for the duration of his stay. No wonder Fima shuddered.

He looked at his watch. Half past one. Dina wouldn’t be home for hours. Might as well enjoy a few minutes of sunshine and quiet in these leafy glades; there won’t be much to enjoy in the coming month. Enjoy, hell…That’s what his boss had said to him in the morning, with a malicious glitter in his eye: “Enjoy the trip, you lucky dog. Wish I could go instead of you.” The slimy bastard. 

Someone clapped Yefim on the shoulder, pretty hard. He wheeled round rather violently but, seeing who it was, grinned from ear to ear.

“Givi, you silly jerk. Scared the shit out of me. Didn’t hear you creeping up on me.”

“Me sneaky Injun. Soft Foot’s the name, remember?”

 “Soft Foot my foot. Heavy Tread, more like it. You’re fatter than ever. Fat as a prize pig.”

“That’s my cover. Who’ll ever suspect a funny fat guy?”

“Lousy cover. That’s no way for a glamorous secret service agent to look. They ought to chuck you out, really.”

Fima knew that his childhood chum Givi Chorgashvili, though officially with the Trade Ministry, was also a junior officer in the KGB; more like a petty clerk at either of these jobs, actually. A bit of a joke between them. The heavyset, happy-go-lucky Georgian and the thin, moody Jewish boy had been pretty close in their school years; every kid was a bit different from the others, but these two were more different, and they knew it; this brought them closer together. They found each other good company, had plenty of fun together, and memories of those happy days got sunnier with every passing year. With that warm feeling between them, Fima could chaff Givi all he liked about his secret, scary-sounding job with the KGB.

“I wish they would. Might find me something easier on the seat of my pants. Absolutely worn through.” Givi rubbed his ample rump with a comic grimace. “Look at you. As thin as ever. Moody as usual, too. What about, this time?”

Yefim waved a hand, his face the picture of misery.

“Life in general, I guess.”

“Liar. Don’t I know your moods. Something’s eating you special hard, old horse.”

“It does, only it’s a long story.” 

“A bottle of cognac long?”

“Two, more like it.”

“Well, I’m game. You?”

Yefim saw a familiar gleam in Givi’s eye, a sure sign of pleasurable anticipation of a real treat for a true man of the Caucasus: a few hours at a well-laden table with an old pal, enjoying it all hugely – the food, the booze, the boasting. Yefim sighed; suddenly he felt that right now that was exactly what he needed, too.

“Two bottles, you said?”

“Actually you said it, but who cares who said what. Well?”

“I’m game, too.” 

Chapter 2. At the Golden Ear of Wheat

They left the park, found a taxi, and were soon seated at a table on the second floor of a restaurant in the Agricultural Exhibition grounds, far from downtown Moscow. Givi, who knew every better class eatery in town like the back of his hand, said it was the quietest spot to be found at this hour, the food was passable, and they could enjoy the view of the fountain shaped like a giant golden ear of wheat in the pond below. 

Of course, Givi would have much preferred the Aragvi, a few hundred yards from the Kremlin, a restaurant as Georgian as Georgian could be, no better cuisine anywhere in Moscow, though the view there presented nothing more enchanting than the backside of the horse on which Yuriy Dolgorukiy, the founder of Moscow, sat. Not to be thought of, though; he might be seen there by some snooping colleague of his, and reported living it up during office hours. 

No, better be careful. The time was far in the past when secret police personnel was eighty percent Georgian, run by Beria, himself a Georgian and the top henchman of Stalin, another Georgian. Things had changed a lot in the twenty-five years since Stalin died a more or less natural death and Beria was executed. Old secret servicemen still had some pull, of course; his father, a retired KGB colonel, had been able to wangle this job for him, but the son had to watch his step – even if it interfered with his ideas of right living.

By nature, Givi was a typical kinto, a curious Georgian word for someone whose most important business in life is enjoyment of the good things of life – good food, good wine, and any kind of women. Above all, though, he valued feasting in male company where he could fully exert his fine talent for making up brilliant toasts, often with an ironical or philosophical twist to them, a political twist in company you trusted, if any such were to be found; telling off-color jokes; reciting poetry, often clean but not too clean; singing songs, ditto. All that sort of thing. A bon vivant who made the bon vivant-ing a sort of profession. Everything else, work above all, was but a boring interlude to be somehow got through. There is a bit of a kinto in every Georgian, but Givi was the quintessential one.

Here at the restaurant table, with a trusty old pal at his side who could well appreciate his talents and his bragging, he was right in his element. He studied the menu judiciously and ordered for both of them: lobio, an hors d’oeuvre with a bean base to it; spicy kharcho soup with chunks of mutton in it; fat chicken tabaka, fried split and flattened, also spicy, with tkemali sauce on the side; coffee with Benedictine liqueur to round the meal off. To his delight, the wine list included Gremi, a famous, five-star Georgian cognac with those cherished letters on the label, KVVK, the Russian acronym for very old cognac, highest quality. So it would be cognac throughout the meal; nothing but cognac.  

The bottle and lobio were soon before them, and Givi reeled off the first toast: so lucky running into you, old chum, let us drink that we may see each other more often, for it was a great sin, forgetting old friends, there was nothing more sacred in life than friendship. Except for family perhaps, which led to the second toast, according to the time-honored rule that the interval between the first toast and the second should be as short as you could make it. Givi was a bachelor and an insatiable woman-chaser, so he was naturally very strong on family ties; he explained to Fima at considerable length how lucky he was to have landed Dina, how beautiful and virtuous she was, and what great care he, Fima, had to take of his ever so precious wife. They drank to that, the cognac easily sliding down their gullets, real five-star stuff. Third came the obligatory, ritual toast for those who are no longer with us, with a drop or so of the precious cognac from each glass spilled on the floor. 

And so it went; it was only when they had worked through half the first bottle and were well into the soup that Givi touched on what had brought them there. Why was Fima feeling so low? Unusually gloomy for him, even. What was eating him?

By that time Fima was feeling pleasantly high, dreary things like unwanted, life-sapping trips to the Far East forgotten for a while. He tried to wave the subject away, but Givi would have none of that. He was Fima’s pal, he wanted to help, if it was merely by listening to a confession, and he intended to hear that confession – or no second bottle. Yefim knew it was but an empty threat, he would be lucky if he escaped before a third one made its magic appearance as Givi made his characteristic gesture – index finger pointing at the waiter, then describing a wide curve up and down into the center of the table.

In the end, Fima succumbed.

Chapter 3. Confession of a Schnook

“Well, you know I’m with that ‘mailbox’
,” he launched into his story, rather heavily. “A couple of years ago I invented… uh… a gadget… you know, I can’t talk about it, top secret stuff, has to do with ICBMs…”

“If you can’t, don’t,” Givi said sternly. “And I don’t want to hear it. Just say what you can say.”

“Well, it’s a gadget that measures… er…”

“It measures what has to be measured. Proceed.”

“Right, thanks. It measures what needs to be measured but wasn’t. Not till I decided it should be, and thought of a way to do it.  Naturally I wanted to see my device in metal; wanted to see it work.”

“Naturally. There’d be kudos and a hefty bonus for you in it, too, I suppose.”

“Kudos-shmudos. My immediate boss, that fat slob with one tiny convolution in his brain, muscled in on it. The department head took a hand, too. Without him, it would all stay on paper. And so it went. So now I’m just a co-author, my name third or fourth on the list.”

“Standard procedure.  Climb the ladder, and you’ll do the same to your juniors.” Givi sighed, then added: “I’m just talking. I know you’ll never do a thing like that. Let’s drink to idealists like my best, truest pal Fima. You know how the saying goes: No village stands without a saint. To saints.”

“Saint my ass. I’m just a schnook. Have always been.” 

“To saintly schnooks, then.”

They drank to that, slurped some more soup, munched some more mutton. Yefim continued, in the same aggrieved tone:

“Wish I’d never invented that blasted device. They produced the damn thing in considerable numbers, installed it on every ICBM facility, and where has that landed poor me? I now have to go to every goddamn silo, ship, submarine, every kind of missile carrier…  Flying all over the place all the time. Dina is nothing but a grass widow now. I’m hardly ever at home.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you have to travel all the time?”

“Because the goddamn gadget is so delicate, so full of jinxes, that I’m apparently the only one who can tune it properly. Or fix it if something goes askew. No one else can, or wants to. My smart co-authors least of all, rot their balls.”

“What about the operators on the spot?”

“Too dim or too lazy. I train them wherever I go, but it’s an uphill job.”

“I see. Tough shit, really.”

“Can’t be tougher… I know I shouldn’t be talking like this, being half-smashed and all… But really, I sometimes miss Dina so bad… physically, I mean… miss her so bad I could climb the nearest wall...” 

“I know. I go on business trips, too.”

“Aw, you and your business trips. Charming the panties off all comely provincial babes within your field of vision.”

“That’s slander. I take pity on the ugly ones, too. But seriously, Fim. Long silences are good for your sex life, every manual will tell you that.” 

“Stick your manuals up your Georgian ass. As I come back, we’re in bed before our clothes are off. Long silences… I’m sick and tired of your long silences...”

“That reminds me. Do you know that one about a battalion of skiers?”

“Can’t say I remember that one. Shoot.”

“It’s from the war. A battalion of skiers is on the way to the front, stops for the night at a village, a rifleman salutes his commander, says: ‘Comrade Captain, please let me go just for the night, my native village is not far, a dozen kilometers or so, I’ll be back by reveille.’ He is a good soldier, a fine skier, so the captain lets him go. By morning he is back, all the guys crowd around him: ‘Well, how was it?’ He says, ‘The first thing I did…’ Jeers, guffaws all around, and someone says, ‘Better tell us the second thing you did, man.’ ‘OK, I give you three guesses.’ ‘Had some hootch? Had some grub? Kissed your sleeping kiddies?’ ‘No, guys. The second thing I did, I took off my skis…’” 

Fima smiled ruefully.

“I at least don’t have to take off skis…”

“Let’s drink to that. As good a reason to celebrate as any.”

Chapter 4. Confession of a Schnook (continued)

So they drank to no skis, and to a few other things. The second bottle arrived with the chicken tabaka, which reminded Givi of yet another fresh joke. In full stride by now, he came up with a political – meaning anti-Soviet – one about the little chicken who found himself in a labor camp, to the inmates’ amazement. “Why, what have you done, Little Chicken?” they asked, and the poor thing proudly replied: “I pecked at a Young Pioneer’s ass…” 

There was more in this vein. Givi’s repertoire of jokes was mountainous; some were really funny, and Fima laughed or smiled dutifully. But his heart was clearly not in it, and at last Givi pushed the bottle aside:

“We’re not drinking any more of this delicious stuff, old socks. Not before you lay your heart bare. Tell Papa what really ails you. I mean, really.”

Yefim shook his head, but then thought, Oh, what the hell. He just had to tell someone. Someone who would understand. There was always Dina, of course, only she was a woman. His tiny little girl. And what could they do to him, even if Givi informed on him? After all, he, Yefim Plotkin, junior research fellow though he was, was quite indispensable; no one could fix his little gimmick without him. 

He glanced around.

“Is it safe to talk here?”

“Microphones under the table, you mean? No, none here. Not in an out-of-the-way spot like this.”

“Well, you ought to know.”

“I do know.”

“All right then. All right. It’s like this, old cat. Here’s what addles my brain, most waking hours. As I was working on that little gadget of mine, I was, of course, thinking of my career. Of the little bit of money it might bring, too. Shan’t pretend I wasn’t. Only natural.”

“Of course it is. Like I told you.”

 “Sure, sure. But what I was mostly thinking of, or maybe feeling, that was different. I knew that with my little contraption those horror machines would be easier to handle, more accurately controlled, less likely to misbehave… And there were other possibilities in it, if it were further developed. Plenty.”

“You needn’t go into detail. Better not.”

“You wouldn’t understand if I did, so we’ll skip all that. Main thing was, I was hoping… hard to put it in words… I’d be doing something for peace… for balance of power… in the end, for all humankind. You know.”

“I know. Like Einstein or Bohr or whoever else was there on the Manhattan project. I can see that. Why the gloom, then?”

“Because! Because it will do no fucking good, that invention of mine!”

“Why? Doesn’t it work?”

“Oh, it works. It works just fine, when I’ve tuned it properly. It works a treat. But! No one cares a rap whether it does or not. No, even that’s wrong. It’s just a nuisance to the guys on the ground. They see me as a pest. They don’t tell me to get lost, they can’t, but it’s in the air, you know.”

“Naturally. People like to think they know their stuff, and here comes some sniveling intellectual along and shows them some new tricks that are ever so hard to learn. They can’t all be Einsteins or Niels Bohrs, you know.”

“Givi, old cock, just don’t make me laugh, okay? No one expects them to be Niels Bohrs, nor even to have heard of the guy. No. But in my silly intellectual’s way I do expect them to do their job properly. Perform humdrum routine tasks as they should be performed.”

“And they don’t?”

“They effing well don’t! See, to fix my gadget, I have to have some spare parts, some materials – and do I get them on time? Do I ever? Fat chance! The storeroom super is either drunk, or nowhere to be found, or he can’t find the keys, or something. In Stalin’s times he’d be shot for sabotage just like that!” He snapped his fingers. “And when we do get into the storeroom, it’s sheer chaos!  Bedlam! You can spend weeks in there hunting for what you need. Easier to order it from some plant. So you do order it, and it takes more weeks, and when the stuff arrives, it’s the wrong kind, or the wrong size, or defective as hell!”

“Speaking of hell – do you know that one about American hell and Russian hell?”

“Givi, you silly sod, I’m laying my soul bare before you, like you wanted, and you feed me your idiotic stories…”

“Just you listen, you highbrow clod, and you’ll see why.”

“Why what?”

“Why I’m telling it.”

Chapter 5. What’s New about Russian Hell 
So Givi told his story about Russian Hell.

“A sinner dies, he knocks at St. Peter’s gate, and St. Pete pokes his head out and thunders: ‘We know all about you here, you goddamn sinner! I hereby condemn you to a hundred years of being boiled in oil. But you can have your last wish. A choice. You can go either to American Hell or the Russian place. Which do you choose?’ ‘I go for Russian Hell,’ says the sinner firmly. ‘Why?’ wonders St. Pete. ‘Oh, I’ve heard of them Americans.  Much too efficient for me. In Russian Hell, they are sure to forget to lay in enough firewood, or the cauldron will rust through, or else all the little devils will go on a bender and forget to stoke the fires for weeks on end!’ Does that parable tell you something, or does it?”

Yefim nodded, smiling wryly.

“Sure. I see. You mean to say, the whole damn country is like that, even Russian Hell is like that, and the defense establishment can’t be much different.”

“That’s exactly what I mean. Those old attitudes and habits, it’ll take a hundred years or more to change them. You know all the popular sayings: Work will kill a horse. Work is not a wolf, it won’t run away into the woods, work can wait. We’ll carry bricks, but only while lying down. Dozens of them sayings.”

“But Givi, I thought defense was special. I thought defense was different. Aren’t we told our missiles are absolutely tops?”

“Of course they are. It’s tough, fighting sloth and ignorance and chaos, but they are being overcome where it counts, you know that. All those sputniks whizzing round the globe. Isn’t that proof enough?”

“Yes, that’s what I used to tell myself. This about the sputniks. But what I see with my own eyes and touch with my own hands, tells me different.”

“Well, maybe it’s just your particular case. You say yourself that gadget of yours is extra delicate, extra complicated. Hard to tune. The rest of the machinery is sure to run smoothly.”  

“Oh no, Givi old man. I’d like to believe that, but I can’t. It’s a horrible thing to say, but I’ll say it. Come D-day, some silo hatches will simply not open. The missiles won’t fly.”

“You must be crazy, you nut.”

“I am not. I’ve seen it during drills. It’s not in my line, you know, but I’ve seen it, I was there, and I heard officers discuss it. There’d be fur flying, brass yelling fit to bust their gut, but – little progress or none at all. No one would be able to say what the trouble was, the failure could be anywhere – electronics, servomechanisms, rusty wiring impossible to locate, you name it.”

“Look, Fima, this is important what you’re saying there. What else have you seen? And heard?” asked Givi, pouring out some more cognac. The action was purely mechanical now. It looked as if they had drunk themselves sober, and the talk was now in dead earnest, all banter forgotten. The look on Givi’s face was something that Yefim had hardly seen ever before. The face of someone fully on the job, listening and totally absorbing what he was told.

So Fima told him. For maybe half an hour, ckicken tabaka forgotten, he spoke of the real state of the country’s nuclear shield as he found it on his countless, long, hated tours of duty. There was much technical detail about failures and disrepair of every imaginable kind, which Givi could hardly grasp, but there was also something he understood only too well.

Most of the servicemen with whom Yefim came in contact seemed to be in the grip of an advanced condition of alcoholism. Officers at ICBM installations sometimes came on duty suffering from near terminal hangovers. Their professional training was generally poor, refresher courses a joke, their morale low due to poor living conditions, no relief from the strain and boredom of living on an out-of-the-way, secluded base. And the climate… God, the climate. In some officers’ families, kids died one after another in an environment too harsh even for healthy, sturdy men to cope with. In winter, what they heard for weeks on end was wind and wolves howling in the unending night. Suicides were routine. No wonder the officers drank. 

“You know, I can’t blame them,” said Fima. “I have to join in the boozing, I just wouldn’t be able to do anything if they didn’t cooperate, so I drink with them and I hate it, but I can’t blame them. I can’t understand how they stand it. They can even laugh about it, you know. They told me about a submarine drill where no torpedoes could be launched – their casings contained spirits that had long been siphoned off and drunk. Big joke.”

They were silent awhile. Givi poured the last of the cognac, and they sipped it without noticing the taste. At last Fima grinned:

“Look at you. You wanted to cheer me up, and now you yourself are the picture of gloom.”

Givi grinned back.

“I’m just thinking, but it’ll pass. Can’t keep it up for long. Let’s have some of their liqueur. Hope it’s as good as their Gremi.”

The coffee and the Benedictine were fine, but they did their mood little good.

“Sorry I uploaded all that shit on you, father confessor.”

“Bullshit. What are old pals for,” said Givi with unaccustomed earnestness. “Just see you don’t upload it on someone else.”

“Oh, I wasn’t born yesterday. I know what the Criminal Code has to say. Spreading false rumous against the state with malice aforethought. Some such wording.”

“Right. Which reminds me. Have you heard that one about a competition for best anti-Soviet joke?”

“Do they hold them?”

“Sure they do. Regularly. First prize, fifteen years in the camps; second prize, ten years;  third prize, five.”

“Which do I qualify for?”

“First prize, absolutely. Seeing that it’s all about defense, state security, and all. Are you sure you’ve never talked to anyone? Dina?”

“Aw, you know Dina.  As close as an oyster. Someone asks her about my job, she just bats her incredible eyelashes at them and makes like the dumbest blond on planet Earth.” Yefim sat up suddenly. “Gosh, Givi. Look at the clock. We’ve been hours… Dina must be home already, and here I sit gassing…”

“Okay, let’s roll.”

Givi paid the check – he could always put such trifles on what went for an expense account at the KGB, he explained – and they went.

As they walked through the Exhibition grounds, fresh air hit Fima pretty hard. With all that booze inside him, he was practically out on his feet. Givi, who could have repeated their alcoholic feat with perfect ease, held him upright till they reached an exit, flagged a taxi and took him home. There he helped Dina put a happily babbling Fima to bed, kissed both Dina’s hands – rather too fervently, she thought, but then this was Givi – and took a taxi to his latest lady love. 

He knew he would have to do some serious thinking, but he firmly believed in putting things off as long as possible, or longer. His favorite maxim of Mark Twain’s was, Never do tomorrow what you can do the day after. And anyway, there was this proverb: Morning is wiser than the night. Especially a night like he had in mind.

Chapter 6. A Day at the Office

Early next morning Yefim was safely sleeping off a mammoth hangover on board a plane hurtling on its ten-hour flight east. Givi’s head (being mostly bone, as he sometimes explained the phenomenon) never ached after the night before, but on that particular morning he wasn’t at all his usual jovial self. He felt he really ought to do some heavy thinking, and that depressed him – to the tiny extent he was likely to feel depressed at any time for any reason.

The problem he faced was simple: to report or not to report his conversation with Yefim Plotkin. Actually he knew all the time he would report it, there was no way around that. Someone else might worm their way into Fima’s confidence, pick up something that artless intellectual ninny might drop in an unguarded moment, and inform on him. KGB interrogation artists would then hammer at Yefim, and all sorts of things might come to light, his friendship and this conversation with Givi included. No, Givi could not risk that.

Report the conversation he certainly must, but what would happen after? One result, the one they’d jokingly referred to, was all too easy to predict: charge of spreading false, malicious rumors about Soviet defense, five to ten years inside for Fima – but what about Givi himself? He might be promoted for rooting out a malicious slanderer and panic-monger, but there was this other aspect to the affair: the guilty individual was a school friend of his, a long-time associate, and that might leave a blot on Givi’s own character, too. Just like in that joke, no one would remember whether he stole a fur-coat or had a fur-coat stolen from him, but the memory of something unpleasant would persist.

Givi pondered this all day as he sat in his cubicle reading reports from his informers, one after another. They were all sorts – dry or vicious, brief or wordy, semi-literate or much too literary or flowery; he even remembered an anonymous denunciation written in iambic pentameter. They all had one theme: what certain dissident or semi-dissident elements in a given academic circle were doing and saying that could be classed as anti-Soviet or just suspect. 

To Givi’s taste, one thing was damn wrong with those reports: there were too many of them, and they were there on his desk. His job was to read every one of them and add an entry to the file of the individual concerned – with whom he often rubbed shoulders as he drifted from one bunch to the next, talking, singing, drinking, flirting, and all the rest of it. Sometimes contributing something mildly anti-Soviet himself, usually a joke with a political twist to it; the most popular kind. But mostly he listened to people talk. 

And oh God, how they talked, and how many they were, those mouths speaking what was quite unspeakable not so long ago. At a birthday party for a colleague of his, Givi once proposed a toast he was particularly proud of. He recounted the story of the Dutch boy who noticed a hole in a dyke, stopped it with his finger and remained there until help came. “Trouble is,” Givi said, “there are too many holes now, millions of them, and there is little hope of help coming some day. We are few, but we are the only ones to stop the flooding.” It was a bit risky, that toast, being on the pessimistic side, but it also stressed what heroic characters they were, and they all stood up as they drank that toast. That was really something.

Givi read and heard and even talked so much anti-Soviet stuff that one might suspect or expect some of it to rub off on him. Only it did not. Givi was neither anti-Soviet nor pro-Soviet. He was strictly pro-Givi, period.

In the end, Givi decided to do what he had inwardly known he would eventually do in any case: he would talk it over with his father, and do exactly what he was told to do. Father would know best. He always did.

Chaper 7. A Father’s Heavy Burden

As was mentioned earlier, Givi’s father was a former KGB colonel. This statement, though factually correct, sounds nonsensical, somehow. It was true, what people used to say in those days: there is no such animal as an ex-KGB man. An ex-KGB man made no more sense than an ex-poodle or a former Alsatian. They went on being KGB men till they dropped dead, and that’s a fact. 

Givi’s father, retired from active service, now had a cushy job as head of Personnel at a medium-sized publishing house, keeping a watchful eye on his flock – publishing house director, his deputies, editors, subeditors, consultants, proofreaders, the lot. He naturally had a bunch of informers among them. They spied not just on one another but also, and primarily, on the authors the house published – or refused to publish. Authors were a wily lot; they could always be relied on to smuggle in something that sounded innocuous enough but was actually as anti-Soviet as hell.

But all that is in passing. The main thing was, Colonel Chorgashvili, retired, kept in close touch with his former colleagues, went on fishing trips with them, drank with them, gossiped with them, and had as good an idea as was humanly possible in that secretive environment of the currents inside that huge establishment, especially of the infighting at its very top – and beyond, up in the highest Party spheres.

It was the little eddies in the ever shifting currents affecting the balance of forces that mattered most. The overall picture was clear enough to everyone who was anyone, or claimed to be, or wished to be. The nation’s titular ruler, General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, was by now merely the husk of his former powerful self, not much more than a figurehead and the butt of many a joke, vicious or good-natured, as the case might be. The country was actually run by four men, known as the Politburo within the Politburo: Defense Minister Marshal Dmitry Ustinov, Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, KGB head Yuriy Andropov and, last but by no means least, Mikhail Suslov, the Party’s big ideologue.

Naturally each of these four kept jockeying for position as they waited for Brezhnev’s demise and the chance to make the final leap into the catbird seat. There were moves and countermoves and counter-countermoves, where every little detail counted. If you weren’t constantly aware of these, it would be enough even for the top brass to make one false step, and they’d end up in a quagmire, bodily sucked in by the slime.

No wonder then that the colonel, having heard his son’s account of Fima Plotkin’s revelations, grew very grim indeed and threw about a thousand questions at his squirming, copiously perspiring son as they sat of an evening in his cozy study behind firmly closed doors. Givi had recounted the conversation at the Golden Ear of Wheat almost verbatim, and still his father took him over it again and again, weighing every phrase, every shift in the flow of talk, and every pause from every angle. An outside observer would certainly have been impressed by this demonstration lesson in interrogation technique.

Among other things, the colonel gave his son hell for not switching on his pocket tape-recorder.

“But Dad!” whined Givi. “I did not carry a dictaphone. I was just taking a stroll in the park, I wasn’t planning anything… well, maybe a friendly visit with a young lady later… That meeting with Fima, it was pure chance!”

“How do you know it was chance?” his father pounced. “How do you know it wasn’t a well-planned, well-executed provocation? This chance encounter routine, it’s been played times out of mind!” The colonel, his moustache bristling, hammered at his poor offspring mercilessly. 

“But Dad!” Givi yelled again, dumbfounded. “It was Fimka! Fima Plotkin, remember him? The guy who let me copy off all his homework. That quiet Jewish boy, his nose always in a book, remember him? And it was I who ran into him there in the park. Clapped him on the shoulder so he jumped about a foot…” 

“That could simply be excellent technique on their part,” his father waved the argument aside. “How many times do I have to tell you to trust no one, suspect everyone…”

“I know, I know… But it’s just… it’s just Fima Plotkin, Father. He wouldn’t be able to play a game like that. Not in a thousand years.”

“You are hopeless, sonny. You just don’t have the nose for this sort of thing. I’ve played that gambit a hundred times myself, and I can smell it from a long, long way off.”

Luckily for Givi, his father, who had an operative’s fine, professionally honed memory, had remembered by now the pale face of his luckless son’s school chum, and he relaxed somewhat. 

“Okay, son,” he said at last. “You just keep your mouth shut awhile. I’ll ventilate the question with some comrades, and we’ll know what to do.” 

Ventilating the question was a gem of Bureaucratese that he, like countless others in the service and outside it, was particularly fond of. A standing rule and regulation that you only omitted to obey at your own peril. Ventilate the question with the right comrades in the right way, and you could be sure of your footing. Or at least as sure as anything could be in that milieu.

Givi’s father fell silent awhile, then fired a question that might appear to have nothing to do with the matter in hand, but was actually very pertinent indeed:

“When are you going to get married? You’ve fooled around long enough. Or do you plan to sit behind that silly desk of yours all your life? Pushing bits of paper from place to place?”

Givi understood only too well what his father had in mind. It was every junior, and not so junior officer’s dream, to be sent abroad under some cover, usually as second or third secretary or just some kind of assistant at a Soviet embassy. Not to some fine capitalist country, preferably European, no, not at the start; that would be too much to expect. Some People’s Democracy or, at worst, somewhere in darkest Africa. Just for starters. Apart from much higher pay and generally fine living out there, it meant a giant career leap.  For that leap to be achievable, however, marriage was essential; no unmarried men were sent out on jobs like that. Marriage was extra insurance against defection.

“But father, who is there to marry?” Givi asked back, and his ancestor in his turn understood him very well. His son might have all the makings of an inveterate reveler and ne’er do well, but he had a fine grasp of the essentials: it wasn’t enough to marry; one must marry well.

“Well, what about Zina?” Zina was a frequent guest in their home, a friend of Givi’s elder sister and, much more to the point, the daughter of someone high up in the Foreign Ministry.

“But Father, she is older than me! And taller…” exclaimed Givi, wisely forbearing to add that she was not the most beautiful young lady on the block, let alone in Moscow.

“So what?” his father retorted. “So what if she is? Love conquers all, you know. I’ve seen her making gooey eyes at you, don’t think I haven’t.”

“All right, Dad. All right. I’ll think about it.”

“Don’t think. I’ll do the thinking for you. Just do it.”

Chapter 8. On the Art of Ventilation

Grigory Chorgashvili loved to read spy thrillers. They sort of lent a glamorous glow to his trade; they pictured men and women involved in it as unusual, extraordinary beings, as super-spies and generally super-heroes, and that was good for the profession. In real life, though, he never met any such dazzling individuals, nor did he expect to, ever. 

All the people within the trade that he had known were quite ordinary, and some, excessively ordinary (Grigory’s term for fools). The treachery and ruthlessness in this environment could indeed be extraordinary, more so than anywhere else, but even that was not certain, not in Stalinist nor in post-Stalinist Russia.

No, brilliance and dashing exploits were not what his and his colleagues’ life was made of. The really important element in it, just as in any other social structure, was power. How you got it – by hook, by crook, by heroic deeds (least expected), or by choosing wisely the family to be born in or to marry into – did not matter much. In Grigory’s experience, the men who attained the greatest power were the biggest, wiliest, most ruthless bastards – and still they remained most ordinary creatures. 

That was true of even the greatest and most powerful son of a bitch of them all – Stalin’s top bandog Lavrenty Beria, under whom young Grigory himself had started his career as the smallest of small fry. Even when Beria was sending hundreds of thousands to be turned, in his own words, into labor camp dust; even when he was just one breath away, right after Stalin’s death, from grabbing absolute power, he remained the same ordinary, not very literate guy afflicted with halitosis, lechery, impotence, and more. He wasn’t even a true Georgian, for God’s sake; just a Mingrel, a really second-rate human being in the eyes of someone whose surname ended in –shvili; just like Stalin’s real name, Jugashvili.

That was Grigory Chorgashvili’s philosophy, if you care to call it that, and he generally acted in full accordance with it. The present situation was no exception. He telephoned some relatives in Tbilisi, and soon a certain young man, a poor relation, took a train to Moscow bearing a precious gift, a cask of Tsinandali. Stalin was long dead, of course, but a taste for Georgian wines still remained a legacy of his times among the nomenklatura and the intelligentsia, while the lower classes stuck to their habit of guzzling vodka or cheap “fortified” wine.

Thus prepared, Grigory called Boris B., or it could be D., for this name is immaterial for the present narrative. Boris had married a cousin of Grigory’s wife and could thus be regarded as a close relative, in Grigory’s book. More importantly, he was a rising not-so-young general in the KGB, which made him eminently suitable for ventilating the problem that vexed Givi’s father. At the mention of that cask of wine the colonel and his wife were cordially invited to Boris’ dacha for the coming Sunday.

So they went. Greeted warmly by the cousin and her hubby, they sat down to the usual heavy, prolonged midday meal called dinner in Russia. The table was laid on the veranda, the air was sweet, birds chirped in the vines and trees around, the sun was bright, the food delicious, no one seemed to have a care in the world, which suited Grigory just fine. Tsinandali, keenly appreciated, flowed freely, and the colonel gave vent to some witty if a bit long-winded toasts that even his talented son could be proud of. 

At the end of the repast the women were left on the veranda to enjoy their tea and gossip while the men retired to a cozy bower in the dacha’s spacious grounds, ostensibly to enjoy some more of the really excellent wine but actually switching to five-star Armenian cognac, a bottle of which Boris had swiped off the table and stuck in a pocket of his voluminous summer jacket that, dacha fashion, looked more like a pajama top. His wife kept nagging him about his high blood pressure, but he wouldn’t be a real muzhik if he listened to that kind of woman’s jabber.

After they’d taken a glass or two of the old Armenian cognac, widely known in Russia to have been the favorite drink of Winston Churchill’s, and talked awhile of the Dynamo football team’s prospects, Boris asked the question expected of him.

“Well, Grisha, what have you come with?” That was the Russian formula for “What do you want of me? What favor are you going to ask?” It did not enter the relative’s head that Grigory might have brought that cask of Tsinandali just out of the goodness of his heart. Such things simply could not be.

“Well, there is something, only it’s such a little matter, don’t even know if I should bother you with it.” With this modest little preamble the colonel gave a precise, clear précis of the unpleasantness his good-for-nothing son had stepped into.

Just as he’d expected, Boris’ reaction was exactly the same as his own:

“Could it be the beavers testing him?” he asked, using the slangy word for the KGB’s internal security department.

“That’s what I thought, first thing, but it just doesn’t make sense. Who is Givi, for goodness sake, for them to bother with him? Especially to try to saddle him with a thing like that? Not in his line of work at all.”

“Yeah, something in that. Like using cannon to shoot at a sparrow,” Boris misquoted a Russian saying.

 “Right. Then there is that schoolmate of his. Absolutely unsuitable material for use in a game like this. He came to our place a few times when they were kids at school. A sap, totally. Just a… just a schnook,” said the colonel, unwittingly repeating Fima’s self-appellation.

“Second question. Could it be your precious son trying for promotion? Say, by digging up a malicious slanderer of our gallant Armed Forces?”

“Look, Boris. I know Givi is foolish in many ways, especially about women. Loves fooling around. But he is not that kind of fool, definitely. He’s been around, you know. He made himself useful to us even as a school kid,” said Grigory, nicely avoiding the rather offensive Russian word for secret informer. “He just would not fool with a big thing like that.” The colonel had obviously forgotten that this was “such a little matter.”

“Then it looks like it’s all straight. Don’t see what else it can be. Unless it’s you testing me, eh?”

“Boris!”

“Bad joke. Sorry. Yes, it looks like it’s straight. Not my pigeon-hole, you know, but one hears things. Some bright chaps of ours are digging in that direction for all they are worth, that’s for sure. Finding out what those gallant Armed Forces of ours are really worth. Maybe we ought to give that whatsis name to them.”

“Fima. Yefim Plotkin.”

“Yeah. Only… Let’s go slow, okay? Let me ventilate this some more. Easy does it, right?”

“Absolutely, old man. Haste is fine in catching fleas.” Boris was not the only one around to sling suitable proverbs. “You’ll let me know, right?”

“Rght. You know, I feel this thing could be promising. Just a feeling, mind you.”

That was balm to a father’s heart. Boris would not have risen in the service so fast if his feelings weren’t just right for the most part.

“Let’s drink to that.”

“Let’s.”

They smacked their lips over the cognac some more. 

“Yes, our gallant Armed Forces, as you call them, are certainly not what they’re cracked up to be. Remember May ’60?” Grigory said reminiscently. In 1960 a Soviet missile shot out of the sky an American spy plane, a U-2, over the Urals, but not before another missile had blown to smithereens a Russian fighter plane pursuing the American. The American guy, name of Powers, survived the hit and later starred at a show trial, while little could be found of the Russian pilot. Or of his plane, either.

“Don’t I,” said Boris. “That was classic. We could have brought the bastard down over Central Asia, when he’d just flown into our air space. Only some drunken sons of bitches slept through the whole rumpus. Celebrating May Day, apparently.”

Ever since Czarist times the Army and especially the Guards had haughtily despised the snooping gendarmerie. No wonder the secret services, whether Czarist or Soviet, had little love for the military. So the two men gloated over many other occasions where the latter had fallen flat on their face in recent and not so recent times. In fact, their musing on that fascinating subject only petered out when the bottle was as dry as their humor.

Chapter 9. Where the Buck Stopped 

Human institutions are often compared to machines. There must be some truth in that; some or most of these structures are as soulless as mechanisms made of metal or plastic. Especially in a closed society that used to call itself socialist. Stalin confirmed this, perhaps unwittingly, when he famously referred to ordinary Soviet men and women as vintiki, little cogs. 

Personally, I don’t hold with that metaphor of his – not because it is offensive (which it certainly is), but because it is essentially wrong. I don’t know of any machine in which some cogs, big or little, could or would gobble up others and grow fat and prosperous at their expense.  Time may come when this horror will come true, but for the present it is strictly sci-fi.

Long before Uncle Joe, Leo Tolstoy spoke of human societies leading a swarmlike life. This is closer to the bone: in human communities, just as in swarms of bees, individual atoms have a life of their own; like humans, bees seem to move haphazardly, and yet the whole swarm does something apparently purposeful, like making honey or attacking intruders or escaping from the beehive and flying away. 

Yes, this is more like it, with this big reservation: bees do not play mad, murderous games in which one section of a swarm attacks another or others, and no individual in it will sting a fellow bee in the back to promote its own interests. Mad, murderous games are the prerogative of human societies, especially secrecy-obsessed communities, whether cast in the communist or capitalist or any other mold. Any individual who gets involved in such games is sincerely to be pitied, for in one way or another he or she is doomed. 

Before Colonel Chorgashvili started the ventilation process described in the previous chapter and known in transatlantic circles as passing the buck or, more crudely, covering your ass (CYA for short), Fima’s revelations to Givi could have stayed within the family, so to speak (though even that is not too certain). But that process, once started, went on and on, the buck rolling higher and higher, contrary to the law of gravity, until it reached the very top; to wit, Comrade Andropov’s desk. 

Unlike Harry S. Truman, KGB head Yuriy Andropov saw no need to put up a sign about the buck stopping there; everyone knew that anyway. Like a spider, he was at the very center of a vast web, so vast that no spider could ever dream of building anything like it. KGB’s network of informers reached into every crevice of society down to stamp collectors’ societies, amateur theatricals, and the like. If there ever was a Big Brother personified, Andropov was it. To him, the whole country was Jeremy Bentham’s plan for a Panopticon prison come true: himself unseen, he could watch everyone and every blessed thing happening in the land. Whenever and wherever something stirred, Andropov or some of his underlings would react.

The military establishment was no exception. Andropov knew full well that lack of discipline, sloth, incompetence, drunkenness, waste, sheer stupidity, false reports (pripiski) covering up poor results due to mismanagement or criminal negligence, stealing of government property, and much, much else in the same vein were rife in the Armed Forces just as in every other institution – economy, finances, trade, you name it. The whole edifice known as “developed socialism” was getting rotten through and through. 

Andropov knew it all, better than anyone else – but what could he do? Could he stand up to Mikhail Suslov, whose ideological machine was busy persuading the populace that it lived in the best of all possible worlds? He could not: it had been Suslov who had nominated him for the post of KGB Chairman. 

Could he criticize Defense Minister Ustinov for the abominable state of the Armed Forces, and especially of that famous nuclear shield of his? God forbid. Not on your life. Andropov needed all the support he could get to stay at the top. Particularly he needed the support of Marshal Ustinov, the man who would a few years later back him for the post of General Secretary against the resistance of other Politburo members. Andropov was Jewish, or believed to be Jewish; he had never been much liked by Brezhnev, and was a bit of an alien in the Politburo, a bunch of Brezhnev’s cronies. These would devour Andropov with relish the instant he made a tiny incautious move. 

So all Andropov could do was hound dissidents; rap some of the middle-ranking thieves on the knuckles; run a moderately successful espionage network in the West; but mostly, and most importantly, gather and store up those vast amounts of information about all sorts of misdeeds throughout the country at every level.  This he’d use to root out all evil and set all things right when he finally clambered onto the imperial throne. 

Alas, that throne turned out to be, for the most part, a hospital bed, and he, the Big Czar, had all of fifteen bedridden months to achieve all that he’d planned. Just one of those jokes Fate loves to play on mere mortals, down-and-outs and general secretaries alike.

Chapter 10. The Hooking of the Schnook

Like we said, Andropov’s organization had a huge network of informers within the Soviet military establishment. There was, however, a near fatal flaw in that network: though all those spies were absolutely loyal to the system and its awesome head (knowing only too well what would happen to them if they weren’t), very few of them had the scientific background or indeed mental equipment to really understand what was being done, right under their noses, about the maintenance of missiles, their testing, the results of those tests, the standards of personnel training and their actual capabilities; all that sort of thing. They watched it all as sharply and tirelessly as hawks, but, unlike hawks, they had but a dim idea of what it was they were watching. They could pick up bits of gossip here and there, report cases of outrageous breach of discipline, violations of procedure as stipulated by rules and regulations (if they had savvy enough to understand them); but not much more.

As an observer, Yefim Plotkin was in an entirely different category. He understood what he saw; whenever something went wrong, he mostly knew what had gone wrong and where. He had a clear idea of how things should have been done, but had not been. Being a bit of an inventive genius, he sometimes even knew what should be done to set things right again. He certainly was not unique, there were others like him in Andropov’s system, but they were few and far between, and each one counted. 

Something of a genius himself, though in a very different line, Andropov realized all this quite clearly. He knew what was to be done about Plotkin as soon as the relevant papers reached his desk. The file contained Givi’s original report and the reports of the officers who had worked on Givi much as his father had done, only they weren’t his father, and pummeled at the squirming junior at about gale force. Besides, they had been at it not one evening but a couple of weeks, extracting every morsel of information from Fima’s reported outpourings, and double- and triple-checking it. Andropov’s resolution on the file was succinct and explicit: “Recruit him.” 

So the appropriate squad of bees went to work or, if you prefer the other metaphor, the well-oiled machine went into the operation mode. Fima Plotkin was never much of a social animal, so he only noticed something odd about the changed attitude toward him at his place of work when the Fat Slob, laboratory head and his immediate boss, addressed him as Yefim Lvovich, using the extra-polite patronymic instead of the usual Comrade Plotkin or just you, Plotkin. On the first of these occasions Fima nearly turned his head to see who it was the Fat Slob was talking to.

Next came the summons from the Department head. This was usually the prelude to getting fired or demoted or sent away somewhere very far indeed, to some spot where crayfish winter, as the Russian saying has it. Not this time, though. Nothing of the sort, absolutely. Milk of human kindness about describes it. In bucketfuls. 

The big boss first kindly inquired if he, Yefim Lvovich, was satisfied with his work, receiving the expected, stuttering reply, “Yes of course, Maxim Abramovich.” He then commiserated with Fima over the long tours of inspection he was compelled to go on, but surely he, Yefim Lvovich, could see that he was in a unique position, being the only person to handle the vastly important apparatus so marvelously. As compensation, the boss offered Fima an extra “library day” – one day a week which researchers were supposed to spend in libraries, studying, but actually did whatever their wives told them to do about the house. Fima did some more stuttering, gratefully accepting the boon. 

Maxim Abramovich then talked – vaguely – about a raise, but the trump he had saved up his sleeve to conclude the interview with was a real humdinger. Something unimaginable.

“Are you still living in that communal apartment of yours? Just one room, eh?” he asked, as if he could not believe such nonsense. Fima nodded mutely. “And you a married man? No, we’ll have to do something about that.”

Little wonder Fima came out of that office smiling stupidly, sweating freely, and nearly reeling. An apartment of their own, that was the sweetest of Dina’s dreams, and the least attainable, the housing problem being what it then was. Young couples could, of course, join a housing cooperative – if their parents could afford to pay for it. Neither Fima’s nor Dina’s relations could, and their own earnings were just enough to live on from payday to payday, as did practically all “simple Soviet citizens,” to use the ubiquitous cliché. 

So there they were, in a tiny room in a communal apartment, one of about fifteen such rooms inhabited mostly by morose men nursing hangovers, squealing kids, and ancient vituperative hags, one kitchen and one bathroom for all. “Our personal torture chamber” was the way Dina mostly referred to their dwelling. What made it very personal were the paper thin partitions between the rooms. They even talked in soft voices at home, and had to be very careful not to make any noise as they made love. No wonder they were happiest when they could run away from the city, take a suburban train, find some secluded spot in a dense Submoscovian forest, crawl under the low branches of some huge fir-tree and feel at last – at last! – safe. But Moscow summers were so damned short… 

The couple lived, to use another Russian saying, soul to soul, sharing every thought and every little thing that happened to either of them. On this occasion, though, Yefim just did not dare tell his wife about the Department head’s talk of solving their housing problem. That was too much to expect. Not to be taken seriously.  In any case, not to be talked about, to save Dina unbearable disappointment if it all came to nothing.

But, miracle of miracles, it did not. In less than a week the troika – Department head, Party cell secretary, and trade-union organizer – got together, discussed the waiting list of employees to be allotted those state-owned, practically free apartments, shuffled around the names on that list this way and that, and as a result junior research fellow Ye.L. Plotkin’s name came out on top. In ordinary circumstances, it would have stayed on that list for a couple of decades, give or take a few years. But the circumstances were definitely not ordinary.  This was made clear to the troika members in pretty compelling, lucid terms. And anyway they understood quite thoroughly that either they did as they were told, or they’d be doing God knows what God knows where.

The next couple of weeks were a bit of a whirlwind. Hands shaking, Yefim showed Dina the precious slip of paper entitling them to something beyond their wildest dreams, a one-room apartment: bed-sitter, kitchen, bathroom, separate toilet and, wonder of wonders, a balcony. The kitchen was small, everything else proportionately smaller, but the room itself was enormous – twenty square meters! Their few sticks of furniture would be completely lost in that vast space.

There were a few incomprehensible bureaucratic procedures to go through, but a kindly individual from Personnel saw Yefim, whose stutter now became nearly permanent, and a radiant but businesslike Dina through it all, right up to the magic moment when they were handed that ordinary yet incredible piece of metal, the key to an apartment. An apartment all their own. Absolutely.

They took a bus, then another bus, and it took them over an hour to get to the place, but they hardly noticed trifles like that; such distances were nothing out of the ordinary in Moscow. It may have been an elevator that took them to the top, ninth floor, but it felt more like a balloon filled with unadulterated happiness. Fima stuck the key in the keyhole, flung the door open, and expected Dina to rush in, but she just stood there, waiting demurely. He slapped himself on the forehead, picked his wife up and carried her over the threshold. A tradition is a tradition.

The next few minutes Dina scurried all over the place, opening and shutting windows, admiring from the balcony the view of the vast empty lot outside, turning the light switches and the gas on and off, then the taps in the bathroom, while Fima followed her deliriously, barely able to keep his hands off her. In the end he could stand it no longer and made love to her, rather fiercely, right there in the bathroom, standing, and do you think she minded? Not a bit of it. Happiness, it would appear, takes different people in different ways.

Chapter 11. Scenes of Domestic Bliss 

Little by little the couple came to feel that their new nest was indeed their own, and settled in. They borrowed money from everyone who had any to lend to make their housewarming party as lavish as custom demanded. And it was, though some of the guests had to bring their own chairs and stools to sit on. Givi, a born tamada – the toast-maker and general master of ceremonies at a feast – was, of course, the star of the festivity, a charming but stern conductor, encouraging everyone to have their say and do their thing. The male guests got as drunk as was practically mandatory on such occasions, of course, but not too drunk – Givi saw to that.

An unexpected advantage of their move to the outskirts was that they now lived just a few bus stops from Fima’s “mailbox,” a gigantic complex of buildings surrounded by a ten-foot, reinforced concrete wall. Fima felt guilty as hell about it, for poor Dina now had to travel for more than an hour to her medical school, also by bus or rather two buses, and this was quite traumatic, the buses being packed of a morning tighter than a can of sardines.

Yet Dina’s enormous eyes remained radiant and excited as never before. She showed an unbelievable streak of domesticity, a true Russian woman’s taste and ability to create something cozy, charming, and even exotic out of bits and scraps and no money to speak of. An artist friend gave them an abstract painting that made a colorful splash on one of the walls. In another corner suddenly sprouted a huge, luxurious plant with leathery leaves whose name Fima could never remember but which he nevertheless regarded with something akin to awe as an emblem of Home with a very big capital H, even if the plant was originally picked off a refuse heap at the Botanical Gardens.

And, of course, there were books all over the place; these seemed to multiply mysteriously, by some process still to be discovered by science, and demanded more and more space. Luckily Fima soon committed a serious criminal offense: he built a tastefully designed distilling apparatus disguised as a kitchen cupboard, and could infringe on the state monopoly on alcohol all he wished, producing samogon – really first-rate hootch – in any required quantity, sugar being pretty cheap. A neighbor of theirs happened to be an alcoholic with what Russians call golden hands, an all too frequent combination. So whenever Dina  needed something in the carpentry line – some more bookshelves, a new tub for that leathery plant, a kitchen cabinet, a dresser – she did not even have to whistle: Fomich, to call him by his patronymic, as most people did, seemed to divine that moment by a sort of sixth sense. He was there to do whatever was needed, and do it marvelously, for a bottle of that superior rotgut. Fima double-distilled it, and made it so strong it burned; with a spoonful of instant coffee for color and flavor it was miles better, in the carpenter’s somewhat biased opinion, than any store-bought brandy.

So just a few weeks passed, and their new nest, mere bare walls at the start, looked no worse than any of the neighbors’, and to Fima, incomparably nicer; the one and only place for him, a real home at last. He had never had much of a home, having grown up in a big, crowded communal apartment, much like the one he and Dina had recently inhabited, only bigger and noisier. The family was big and noisy, too; only Fima, the quiet, bookish dreamer, mostly kept himself to himself, sitting in a quiet corner if he could find one, with a book and a writing-pad on his knees. 

Fima never had a desk to do his homework at, so his father, very deft with his hands, made him a sort of writing-case – apparently just a piece of plain board, badly worn and scratched, with a leather top and a small lamp attached at one corner, which threw a small cone of light and enabled Fima to read and write at night. The writing-case was his most precious possession, for it had a secret compartment that only opened when you pressed at two points on either side simultaneously. That was his father’s way of protecting Fima against the nosiness of his noisy siblings, and it was a big secret between him and his Dad. Later it became Fima’s secret only; his father, having been through the war from beginning to end, died of old wounds when the boy was fourteen.

In that secret compartment Fima kept a notebook in which he neatly copied some profound thoughts from the many books he devoured, and also sketches of his own numerous inventions. In most cases someone had thought of those inventions long before him, as he sooner or later discovered, but that did not bother him much; Fima loved the process itself – seeing the problem clearly and going through one way after another of solving it, as if no one had been there before him. He still indulged in this, what he thought of as his secret, rather disreputable hobby; but more of that anon. 

As a finishing touch to her paradise of an apartment Dina picked up at a row of ever overflowing garbage cans nearby a scrawny, shaking, piteously mewling kitten that grew practically overnight into a sleek, outsize tabby full of mischief and self-importance. They christened him Cassius Clay, Cassy for short, for his incredible dexterity in boxing with his front paws. Though Dina mothered him in every imaginable way, Cassius unaccountably regarded only Fima as his equal in the ship’s hierarchy; well, almost an equal, a sort of second-in-command; while Dina came a distant third.

Ah, those were the days. Adam and Eve, either before or after the apple-tree episode, had nothing on our happy couple. Of an evening Fima would settle in a big armchair, another of Fomich’s marvelous productions, pull Dina  onto his lap and just hold her in his embrace, with Cassy on top of the arm-chair back pretending to be asleep but watching jealously. They often listened to music on the radio, if there was a good concert broadcast from the Conservatoire, but Fima was quite content, music or no music, just to sit there with his hands holding Dina as if she were the most fragile of Dresden’s porcelains. 

They did not have much social life, just a rare visit from friends or relations, and even these few occasions Fima begrudged; he’d rather listen to some music, was the way he put it. That he would be holding Dina in his arms went without saying. For this, he got the tender soubriquet of “my monomaniacal baboon”; he did in fact have long, somewhat apelike arms.

Chapter 12. Fima’s Other Mania

That bit about monomania was not quite correct, though. Apart from his love for Dina, if mania it was, he had another trait that a specialist might perhaps classify as a passion or even obsession: he wished all things to be just right, just so. That was the way Dina, who had inherited pretty good English from her pre-Soviets grandmother, sometimes called him: Just So Man. It gave him a pain – no, not in the neck but somewhere deep inside – to see things done backasswards when they could be done right. God knows, maybe he was born with some genetic kink in his mental apparatus that suffered keenly at the sight of sloppiness, disorder, disharmony, all of which Russia’s realities provided in infinite variety and endless quantity. Wherever he looked, his sense of harmony, order, or what he, a physicist, called his love of negentropy, was offended and even insulted by signs of encroaching chaos. The feeling was especially acute where entropy stemmed from the underlying brutality, viciousness, or mindlessness of creatures of the species absurdly known as Homo sapiens.  

Since he started work at that “mailbox” of his, and particularly since he invented that gadget that measured “what needs to be measured,” he had seen, and was constantly seeing, too many things that were being done precisely that way: backasswards. Inwardly, he suffered until he put them right – merely in his own mind, of course. A dreamer like him was but poorly equipped to jump into the melee feet first, and do something to set things right. No, he knew it was not for him. But mapping out ways for doing so, that was different. That was where he shone – at least in the eyes of his darling.

So sometimes, even as Dina was cradled in his arms, she would see his eyes get unfocused, and feel his neck and arm muscles grow tense. She would then quietly climb off his lap, pick up his old writing-case which she called, inaccurately, his Ouija board, and hand it to him. Fima would open the secret compartment, take out the notebook concealed there, and start writing in it in his microscopic script, often adding tiny sketches with a skilled, sure hand. The thick notebook in which he’d started writing after the first few months at the “mailbox” was by now three-quarters full. 

At such moments, neither of them ever said a word. Dina’s father had perished in the labor camps when she was just two years old, and Fima had the dopusk – access to classified and even top secret materials. So they both knew the KGB’s little ways quite well, and they did not doubt for a moment that their lovely apartment was bugged. No incautious word ever passed between them when they were at home. Fima could, and did, quickly discover at least one bug at a spot where the wall-paper felt different to touch from the rest of the wall; but what would be the use disabling it? They were away from home most of the day, and another bug, better concealed this time, would be there quite soon. The most Fima dared do, he hung the abstract painting right over the spot. This might muffle the sounds in their beautiful room somewhat, but even that was uncertain.

For the most part, just what Fima wrote and sketched in that secret notebook his wife never learned except in very general terms. She only knew that, after returning from yet another of his tours, Fima went on thinking of all sorts of faults and failures in and around missiles that he had witnessed. His ever active mind, so hungry for harmony, kept seeking for ways to prevent the faults and failures. He described in detail the blunders in the design, the damnfool things servicemen did, and the errors they made, and he pondered the ways and means to eliminate even the possibility of their doing anything stupid. He was thus particularly strong on foolproof procedures and gadgets. For these, Russian professionals have a special phrase which literally means defense against the fool.

Dina neither understood nor cared to think about any of these things. There were, however, other little tidbits there that she used to read and re-read, often convulsed with laughter. Fima had a nice sense of Russian rhyme and meter, and often indulged in making up four-liners known in Russian as chastushkas, sung to a variety of tunes. They are mostly very naughty indeed – which made Dina blush and giggle and beat Fima with her tiny fists and even bite him, as practically all these jingles were devoted to her. It hardly needs saying that these lovers’ scuffles invariably ended the way they ought to end.

On the serious side, Dina once asked her husband, as they walked in their favorite woods quite a way from Moscow:

“Fimchik, I’ve been thinking. Why do you keep your ideas secret? Why don’t you use them? Make them… well, public? Report them to someone who could do something about it?”

“Oh, honey, honey, don’t you see? It would be like telling fools they are fools. At best, they’d steal my ideas and tell me to go to hell, more or less. I’ve been through that, you know that. At worst, they’d just call me a fanciful dreamer and tell me to go climb a tree anyway. Advise me to forget it all. Who wants extra work, worry, responsibility…”

“But why should there be work and worry? You’ve got it all worked out, haven’t you?”

“You precious nitwit, that’s not the way these things are done. What I have are just ideas, pretty nebulous stuff. Something at the tip of my pen. Working it out in detail, to the hardware stage, would take months if not years, lots of brainwork, tests, materials, funds, organization, the works.”

“I see…”

“Sure you see. I’ve driven just one idea of mine to this stage – and where has it got us? Is this family life? I used to see you more often when we were dating…”

“Which was all of six weeks, if I remember right…”

“Was it? I wouldn’t know. Could be years when we were apart, seconds, when we were together. Time’s relative, you know. Physical fact. Ask Einstein.”

“You ask Einstein. Or better look for a big, nice fir-tree with a thick layer of needles underneath…”

They never talked about it again, following the age-old Russian wisdom: be content with as little as you can, for if you want more, you invite – Trouble. So, relaxing in the armchair while Dina puttered about in the kitchen and Cassy purred deafeningly in his lap, Fima thought he had every right to feel absolutely, blissfully happy – only he wasn’t. At bottom he suspected, nay, he knew for sure, that it was all too good to be true; that things like that simply did not happen, not to him, anyway; and that sooner rather than later he would have to pay for this bliss, and pay dearly. 

His instinct told him he was no more than a mouse with which unknown, mammoth-sized cats, no kin of Cassy’s, were playing. And wasn’t he damn right…

Chapter 13. The Blow

Fima knew that the blow might fall any day, at any moment, but as time passed and nothing happened, much of the tension drained out of him. Soon he had to go on yet another of his hated tours, after which there was much pressure for him to write up its results, explain and justify his activities, and so on. With all this fuss his forebodings, though never forgotten, by and by became buried in his subconscious. So the shock, when it came, felt all the more cruel.

He was sitting at a table in the Institute’s canteen pensively munching his cutlet with vermicelli, when Misha Kovski, leader of their Komsomol group, brought his tray over to his table, though there were plenty others unoccupied. Fima knew, like everybody else did, that Misha was a complete loss professionally, but that was only to be expected of someone who chose Komsomol for a career: not good for anything else. Looking out for number one is the only thing the Kovskis of this world are good at; they are real pros at it. This was no concern of Fima’s, though; what he, like practically all the others at the lab, really disliked Misha for was another piece of common knowledge: the Komsomol was a KGB offshoot, at least as far as its leaders and the activists were concerned.

“Well, old man, when are you going to pay your dues?” asked Misha with a smile, as he started on his pea soup; smiles were not part of Misha’s regular social repertoire; an earnest and even pompous mien was much more usual, but Fima did not pay much attention to the change. 

“I’ll pay, I’ll pay,” he said. “You know I’ve been on a tour.” Fima’s membership in the Komsomol was just one of those things, best described by yet another ubiquitous phrase – voluntary-compulsory: you were either a member of the Young Communist League, or no job for you; not at a “mailbox” at least. Paying those silly dues was the limit of Fima’s political involvement. He couldn’t wait to be twenty-eight, the age at which his membership would automatically cease.

“I know, I know. Listen, some people wish to talk to you about that trip,” said Misha in a low voice, with a glance around.

“Who?” asked Fima, feeling a cold toad turn over somewhere inside him.

“You know who. Take a look at this.” He pushed a slip of paper across the table; Fima made a move to pick it up, but the other man said, “No, just read it. And memorize.”

There were only a couple of lines there, an address, the date – tomorrow’s, Fima’s library day; and the time, two-thirty.

In the evening Fima did not mention any of this to Dina; he did not have to; she could at all times read him like an open book. The silence between them, as they sat in their armchair and he held her in his arms tighter than usual, was simply funereal; even Cassy seemed to feel it; no purring sounds from him.

Fima was always very, very gentle with his wife’s trim little body; that night, gentler than ever. They both felt it was the end of something; that from now on things would be… well, quite unlike what they had been. Afterwards Dina took a longer than usual time to fall asleep; Fima could not sleep at all. Some time in the wee hours he slowly, cautiously slipped out of bed and padded into the kitchen. Cassy followed him, rubbing against his shins. 

If he switched on the light, Dina might wake up, so he lit a candle. By its light he poured himself a full glass of his own liquor – which he almost never touched; cut off a slice of rye bread, sprinkled some salt on it; then breathed out sharply, slowly sucked in all of the hootch, shuddered, sniffed at the bread, and began munching it. Fima was sometimes very Russian in his ways.

When he crawled back into bed, Dina closed her eyes and nestled closer to him, pretending to be fast asleep. 

Chapter 14. A Soul to Sell
So there Fima was, pushing the doorbell of a perfectly ordinary apartment in a faceless nine-storey building on the outskirts of Moscow among rows of exactly similar prefab buildings, some five-storey, some nine. Almost instantly the door was opened wide by a silent, unsmiling, wiry young man recognizable at a glance as someone from Central Asia. He made an inviting gesture; Fima stepped in. 

The apartment was exactly like his own, a one-room affair; as he entered the spacious room, another man rose to greet him. This one was older, stockier; from his very first words instantly identifiable as a Ukrainian or South-Russian, with his guttural g’s that were more like voiced h’s, an insult to the ear of most educated Russians. 

“Come in, come in, Yefim Lvovich,” said the burly one. “Pleased to meet you. Pray be seated.”

He lowered himself on a sofa, indicated an arm-chair for Fima opposite him, while the Asian-looking one took a seat at a table in the center of the room. Fima’s armchair, he noted, stood quite close to a big, old-fashioned radio set in the corner; must be a tape-recorder in disguise, he thought. 

“We’ve been hearing quite a lot about you, Yefim Lvovich,” began the older man. “About your work; very important work. It looks like we’ll be meeting more or less regularly in the future, so… My name is Dmitriy Matveich, some people call me D.M. for short; and this” – pointing to the younger guy – “is Stepan.” Fima wondered who could have played that nasty trick, saddling the young man with a hundred-percent Russian Christian name for an alias when Mohammed or Issa would have been much more suitable.

“We hear you’ve been allotted a nice new apartment,” continued D.M., a twinkle in his eye. “Like it?”

“Yes… yes, thank you,” muttered Fima.

“Don’t thank us, thank yourself, doing such a fine job. Speaking of your work, how was your last tour?”

“Oh, about average. Just a few glitches to get rid of. I’ve written it all up.”

“Yes, I’ve read your report, the little I could understand. I’m no specialist, you know. But wasn’t there a bit of unpleasantness out there? A little emergency situation?” Before Fima could reply, Dmitriy Matveich launched into an anecdote, chuckling: “Have you heard the latest one? It’s about a report to our General Staff from head of one of our missile sites. Reads something like this: While on duty, Private Ivanov put his felt boots on the control board to dry. Boot pushed the red button. No Australia now. Have sent Private Ivanov to the guardhouse. End of report.” D. M. chuckled some more, then repeated his question: “Nothing like that, eh? No boots on the control console?”

“Well, no boots but there was something. Some commotion. Not in my line, though. I didn’t pay much attention.” – If this D.M. wanted to ease the tension with that old chestnut, he wasn’t succeeding. Fima had heard that one before, and much better told at that.

“Hmm.” D.M. grew very serious. “That’s not what we hear. We hear you pay attention to a lot of things. Especially unpleasant things happening at bases. You even discuss them with friends, we hear.”

That son of a bitch Givi, thought Fima. Informed on me after all, the swine.

As if hearing him think, D.M. continued: 

“You mustn’t think ill of your friends, Fima. Comrade Chorgashvili sometimes pretends to know more than he really does. Georgians do, you know. Born braggarts, the whole lot of them. That conversation of yours was recorded, as all of them are at that place. It’s a favorite with foreign tourists.” And it could be true, for all I know, thought Fima. I can’t demand to hear the tape, can I. It may be true, it may be a trick to give Givi an out. From now on, anything’s possible, everything’s unsure. Like walking on quicksand, to coin a phrase.     

“You should be quite open with us, Yefim Lvovich,” D.M. continued seriously. “One way or another, we find out pretty much everything, so it’s best to trust us fully – and cooperate.”

“But I do write everything up in my reports,” protested Fima feebly.

“Yes, you do, only you write things that are strictly in your line of work. We want more. We want it all. A complete picture of what is happening on the ground, with ICBMs and all around them. Like, wasn’t there a little fire situation at the submarine you inspected?”

“Yes, but I thought you’d get an official report on it. More than I could tell you.”

“Official reports are often misleading, Fima, and you know that as well as I do. If you want my frank opinion, they are, as often as not, a pack of lies. Crude attempts at a cover-up. And the country’s leadership must know everything the way it is. The unvarnished truth. No glossing over unpleasant facts. That is vital for national security, as I am sure you understand.”

“I see.”

“I am sure you do. Take a question like this: was there any danger to the missiles during what was described in the official report as a little fire situation?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t think so, but I’d have to know more about the way it happened. I could have found out, I guess, but I wasn’t much interested,” Fima lied.

“In the future, you will please get more interested, Fima. Very alert to anything that happens at all the sites you tour. Apart from the official report about your work, we will expect you to write a sort of unofficial-official one. You’ll describe the general situation out there, with special emphasis on the negative aspects. Whatever happens, you pay attention. Locate the source of anything out of order, and do your best to identify those to blame for it. Is that clear?”

“Yes… Dmitriy Matveich.” It could not be made clearer: he was to become a seksot, an acronym for secret coworker; a Judas whose duty it would be to inform on men who welcomed him in their fashion, got drunk with him, and sometimes shared, Russian style, their very private thoughts and feelings. In short, he’d sell his soul and join the army of creatures that were despised, feared and hated more than official KGB staffers. Especially by the intelligentsia, in whose traditions, inherited from times long before the Soviets, Fima had been reared from infancy.

Chapter 15. How to Split Personalities

There was a short silence, and in that moment of quiet Fima heard the tiny squeak that was for all the world like the sound tape-recorder spools sometimes make as they turn. As if wishing to drown out that little squeak, the younger guy noisily shifted in his seat, cleared his throat and spoke, the first time he opened his mouth during the whole interview.

“I hear some of Comrade Plotkin’s colleagues are quite mad at him, over his getting that apartment. He’s cut in way ahead of the line, they say. Some even talk of taking the matter to court.” He spoke quite standard Russian, no trace of an accent, just a tinge of something alien in the sound of his voice.

“Oh, I don’t think it will come to that,” said D.M. soothingly. “Not a chance. We’ll take care of that. Right, Yefim Lvovich?”

“Yes… yes. Right,” said Fima mechanically, realizing with nausea that the two men were playing quite crudely, perhaps deliberately crudely, the old good cop, bad cop routine. 

And what else could he say except yes, yes, yes? If he said no, he and Dina would be thrown out of their ever so nice apartment, right out into the street, for their room in the communal apartment had surely been given to someone else already; he’d be out of a job; and he was sure these two would do something about Dina’s medical school; out into the street for her, too. 

Even that was not the worst they could do to him. It would be the easiest thing in the world to frame him, Fima, for violating his pledge not to divulge whatever he was doing at the “mailbox,” a place totally shrouded in secrecy. They already had a witness to his loose talk endangering national security. Not to mention that tape from the Golden Ear of Corn, if it existed. That would be worth a few years in jail or the labor camps; it was anyone’s guess how many. In his mind he had a fleeting but vivid picture of Dina standing endlessly by the prison wall in the grey hours of a freezing winter morning waiting for her turn in line to hand in her parcel with scraps of food, to keep Fima alive a while longer. No, he could not do that to her. Anything but that.

They talked several hours that day, Stepan taking copious notes as he sat there at the table; why, God alone knew, for they had that squeaking tape-recorder going all the time. D.M. had obviously studied very closely the transcript of Fima’s outpourings at the restaurant, and he went over it all point by point, very carefully, examining each tiny detail. He was certainly no specialist in technology, as he himself admitted, but he had an unerring, animal instinct for things that Fima knew or guessed at but was for some reason unwilling to talk about – and here D.M. pounced and sank his teeth into Fima’s hide. He worried and gnawed at it until he had all he wanted, or else earmarked the point for further exploration later, and went on to the next item. 

As the interrogation proceeded, Fima became aware after a while that he was torn between two forces within himself. He certainly hated himself for stabbing in the back, actually informing on, men who were perhaps poor professionals or else negligent at their job, but who had treated him hospitably; who were, in their fashion, quite friendly toward him; and who were certainly serving under inhuman conditions. However, there was also that other part of him, the inner man who had an obsession about doing things right and seeing things done right; there was always this hope – if he laid it all bare, if the proper men in charge sat up and took notice, sooner or later things would indeed be done properly, and he would see less of the mess he so detested. Talk of split personalities; poor Fima was one completely split personality, and because of this, as the session progressed, he felt more and more as if he’d been chewed over by some giant jaws.

It looked like D.M. could go on with his questioning all day, all night, and perhaps even longer. Fima’s guess would be that the man had done precisely that often enough. But D.M. also apparently knew exactly when to stop. He saw that the subject was coming to the end of his tether, and might omit or honestly forget something important from sheer exhaustion. So he wound up the interview. 

“All right, Yefim Lvovich. I think we’ve covered enough ground for one day, and with some good results. There are just a few more items to tick off. Item one: I want you to write up your experiences during your tours of inspection in precisely the spirit of our conversation today. Go as far back as your memory carries you. Take your time over it all, but try to recall everything – what went wrong where, who do you think was responsible, any attempt at a cover-up you witnessed or suspected. Well, you know. Like I said, in the spirit of this our discussion. Questions?”

“How long do I have? It’s such a tall order…”

“Well, let’s say a month, roughly. You can add to your report later, if you recall something more. Agreed?”

“Yes, Dmitriy Matveich,” said Fima in a dull voice. He felt all but spent. Empty. Dizzy, too.

“Item two: no real names ever figure in our line of work. You, too, will have to have a pseudonym. I’ve thought of one for you: Potemkin. Like it?” 

“Yes, why not. Like the battleship.”

“Exactly. Like the battleship. Now for item number three.” D.M. nodded at his subordinate, but he needn’t have given the signal: Stepan had already pulled out of a folder a sheet of paper with typewritten lines of text on it. “You will have to sign a paper, a document that obligates you to keep absolutely confidential everything related to your connection with the Committee for State Security… Well, you can read it yourself. Read it – and sign it.”

Yefim tried to read the paper, but found he just could not concentrate; it was but a blur, a jumble of words. He looked at Stepan:

“Where?”

Stepan jabbed a finger at the paper.

“Here. Your usual signature and, in brackets, your alias.”

Fima signed, there were handshakes, congratulations (“You are one of us now, Fima”), and a few moments later he was out of the safe house. 

As he stepped out of the building, Fima stood awhile, blinking, not sure where he had come from and which way he should now go. Then he took a deep breath, shook his head, and went toward a bus stop nearby. The bus came and went, but Fima just stood there, his mind a blank. He must have looked damn odd, for an elderly woman looked at him once, twice, then asked him kindly, “Are you all right, young man?” “Yes, fine, thank you,” said Fima, boarded the next bus and got off at a Metro station. 

Down in the underground, as he stood on the platform, his mind still a whir of indistinct forms and sounds, he saw a train coming in fast, took two hurried, faltering steps toward the edge of the platform, then stopped, aghast, his body shaking and sweating, his lips whispering “Dina… Dina… Dina…”

Someone jostled him, someone else snarled at him. He backed off a few steps, dropped on a bench and sat there a long time, staring at nothing in particular. At one time a corner of his lips twitched in the semblance of a smile. A nice problem for an inventive, analytical mind: To be, or not to be. Must have heard the phrase somewhere. So work it out, will you, Yefim Plotkin, alias battleship Potemkin…

It wasn’t what you’d call analysis, though. He just knew he’d have to live, to go on living, he could not leave Dina to face this lousy, stinking world alone. But whether this life of his would be worth living, he could not say. He would not bet on it, that was for sure.

Chapter 16. Judas at Home 

When Fima got back home, Dina barely recognized him. It was her husband, her Fima, couldn’t be anyone else, only he did not look like her Fima anymore. For one thing, his face was… black, no other word for it. His features, usually soft, the face of someone habitually up in the clouds, were now much sharper, almost rigid. His eyes, once the eyes of someone who saw all that happened around him, if he noticed it at all, as a startling and not very funny joke, were now dull, all twinkle gone out of them.

Dina’s first impulse was to grab him by the lapels and shake him, then she clung to him as if to drive the cold out of him with her hot little body. Fima pressed her tight against his chest, sighed, kissed the top of her head, then bent to take off his shoes and put on a pair of slippers while Cassy rubbed against any available part of him – an everyday ritual. 

In the kitchen, where they took all their meals, he started to pour himself a full glass of his liquor, like he’d done early in the morning, then stopped and poured it back in the bottle. It wouldn’t do a bit of good, and he might start crying, for all he knew. Better not.

After the meal Fima settled in their armchair, fiddled a bit with their small transistor radio set but could not find any good, classical music; Mahler was his favorite. So he switched it off and just sat there, staring. Dina did the dishes – she never allowed Fima to do anything around her kitchen – then came and climbed onto his lap. She pushed into his hands a writing pad they always used whenever they wanted to talk of something that the mikes needn’t pick up. In it, she’d scribbled just one word: “Bad?”

“Could be worse,” he wrote. “Fima is no Fima. Fima is a Judas.” He did not have to explain what he meant.

“You’ll wriggle out of it somehow. You’re a genius, aren’t you.”

“Can’t. They know too much.”

“Givi?” Fima had of course told her all about his drunken revelations to Givi.

“Could be. Doesn’t matter. They talk of a tape.”

“Still, you’re an absent-minded genius. You don’t have to notice things.”

“Won’t do. You should have seen that man. Acts and talks like a hick and is as sharp as Satan. Has had lots of practice, too. I’m a kitten in his hands.”

“But what can they do to you if you simply can’t remember things?” She knew pretty well what, she was just talking. Or rather writing.

“Don’t be silly, sweets. There’s this apartment. They can always say sorry, a mistake has been made; some folks are already protesting, or so they say.”

“To hell with the apartment.”

“All right, to hell with it.”

“Well, then?”

He did not want to say it, but she would guess anyway. Or someone would tell her; they could get at her as easily as they got to him.

“I’ve broken my pledge of secrecy. Spreading malicious, false rumors. Maybe passing on secret materials to an unidentified Swedish spy. Secret trial, Siberia ahoy. You know the drill. Listen to the details on the Voice of America, Radio Liberty.” Swedish spies were a bit of a joke between them. Something out of Chekhov.

That silenced her. After a while she wrote:

“That accursed Givi. I’ll scratch his eyes out.”

“Make things only worse. Harder. Anyway, I am no better than Givi now.”

“Yes you are. You’ll find a way.”

“Perhaps. They told me to write up whatever I’ve observed in the past. I’ll make that report as thorough as I can. Maybe they’ll leave me alone then. Decide I’ve done my bit.”

“Hardly. They’ll expect you to do even better in future. Valuable cadre.”

“Another idea. I can always drop a hint to the fellows at the bases to be extra careful when I’m around. Knock on the table, or something, as I talk to them.” 

What Fima meant takes a bit of explaining. The innocuous verb “to knock” also meant to inform in colloquial Russian; informers were known as knockers, and it was enough to drum your fingers on the table top to alert your listener to danger. 

“Too dangerous. You might be talking to another knocker. What do you do then? Talk in Morse to him?” 

“True. Well, I’ll think of something.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

There wasn’t much else to talk about, so Dina tore off the pages they’d used up, tore them into confetti, then went and flushed them down the toilet. As she stood there watching the bits of paper disappear, it felt like watching their few happy-happy weeks going down the drain.

Chapter 17. The Plotkin Report

Although Fima made that solemn promise to his wife to think of something, he knew – and perhaps she did, too – that, whatever ruse he might invent, he could not beat the System; the System would beat him, try what he might.  It could come up with some ploy even more ingenious than his own; failing that, it could always crush him by brute force. There was nowhere to hide, and if he made some desperate move to free himself, the hooks that had gone deep into his skin would merely bite deeper, tearing at his flesh.

So he did the only thing that could be done: he wrote his report. At first, he hated the job, and spent a couple of evenings just sitting there, pen in hand, staring at nothing in a sort of paralysis born of revulsion and despair. Then one day he pulled his secret notebook from its hiding place and began to read it from the very first entries. To him, it was absorbing reading. So much thought and ingenuity had gone into it that it seemed stupidly wasteful to let it all lie fallow. Something might be done, after all, to beat back the chaos that threatened to engulf the country’s grandly named Air-and-Space Forces.

So Fima began writing. His habit of doing conscientiously anything he undertook to do, putting all of himself into the job in hand, was too deeply ingrained; it was his nature, in fact, and it took over. The job was not too taxing, because he had actually done most of it in the years before; all he had to do now was transcribe his old notes enlarging on them to make them comprehensible to others. The thing was, he’d been writing all this for his own eyes only, omitting lots of detail that did not need to be put in writing as it was all fresh in his memory. Thank God he had the kind of memory that, with but a little coaxing, readily came up with a lot of facts down to merest trifles that he did not even know he knew.

As he wrote it all out, he carefully avoided mentioning any individual servicemen or designers, dwelling mostly on the hardware, on mechanic failures and malfunctioning. If he did this to try and shield the people involved, to be less of a Judas than he was, that was futile, of course, and he knew it, if he were honest with himself. In the final analysis it was the human element that was responsible for all the failures and disasters; identifying that human element was mere routine. The System had ample resources to do that.

One example he found especially weird. In one of the cases he described, some poorly trained or badly hung-over men in the assembly shop installed, or rather rammed in by main force, a delicate angular velocity gauge – upside down. The factory inspector representing the receiving side, the military, was perhaps similarly afflicted or just too lazy to bother, so he passed the hardware; human factor again. Result, the missile nosedived a few seconds after the test launch, making a pretty big bang in the steppe of Kazakhstan. 

At this point, the human factor kicked in again. Report the disaster to the higher authority, eventually to the Politburo? God forbid. That might cost, and cost dearly; a big ruckus might blow up at the plant that produced the hardware, with stiff sentences for some of the management. That would only happen, though, if the disaster were to be properly reported and investigated.  Now, it had occurred on military territory, so to speak, and the military would be the first to be suspected and blamed. Some general’s shoulder straps might be ripped off. Well, all the generals involved were more or less hand in glove; they did their serious drinking together; they loved to go to hunting lodges to do some more serious drinking; thus, arranging a bit of a cover-up came much more natural to them than raising a stink.

As chance would have it, Fima was among those who inspected the wreckage; he saw with his own eyes – though he could barely believe their evidence – the upside-down ugliness, the child of the assembly men’s sloth. He even pointed it out to some brass, but was told sharply to mind his own damn business. This was no part of his assignment, so he just shut up.

So the Politburo gerontocrats got yet another glowing report about Soviet nuclear missile forces going from strength to strength, while in real fact they succumbed more and more to what junior research fellow Yefim Plotkin preferred to describe scientifically as entropy. Nice-sounding word, entropy. Could mean anything to the uninitiated.

Fima shied away from even thinking, let alone writing, about the human element part of it all as he worked on his report; least of all he worried about the ignorance or otherwise of the oldies on the Politburo. What he set forth on paper was facts and nothing but facts, and let them who can draw their inferences. He had seen that angular velocity gauge installed upside down, so he wrote of that fact now; just one of a long series of similar idiocies that he had observed and hated so much. 

Thanks to his Big Boss’s generous offer, Fima now had two library days a week; with Saturdays and Sundays that made four days a week to work in, plus all his nights, sometimes into the small hours of the morning. Still, it took him not a month but more like six weeks to finish the job. The result was a three-hundred-page-long opus, a hefty file in which each page was crammed, top to bottom, with dense, neat writing, with beautifully executed, small but detailed drafts nearly on every page. 

Neither D.M. nor Stepan bothered Yefim much as he worked on the report. There were just a couple of polite, brief phone calls. Fima had a pretty clear idea why that was so: there were unmistakable signs of their apartment being regularly visited in their absence, so D.M. must have known to a T the progress Fima was making.

There came a day when the job was done, nothing more to add, at least nothing of importance. Fima slapped the file and said loudly, strictly for the benefit of the microphones: “That’s it. About as complete as I can humanly make it. They can take it or leave it.” Apparently “they” decided to take it, for on the following day came a call from Stepan:

“Rumor has it you’ve finished your report?”

Who could have guessed that that flat-faced moron could make jokes, thought Fima viciously. Aloud he said:

“Yes I have. Where shall I bring it?”

“You needn’t bother. Just step to the garbage cans nearest your home in exactly half an hour. Repeat: exactly half an hour.”

“All right.”

Fima did as he was told, and in exactly half an hour a car with two men in it, the driver and Stepan, drove up to the spot where he was waiting. Fima handed the file to D.M.’s messenger boy, and that was the last of it that he ever saw.

If I were inclined to use flowery language, I’d say that in handing over his report he signed his own death warrant. But, for one thing, I don’t like flowery language; and for another, that is not quite true. Things might very well have worked out differently, if the circumstances were to be somewhat different. Only they weren’t, of course.

Chapter 18. D.M.: Dreams and Reality  

Even as D.M. (whose real initials were, needless to say, quite different) read Givi’s original report, then worked on Givi and later on Fima as thoroughly as he knew how, using all of his considerable interrogating skills, his well-tuned nose told him that he was onto something big there. Just how big, though, he had not imagined in his boldest flights of fancy, not until he laid his hands on Fima’s report. 

He studied the first few entries, then skimmed through the whole file, lingering here and there to read a page or two. He could not of course grasp all the technical details, but the main thread was easy to follow: something was not done properly, the way it should have been done, and the result was either fireworks and wreckage, or just a quiet phut, or total motionlessness where there should have been much action. This went on and on, page after page, piling up in a veritable Mont Blanc of ruthless facts. 

When he got to the end, D.M. jumped up and paced the floor of his not too spacious office, then stopped and just stood there, staring out the window. Feverish thinking was not quite in his line, but that moment he came as close to it as ever. This thing was so big, it was… colossal. Stupendous. Right at that moment he, a modest, plodding major, had the fates of four-star generals and captains of the military-industrial complex in his short-fingered, pudgy, but still powerful hands. If, bypassing his immediate superiors, he went with this file directly to the Big Chief, a lieutenant-colonelcy or even a colonelcy would be instantly within his reach; he might be made head of a separate department set up specifically to investigate all the facts in Potemkin’s report, checking and double-checking everything and drawing the proper conclusions regarding the personnel involved.

In the end he sighed, went back to his desk and sat there, mulling over it all. Dreams were fine, dreams were very well in their place, but real life was… Well, at times it was much too real for D.M.’s taste, but who was he to grapple with its iron laws? It wasn’t just D.M.’s lifelong habit of working strictly within his brief and through channels, knowing his exact place in the hierarchy. There was also his instinct for self-preservation, and that instinct signaled clearly: he’d be stepping dangerously far out of his league if he tried a fast one. In the dog eat dog atmosphere prevailing at the KGB, you just did not stick your neck out if you weren’t a giraffe, a Politburo member’s nephew – or a damn fool. It was nice to dream of holding some luckless four-star general by the scruff of his neck, but generals were the kind of animal that ran in pretty powerful packs. No, better stick strictly to the pecking order of his own pack.

First thing, he stuck the topmost confidentiality label on the file, something like “Absolutely secret. One copy only.” The kind of label that was jocularly known in the trade as “Burn before reading.” Then he wrote a cover memo outlining the entire course of Operation Battleship up to that moment, modestly stressing his own skilful efforts in carrying out the Chairman’s orders to “Recruit him,” and above all the awesome nature of Potemkin’s revelations. If this report of his reached the Chairman’s desk, as it certainly would; if he singled out D.M. among countless other majors in the service, this particular major’s career would be henceforth straight as an arrow, he was totally sure of that. All the way to a general officer’s epaulettes. 

The day after he had placed the file and the memo on his superior’s desk, he was summoned to that worthy’s office the moment he stepped into the building, and they spent three hours discussing the incredible material that landed in their laps. They went over it forward and backward and sideways and from above and from below; and any way they looked at it, it still looked… well, volcanic. Something primed to blow up sky high. There was much work to be done on it, of course, but it was certainly worth bringing to the attention of the Chairman immediately. As fast as was possible, if not faster.

“And mark this,” said D.M.’s chief in conclusion. “Absolutely no leaks. Particularly take care of the source. Understand?”

“Naturally. I’ve thought of that, first thing. Perhaps…” He made a characteristic gesture, index finger moving sharply sideways, as if crossing out something. 

“Absolutely not. The original order was ‘Recruit him,’ as you very well know, having carried it out. So now we await further orders. Should be clear to an experienced officer like you.” 

“Yes, Comrade General.”

“You’re free.” 

This last phrase, the Russian regulation command roughly equivalent to “Dismiss,” all too often means “You’re free to go jump in the lake.” This time, though, it was said in a warm, promising tone of voice. Apparently not only majors were prone to dreams of grandeur; generals were not immune, either. The fish D.M. had brought in his beak was really big, and they both expected their rewards to be proportionate.

Chapter 19. Under a Glass Bell

“I hereby express gratitude to Major So-and-so for successfully carrying out an assignment of special importance,” ran the commendation in the order of the day after the all-important file and report reached the Chairman’s desk. No lieutenant colonel’s shoulder straps for D.M. yet, but a sure step in the right direction, he was quite certain. His colleagues’ envious glances were a sure sign of that, if any were needed.

The file was out of D.M.’s hands, and good riddance, he now thought soberly, one might even say in relief. You did not mess with four-star generals if you knew what was good for you, even if you wielded a big, heavy stick. He could only guess where the file had ended up, for further processing – in a special department run by a general whom D.M. wished every success, but did not envy at all. He himself would be quite lost at those rarefied heights, where an inarticulate grunt from a senile Politburo member could spell either a giant leap in one’s career or a posting in Outer Siberia – at best.

No, he’d rather stick to what he knew how to do best, strictly following direct orders from his superior. The order was “no leaks,” which meant that Fima, and not just Fima alone, would from now on live under a glass bell, to put it in a phrase much in use in D.M.’s trade. So he proceeded to build a real glass cage around the subject.

If Fima had been less of a wool-gathering dreamer, his mind constantly grappling with some technical problem or, in more relaxed moments, with the riddle of anti-matter, or the more promising ways of taming thermonuclear energy, he would have noticed a small, neatly but almost shabbily dressed guy who could often be seen loitering near the entranceway of the building Fima lived in, and who regularly took the same bus as Fima to and from work. That little guy’s job was totally thankless, however, his reports boring blanks, for Fima’s life ran in a blessed rut from which he had not the slightest desire to escape. It was always work, home, work, home, without variation, until the next trip, always strictly on business, came along.  

Dina, being a woman, was more curious about her surroundings; she did notice another medium-sized guy with the same furtive habits. It was in fact hard not to pay attention to him, for he followed her not only on bus trips but also whenever she did her shopping or went to the hair-dresser’s, even. She noticed him, but never mentioned him to her dear Fima; why add to his tension and worries? As for herself, what could she do? Slap the filthy snooper’s face? 

There were too many faces to slap, much too many. At her medical school, another student, an inquisitive chatterbox who’d never been particularly close to Dina, was now doing her best to worm into Dina’s confidence, always sidling up to her during lectures and intermissions and, Dina made quite sure, keeping a watchful eye on her when she thought Dina was not looking. 

Worst of all, there was this prying, pushy old hag of a neighbor. Ever polite and even nice to strangers, Dina had welcomed her the first few times she barged in with her little tokens of friendship, like recipes for cakes or gifts of jars of jam, salted cabbage, and various pickles. With time, though, those nearly nightly visits, and daily ones on week-ends, drove Dina to distraction. The damn crone would practically break in, oblivious to all hints and express pleas to come some time later when Dina was not so busy. All these bounced off the old bitch’s hide, and no wonder: had they asked Fomich, he would have told them that the godawful hag was a pensioned-off labor camp wardress, her susceptibilities admirably suited to her former station. Her needle-sharp eyes took in every single detail of her neighbors’ ménage, and all Dina could do was drag the snooping hag into the kitchen and close the door while Fima just sat there in his armchair, fuming impotently.

Succor came from a quarter they least expected. One day Givi stopped by and, appreciating the scene at a glance, firmly took the ex-wardress by the arm near the armpit, pressing on that very sensitive nerve center with his surprisingly strong fingers, and conducted her out of the apartment, ignoring her screeches. He slammed the door behind him, took out his ID, smartly slapped her nose with it, and hissed: “This is no job for you, you clumsy old bitch. Get out of here and stay out, or you’ll be traveling you know where. For disrupting an important operation. Hear me? Git!” That was the last the Plotkins saw of that horror.

They were duly grateful to Givi, and the episode helped somewhat to dispel the awkwardness that now persisted in his relations with his former schoolmate and Dina. Her attitude toward Givi was now decidedly icy, only this kinto had a hide that even that wardress might envy. Spit in his eyes, he’ll say it’s God’s dew, is the way a Russian saying describes the susceptibilities of men like Givi; Dina well believed it, and said so.

On his first visit to their place after the housewarming party, Givi had apologized profusely, without batting an eyelid, for making that stupid mistake about the microphones at the Golden Ear of Wheat. Did Fima believe him? It did not matter much now; as he told Dina, he himself wasn’t much better than Givi these days, so what right did he have to scorn him?

It was all the harder to cold-shoulder this childhood pal as he never came empty-handed, and flowers and chocolates for Dina were perhaps the least valuable of his gifts. Those were the times when a can of Hungarian peas was a delicacy in short supply, whereas Givi brought them stuff that the young couple never had access to, like stone-hard sausage, canned ham, cans of crab meat and, believe it or not, caviar. Dina’s heart almost thawed when one day Givi gave her a present – for her future birthday, he explained – of a pair of breath-takingly beautiful, French-made boots for her tiny feet. The gift was all the more precious since her own, oft-repaired boots were now barely sturdy enough to keep out the slush. The new ones came straight out of the Berezka hard currency shop, to which the Plotkins had no access, nor could they ever dream of one. 

Now, how could you show the door to a friend like that? You couldn’t, even if you knew he was one of the panes in the glass bell they now lived under.

“No leaks,” the general had said. “Absolutely none, Comrade General,” D.M. could now honestly reply, even if that characteristic gesture with the right index finger was the one absolute insurance against leaks. No such order came, though. Well, apart from his other fine qualities of a thoroughly experienced officer, D.M. was quite good at waiting; no cat at a mouse hole could compare with D.M. for patience and concentration.

Chapter  20. A Sally into the Highest Spheres

For the present we’ll have to leave our far from heroic hero and our ever so lovely heroine complete with a pair of exquisite, brand-new boots, and let them go on living as best they could under their glass bell. The Plotkin report, or Potemkin report, or the P-report, as it ultimately became known to the rather numerous interested parties, began to live a life of its own. As of this moment most of our narrative will be devoted to following its trajectory and the waves it made, including those that slapped the shores incredibly far from their source, Fima Plotkin the Schnook.  

Plotting that trajectory is a much harder task than dealing with the lives of ordinary men and women – unless we invoke the novelist’s sacred, if somewhat dubious right to claim to know what went on in the minds of such exalted personalities as Andropov, of his colleagues on the Politburo, or inside the strictly compartmented, secrecy-obsessed intelligence structures. We will call upon that right only sparingly, relying mostly on documentary evidence that came to light decades later and, of course, on our personal experiences, the rumors we heard and the surmises, assumptions, and conclusions we made in those times which now seem unbelievably distant yet, curiously, ever so vivid. Must be the grass-was-greener-water-was-wetter effect.

Perhaps the most vivid, or at least noteworthy character in those times was Yuriy Andropov, Chairman of the Committee for State Security better known as the KGB, an acronym some Soviet people decoded as Committee for Deep Drilling; full member of the top Soviet ruling body, the Politburo; the man who crushed the Hungarian revolt in 1956, was behind the crushing of the Prague Spring of 1968; an obvious pretender to general-secretaryship, the highest office in the Soviet empire at the time with which our narrative is concerned. The man who dreamed of cleansing the Party and state of the rot that had set in at every level, and of rejuvenating both by strictly KGB methods.

Two things struck him as he studied the P-report. One was the author’s total, nearly morbid honesty. From the very first few pages, if not lines, it was obvious to Andropov that here was a person without any axe to grind whatsoever, no wish to better his own career or undermine those of his competitors – things the Chairman saw so much of. 

The other feature has already been mentioned: Plotkin’s report differed strikingly from most of the papers that cluttered up Andropov’s desk in that it was the product of a truly scientific, totally objective, well-trained, and sharply honed mind with flights of sheer genius here and there. It was, furthermore, the mind of someone who had firsthand, hands-on knowledge of the things he wrote of. Absolutely priceless.

It was, in fact, a readymade and very potent weapon with which to strike at the head of the military establishment, Defense Minister Marshal Ustinov, the most powerful man among the two or three other powerful men who stood in Andropov’s path leading to the top rung. As hinted earlier, Andropov could only use that weapon very, very cautiously. If he tried anything revolutionary, like dislodging the Marshal by hurling a mass of fully justified accusations at him, he would not be able, as Russians put it, to gather his own bones after the attempt. He’d be done for; you just don’t mess with the army that way, be it the Soviet Army or that of Paraguay.

So, instead of undermining the Marshal’s position, Andropov did the reverse: he worked hard to help Ustinov clean up the Augean stables, kicking out small and medium-sized fry that the P-report showed to be all too patently guilty of sloth and incompetence. These were replaced by KGB-vetted men whose allegiance Andropov’s organization could rely on.  

This kind of deep drilling and digging in the dark could take a decade or so. Unfortunately for Andropov, and most certainly not for him alone, he did not have a decade. At that particular moment, late in the 70’s, history chose to make a fairly sudden lurch. Enter Afghanistan. 

What started it all was quite commonplace in human affairs, especially in the East: a bunch of Afghan army officers decided to overthrow their king and establish a secular regime. Much more importantly, it turned out to be a regime distinctly friendly to its northern neighbor, Russia. Secularism in a country with one hundred percent devout Muslim population had little chance of surviving anyway, but the Russia-friendliness was an even stronger factor that boded ill for that land.

The Cold War, the deadly rivalry between the two superpowers, was then at its height. In the logic of that War, any success or advantage gained by Russia had to be countered by the West. So President Jimmy Carter gave history a mighty push, though he could hardly have realized that at the time. On July 3, 1979 he signed a secret directive empowering the CIA to render the mujaheddin fighting the pro-Soviet regime in Kabul every assistance in terms of funds and weapons. The Taliban, that Frankenstein monster that later turned on its creator, was thus spawned. 

The directive may have been secret, but you can’t keep Stingers and suchlike materiel secret, not from the excellent intelligence sources the Soviets had in the area: after all, Tadjiks are Tadjiks whether they live in Soviet Tadjikistan or neighboring Afghanistan. If the Soviet Union did not take measures to prop up the new Kabul regime, American toops would soon be right on Russia’s border, across the river Vakhsh. 

That was the bogey the Soviet leaders, and not just the leaders, feared most: if an anti-Soviet regime won in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, or, as in this case, in Afghanistan, American troops would eventually be stationed there. Inevitably. That proximity had to be avoided at all cost, for any direct contact between the two sides might strike sparks that would plunge the world into a nuclear conflagration and annihilation. Looked at from the present historical perspective, that apprehension appears quite justifiable, but that is strictly by the by.

It took the four men comprising the inner Politburo six months, after the Carter directive, to make up their minds to move the 40th army across the river and into Afghanistan. However, Andropov was a fine chess-player and generally a good strategist; he realized therefore that such an important move could not be made without some covering fire, something that would give pause to the other side, the Americans above all. It would have to be something that would deter them from striking back, from topping the Soviet move with an even more aggressive one of their own.

Brinkmanship is only good for those who take good care to keep away from any brinks, Andropov decided. His ever fertile mind therefore concocted a ploy that would firmly keep the Americans from doing any brink dancing for at least the crucial period. What that ploy was and how it worked, will be clear from the next few chapters.

Chapter 21. Launching the Plotkin Legend

Prominent among the KGB’s multifarious activities was feeding folks, both inside the country and outside, false rumors, fabrications, misinformation, half-truths, legends, doctored news, etc., all of which came under the slangy term deza (truncated Russian word for disinformation); its equivalent in English-speaking intelligence communities is smoke, I believe. Quite appropriate: smoke, as in smoke screen.

Some of KGB smoke was pretty innocuous. For instance, at one time it was whispered all over Moscow that an attempt had been made on Andropov’s life, that only evasive action by the driver of his limousine saved him, yet one of the bullets was so cleverly aimed that it found a chink in the car’s armor and hit Andropov in the kidney area. That rumor was possibly intended to heroicize Andropov’s perfectly ordinary kidney ailment, who knows. Anyway, it looked suspiciously like other rumors intended to humanize his image: that he wrote poetry, that he loved jazz, all that sort of thing.

Starting a rumor like that was easier than falling off the proverbial log. Some young guy with known intelligence connections, say, someone like Givi, would whisper, under oath of secrecy, a few words while romping in bed with his current girlfriend. The next morning the news – on very good authority – would spread like wildfire through Moscow and beyond. What would you: in the absence of the yellow press, gossip has to feed on something. Incidentally, someone who must have hated Andropov’s guts countered that rumor with an evil and even more fantastic one: that Andropov’s ailments came from a failed sex-change operation…

However, all this is but an introduction to my real topic – the deza operation that Andropov thought up to keep the West from retaliating too robustly to the Soviets’ venture in Afghanistan. It was so intricately devised, so far-reaching in its consequences, and so wide in scope that it could rival the legendary Operation Trust the OGPU carried out in the 1920s, saving Soviet Russia from a great deal of Western military interference. That was why Andropov dubbed his own stratagem Operation Trust-bis, bis being the Italian expression Russians use for encore.

The center piece of that stratagem was to be the Plotkin report or rather what Andropov intended to smuggle in, in place of that report. P-report-2, in fact. For the ruse to work, a legend had to be created around the document, and that in turn called for a legend around its author. Work on creating such a myth started forthwith.

What the Chairman’s plot brought the Plotkins was a sudden, completely unexpected upturn in their life style that they found unbelievable, incomprehensible and, for Fima at least, pretty hard to cope with.

The beginning was unspectacular enough: a few weeks after he had handed in his report to D.M.’s messenger, he was promoted from junior research fellow to senior research fellow, with a standard, nearly two-fold increase in salary. 

No sooner had they thrown the obligatory party to celebrate the event than Fima was summoned once again to the Department head’s office to be given some really mind-boggling news: his name was included in the list of nominees for the Lenin Prize, Second Degree! The boss congratulated him heartily, though not heartily enough to conceal savage envy and something akin to abject fear. He’d probably give a year’s pay to get rid of someone with that kind of pull. That it was sheer pull that brought Fima the nomination the boss did not doubt for a minute: he himself, a Corresponding Member of the Academy of Sciences with a long record of scientific achievement (some of which was genuinely his, not borrowed), had never been nominated for a third degree prize even.

Riding home that evening, Fima was not quite sure he was right side up. Completely flabbergasted. At first he intended to keep the news from Dina, only he could not, of course. They spent half the night discussing it – in writing, naturally. In the end Fima agreed that there must have been some ideas he’d thrown into his report that were worth the prize. Perhaps some other genius working for the KGB’s secret scientific outfit appreciated the sum total of those ideas, who could say. Dina, for one, was absolutely convinced there was enough there to merit the Lenin Prize, First Degree. Failing that, the Nobel Prize would do. He was a genius; it was a fact of life to be accepted with composure and to be appreciated keenly by anyone with an ounce of sense. That surely must include the Lenin Prize Committee, so there.

In cold fact, however, the State Committee for Lenin Prizes did not and would not know Fima from Adam, nor would they have the foggiest notion of the quality of his genius or achievement. It was artists, actors, writers, industrial managers, civil engineers, cosmonauts, all that sort of people who were handed their Prizes in the Kremlin’s magnificent St. George’s Hall, amid great pomp and ceremony. Fima’s nomination and, eventually, award came in the other, very secret part of the Lenin Prize business. Nothing for public consumption at all. In most cases the lucky winners were taken to an inconspicuous administrative building of the Supreme Soviet, Russia’s pseudo-parliament, in downtown Moscow, a block or so from the Kremlin. There, some Supreme Soviet or other dignitary would hand the recipient his prize, a badge (to be worn on very special occasions only), and the appropriate certificate. The said recipient, properly instructed by the aides, would mumble a few words of gratitude to the Party-and-government (always pronounced as one word), promise to work even harder for the glory of the Party and the people, and that would be it.

That was exactly what happened in Fima’s case. There was no private celebration this time; that would be insecure, in the KGB’s cherished phrase. True, a few bottles of champagne were drunk at Fima’s “mailbox.” That was supposed to be quite secure, as Fima’s colleagues all had the dopusk, access to confidential materials at one of the several levels of secrecy, so they were not supposed to talk. 

Human nature being what it is, they did talk, of course. To their wives, mistresses, girlfriends, or just trusted friends. Whoever. We are sorry to say – sorry about human nature, that is – that the verbiage used on these occasions was mostly billingsgate. That nincompoop, that nobody from nowhere, that damned Jew (or worse), that seksot (a swear word in its own right), that pathetic schnook – to get the Lenin Prize?! Where was the world heading for, they fumed.

In this way word spread, by a sort of osmosis, among the cognoscenti and beyond their narrow circle. It was whispered that Fima had done something crucially important for the country’s defenses, specifically in the ICBMs department. At various gatherings people pointed him out to other people, if only by a glance or whispered word, and quite a few stared furtively and unbelievingly at this modest, shy, positively reclusive and absurdly young chap who’d risen to such heights. 

In this way Fima became a kind of non-public public figure – exactly as the designer of Operation Trust-bis intended.

Chapter 22. Selling the Legend

Actually, building up the Plotkin legend was perhaps the easiest part of the plot. The young couple was simply moved up into the Soviets’ privileged class, the nomenklatura. Its perks and various status symbols were perfectly visible to the envious underprivileged and to anyone who bothered to watch out for such signs, foreign intelligence agents definitely included.

Here’s the way it was done. Word came down from on high that no effort should be spared in creating the Plotkin legend. So D.M., to whom the task was naturally entrusted, went at it with his customary vigor, zeal, and painstaking attention to detail.

At the “mailbox,” Yefim Plotkin was made head of a separate section with a bunch of men under him. Completely unfit for making subordinates work – in fact, for treating anyone as a subordinate – Fima carried out about half the assignments that came their way all by himself, as well as straightening out the jobs his cohorts had botched. 

None of this came to the attention of the public, but there were other, more ostentatious aspects to Yefim’s new position. It carried a very important status symbol – a black chauffeur-driven Volga sedan. It now carried him to and from work, Dina to and from her medical school, and once a week the driver went to Granovskiy Street to get yet another perk, the Kremlin rations, or payok. Some readers may know that this institution had been established in the early years of the Soviets, when famine struck, millions were dying, and the Kremlin inmates took care that nothing of the sort should happen to them. This relic of the Civil War years now included luxury items, delicacies the rest of the Soviet people, far from having access to, had only a dim idea and sometimes never heard of.

Most importantly for the job of building up the legend, however, the Plotkins were now invited to all sorts of official, semi-official and unofficial functions. They did not have to be told that you only ignored these invitations if you did not care what happened to you and yours. Fima suffered through these occasions mutely or grumbled under his breath. Dina’s heart bled for him, naturally it did, but actually she childishly enjoyed appearing at some do or other wearing clothes she’d never dared dream of.

There were official receptions in the Kremlin, the embassies, all sorts of happenings at the various exclusive clubs known as Houses -- House of Scientists, of Journalists, of Writers, of Composers, of Cinema Workers, and so on. That was life in High Society, and Dina would not be a woman if she did not enjoy it all. It was a miracle come true: she could now go to the Bolshoi whenever she wished, attend any first night at any theater, go to absolutely exclusive exhibitions, concerts of visiting foreign soloists, orchestras, singers or conductors at the Conservatoire, whatever. For someone who’d been accustomed to stand in endless lines hour after hour to get a ticket to the gallery – at best – it was the stuff dreams are made of. 

Fima’s lovely, vivacious wife also enjoyed dancing, at which Fima himself was hopeless. Nowadays she could take a whirl, with Givi as her usual escort, whenever she felt like it, mostly at the House of Scientists, where dancing was, rather unaccountably, best of all, even if refreshment in the in-house café but middling.

Whenever Fima appeared in one of these public places, somehow managing at all times to keep to the shadows, he’d be pointed out, on D.M.’s instructions, by someone claiming to be in the know to somebody else who fervently wished to be in the know, as the young genius whose work made Russia’s defenses insuperable. In the rumors, the details of Fima’s achievement varied wildly. He was said to have increased the accuracy of Soviet missiles to some fantastic figure, like ten or five meters; to have made the missiles invisible;  to have made them noiseless; to have increased their velocity to nearly the speed of light; to have enabled them to take evasive action against anti-missile missiles; and so on and so forth. 

These were all obvious dezas, plain smoke. Their main function was to alert enemy intelligence: with so much smoke, there had to be something it was intended to conceal.

At this point Operation Trust-bis went into the next phase. Having created the Plotkin legend, Andropov’s men now faced the task of selling it to the opposition.

Naturally, the CIA, MI6, the Germans’ BND, and especially the Israelis’ Mossad, not to mention numerous others, had extensive networks of intelligence sources in Moscow. These kept their ears to the ground and easily picked up any of the swarm of rumors now enveloping the figure of one Yefim Plotkin. This was the simplest and cheapest part of selling the legend, but also the least reliable. After all, a rumor is a rumor is a rumor, something that is much too close to the notion of deza. To work the intended havoc in the enemy camp, the deza must come from some source that would lend it weight. Make it utterly convincing.

Well, there were quite a few such sources. Andropov himself, for one. It is now a matter of record that for twelve years Andropov was in constant, “informal” (meaning secret) communication with Germany’s Chancellor Willy Brandt. Andropov’s messenger, a certain journalist named Kevorkov, who just happened to be a KGB major general, sometimes traveled six times a week between Moscow and Bonn.  Kevorkov would not even have to spell out the nature of Plotkin’s discovery or invention that made Soviet missiles such a superior weapon, practically a super-weapon. It was enough to drop a vague hint, or even grunt a highly significant “No comment” to a question, whether direct or oblique.

There were other channels of this kind. It is also on record now that Andropov regularly saw, at some safe apartment or other, another so-called journalist, Victor Louis, possibly the 20th century’s greatest adventurer. Accused of being a secret agent of about a dozen foreign intelligence services, he had done eleven years in Stalin’s labor camps, but then came to work for the KGB as a sort of free-lancer, carrying out some of Andropov’s most fantastic assignments. The reason I call him a so-called journalist is that, as writers are prone to jibe, the man could not write his own name, let alone compose a good newspaper article. No literary talent or sheer literacy at all. But, God, did he have a talent for ferreting out scoops! The overthrow of Khrushchev by Brezhnev, reported by a UK paper before any official announcement, was perhaps his first and greatest such scoop, though there were quite a goodish number of others. 

It is not too bold to suppose that Louis may have asked Andropov about the Plotkin phenomenon, but got no satisfactory answer, nothing more than evasion or pregnant silence. He tried to tackle Yefim himself, only to be taken by D.M.’s men to a nearby alley for an earnest discussion, after which he took very good care to observe Fima from a safe distance only. Still, when he reported the situation to his Western colleagues, that report certainly carried weight. Louis’ record of scoops spoke for itself.

Certain other episodes also occurred that helped sell the Plotkin legend even more effectively; however, we will relegate them to the next few chapters. 

Chapter 23. A Lucky Defection

It must really be true that God helps them as help themselves. An unforeseen and rather commonplace episode occurred in Sweden that advanced Operation Trust-bis to a considerable extent. There, a minor KGB agent defected to the West. They did, from time to time. We will only name him here by an initial, K., for he is still very much alive, resides permanently in the States, has taken a very pro-Russian stance since the fall of communism, and regularly comes to Russia, carefully avoiding people who might refuse to shake hands with him, or worse. You see, whether you betray communism or capitalism or any other creed, you betray people, human beings, and they react to betrayal exactly as human nature prompts them. Some may go so far as to bash the traitor on his snot machine; there have been precedents.  

Now, K. was a genuine defector, not someone artfully infiltrated in the West as part of Andropov’s clever scheme. During CIA debriefing he named several Soviet agents (luckily for the KGB, not too many). Some of them were caught, others had to be hurriedly withdrawn (exfiltrated, in the jargon of the trade) from the field. 

K. was questioned closely, among many other things, about Plotkin, his invention, his report to Andropov, and whatever else he might know about the matter. By a fluke, he was able to provide some info that reinforced the Plotkin legend.

For the de-briefers, here was at last something concrete, something definite, something that K. had seen and heard himself, not from listening to gossip and wild rumor. He knew that a whole section had been set up at KGB headquarters to conduct investigation into the difficulties in the way of rearming Soviet missiles with a certain device that would make them impossible to detect and destroy by anti-missile missiles. That was the nature of the Plotkin report, K. said: complaints about sloth and negligence among the servicemen on the ground that, in Plotkin’s somewhat exaggerated opinion, amounted to sabotage.

Of course, K. had not read or even seen the P-report itself. Still, he could have overheard a conversation on the supposedly safe lines, or snooped around and taken a peek at a memo on the desk of some brass. After all, it was about that time that one such snooper, name of Mitrokhin, regularly concealed in his shoes and smuggled out of the KGB building in Lubyanka fairly important papers by the cartload.

Anyway, the CIA now had something to get its teeth into, not wave the matter aside as just a lot of smoke. The moment Langley learned of K.’s revelations re P-report, he was whisked to Washington and thoroughly worked on by experts. Luckily for him, K. was smart enough not to try to raise his intelligence value by passing fabrication or guesswork for solid information; he stuck to the few items he came up with at the start, and merely kept repeating them as the interrogators fired questions at him from various angles. 

It was all the more lucky for him as the CIA men eventually subjected him to testing by polygraph, or lie detector, or, in CIA slang, flutterer – and he passed the test, though not without mishaps. He was told to respond with either yes or no to some statements which seemed perfectly natural to the interrogators, like “I am a homosexual,” “I had sex with a girl of twelve,” but which produced in K. so violent a reaction that the test had to be started all over again.  After all, he was a mere sovok – the Soviet people’s derogatory self-appellation – with an almost innate Puritan or better say hypocritical attitude toward matters of sex.

These details, however, need not concern us here. The upshot of it all was that Langley became even more receptive to anything relating to the P-report, and that played right into Andropov’s hands. 

Andropov found out about those de-briefers’ findings in the usual way: Langley reported them to the White House, and a mole in the vicinity of the White House reported them back to Andropov. That was exactly why Langley was always so unwilling to share intelligence with the White House or Capitol Hill. It wasn’t like shouting the news in the bazaars, no, not quite, but there were too many people who had access to intelligence at too many levels, and a balls-up was almost an inevitability. Human nature again, you know. And at that time the KGB had pretty good sources around Washington: the CIA had too many enemies in the wake of a spate of scandals, like the Iran-Contras affair and others, and its counter-espionage section weakened along with the rest. 

Chapter 24. Stepan Does His Bit 

Almost simultaneously there occurred another incident that brought Operation Trust-bis closer to fruition. Very much to our regret, it also brought our hapless hero closer to an untimely demise. Sorry, but there it is.

By now, Fima remembered the years before prosperity and celebrity status had hit him with something akin to nostalgia. Of course, he had not quite enjoyed traveling to and from work by bus, amidst the press of not always sweetly smelling bodies and much language, but at least he had not had Stepan or his junior partner Artem constantly breathing down his neck the moment he stepped out of his apartment – in the car, on the plane as he went on inspection tours, at concerts, receptions, everywhere. 

He timidly complained about this to D.M. at one of their infrequent meetings, and begged to withdraw the bodyguards. The major’s reaction was quite unexpected: D.M. himself almost pleaded with Fima. 

“My dear Yefim Lvovich,” D.M. said, very earnestly, “it’s quite impossible, what you ask. Your name is now known to Comrade Chairman himself, and I have my orders direct from him. Do you know what will happen to me, if anything happens to you?”

“I can guess,” muttered Fima glumly. 

“No you can’t, and better not try,” said D.M., shuddering delicately. “Best I can do, I’ll tell the men to be, um, less conspicuous. More tactlul and circumspect. But there are limitations, you know.”

Fima didn’t, but he soon found out. One night he stopped the car a few blocks from his home. He let the car go, intending to walk the rest of the way home, as he often did, to take in a few lungfuls of cool, clean air after a long day in the lab. Winter was almost over, rooks were dots of black among bare tree branches, just like in that painting by Savrasov; grimy snowdrifts would soon start to melt, and muddy rivulets would flow all over the place. It was the time of year when Fima suffered from particularly acute headaches, the curse of many geniuses or near geniuses.

The time was around nine, the streets here in the city’s outskirts were mostly dark and all but deserted. Fima was walking slowly, lost in thought as usual, Stepan a few paces behind him. Yefim paid no attention to a car that slid to a stop by the curb near them. A heavily built gentleman climbed out, took a few steps toward Fima and asked, politely: “Could you tell me, please, which way to Ochakovo?” Stepan moved closer, but before he or Fima could open their mouths, the man took a quick step toward Stepan and gave him a powerful, crushing blow in the face, grabbed Fima by an arm and threw him into the hands of a couple more men who’d climbed out of the car. They started dragging him bodily toward the car’s open door; Fima baulked, babbling something indignant, but was powerless against two well-trained men. 

What happened next Fima could not see, but he’d later say he’d give a lot to have seen. Stepan rolled with the punch, leaped back, whisked some sort of cosh from under his clothes, and when the husky one moved in to finish him off, all he got was a broken skull. In the next second, maybe second and a half, the two other men got the same treatment, and Fima found himself bundled into the car, only this time not by the attackers but by Stepan.

His bodyguard jumped into the driver’s seat, the engine roared, and they were off, leaving the three men crawling groggily in the slush. The car did a skidding turn into the alley leading to Fima’s house, then sped past the building and only stopped behind a transformer unit some two hundred paces from their destination, where it could not be seen from the road or alley.  Here, Stepan leaped from the car, pulled Fima out like a sack of potatoes, locked the doors, and pushed Fima at a fast trot toward his home.

Only in the apartment was Yefim able to catch his breath. Seeing the two men’s faces, Dina rushed to her husband, clung to him, then shook him, repeating, for some reason in a whisper: “What happened? What happened? You hurt? What… what…?” Fima gently took her arms, kissed a hand, and said as calmly as he could, “I’m quite all right, honey. Better help Stepan. His face…”  

His face was indeed quite a sight, covered with plenty of blood flowing from a shattered cheekbone. A bare fist could not have done that, must have been a knuckleduster, Fima thought. Dina looked, rushed into the kitchen, and came back with a wet cloth, but Stepan brushed her aside: “Must report.”

And he did report, merely trying to staunch the blood with the cloth. He went to the telephone, dialed a number and described what had happened in a couple of terse sentences. A voice cackled something in the receiver – a question apparently, for Stepan replied: “GRU, I think. Seem to’ve recognized one of the guys. Saw him during a joint drill.” More cackling. “Very well, Comrade Major,” said Stepan and put down the receiver. “We wait,” he told his hosts.

Dina could at last attend to the bad cut, working as deftly as befitted a grade-A medical student. She washed it, staunched the blood, stitched the wound, and wanted to bandage it, but Stepan would have none of that. “Sticking plaster will do,” he said firmly.

When that was over, they had nothing to do but wait. So they waited. Dina and Fima sat side by side on the sofa, holding hands, with Cassy in Fima’s lap, while Stepan paced the room restlessly.

Apparently near mortal danger works the same way on all human beings, Central Asians not excluded. After an episode like that, men are prone to grow voluble. When Fima asked how Stepan had managed to pacify three able-bodied and obiously well-trained attackers, his bodyguard pulled out from under his jacket his weapon, and Fima could now take a good look at it. It was a kind of whip Stepan wore like a belt round his waist, only woven among the leathern thongs was a bit of thin steel wire with a round lead bullet at the end.

“It’s a kamcha,” said Stepan, using a word that was apparently Turkic. “Back home, we kill wolves with this.”

“How?” asked Fima, wondering how one gets that close to a wolf.

“In summer, wolves kill sheep. In winder, we kill wolves,” Stepan explained laconically. “Much snow in the steppe. Wolf cannot run fast in deep snow. We chase them on horseback, then – ” 

The kamcha swished through the air, and Fima could well believe that a blow like that would leave a wolf no chance.

“But you must be quick,” Stepan added. “If not, the wolf will tear the horse’s throat like that.” He gestured, as if tearing his own throat with his hand, very convincingly. “Much blood on the snow.”

Dina shuddered, and a corner of Stepan’s mouth twitched; must be his idea of a smile. Fima asked:

“Have you killed… those three?”

“No. To kill, hit here,” Stepan pointed to his temple. “I hit them here.” He touched a spot slightly above an ear.

Then he apparently bethought himself, decided he was talking too much, sat down on a hard chair and lapsed into habitual silence. 

They waited.

Chapter 25. GRU vs KGB

In about twenty minutes two cars rolled up to the entranceway, which must have set some speed record for street racing. They brought half a dozen men led by D.M. and another officer whom Fima had not seen before – obviously D.M.’s superior. This ranking officer gave orders to start searching for the attackers whose description Stepan provided in a few precise phrases. That search was hopeless, and they knew it: twenty minutes should have been time enough for the assailants to come to and make their getaway. 

A couple of men were detailed to get the car Stepan had hidden behind the boxlike transformer unit. It was still there, and it was driven to some KGB garage, though both D.M. and his superior were aware of the futility of the move: the license plates would certainly be faked, and not a scrap of paper, let alone driving licenses or any other significant document, would be found. Well, there was some hope at least of lifting a few fingerprints, for all the good that that was going to do.

Then D.M. told the couple they had five minutes to pack some things they’d need most during a short absence, perhaps a week or so. Dina threw a few clothes into a bag, told Fima to grab Cassy, and they were ready. D.M. and Stepan’s double, Artem, took the trio (it was a trio, for we must not forget Cassius) to a spacious, well-furnished safe apartment right in the center of Moscow, with a view of the Kremlin just across the river. D.M. told them again they’d have to stay there a few days, he could not say how long. Both Fima and Dina were to call in sick; they’d be free to walk about in the neighborhood – accompanied, of course – but were to keep strictly away from work and from school.

Fima had heard Stepan mention GRU, and the same acronym had cropped up once or twice in the hurried sentences D.M. and his boss exchanged. Like any other Soviet citizen, Fima knew that the acronym stood for Main Intelligence Directorate, the intelligence arm of the General Staff – the Russian equivalent of Joint Chiefs of Staff. What Fima could not for the life of him understand was, why should GRU want to kidnap him? They could well have asked him, politely or otherwise, whatever they wanted to know, couldn’t they? After all, GRU and KGB were sister agencies, both engaged in intelligence, weren’t they?

Before D.M. left, Fima took him aside and asked all those questions. Well, he needn’t have bothered. All he got in response was a pitying glance. The major merely patted him on the arm and told him to look after his beautiful wife, get settled in, and get a thorough rest, both of them. Enjoy the quiet and idleness while they could. Then he left.

And what could he have told Fima Plotkin, that wide-eyed innocent? That the KGB and GRU were, if not mortal enemies, then bitter rivals continually at daggers drawn? That scraps like the one in which Fima got involved were routine? That the two agencies spied not only on the potential enemy, but also on each other?

To D.M., the situation was as clear as day. GRU had become aware that Andropov’s bunch had started some game and, by the look of it, a really big one; that the game involved the Armed Forces and, more particularly, their Air-and-Space arm; and that a certain research fellow named Plotkin was the vital piece on that particular chessboard. 

No big mystery about the way they’d learned all that: both the KGB and GRU had moles inside the other’s camp. After 1953, the year Beria faced a firing squad (though there were other stories about the way he met his death), some GRU officers were transferred to the KGB to replace Beria’s close associates, clean it up, and generally reform that state within a state, so that the Politburo might regain control over it. Now, some of those officers must have remained loyal to their GRU allegiance or simply kept up friendly contacts with their former colleagues. Only natural. 

On this occasion, news that something was brewing in the Andropov camp must have seeped through those contacts to GRU’s top brass. Because of strict compartmentation within the KGB, the GRU source could not say exactly what the game was. Hence the attempt to snatch Plotkin to learn it all from the horse’s mouth, as it were, and perhaps to pull him over to the GRU side, make a double agent of him. Hard to say what the precise purpose was.

D.M. could not explain any of this to Fima – on the need-to-know principle, if for no other reason. Indeed, Yefim Plotkin did not need to know any of this, nor did he need to know much of anything: his part in the script written by Andropov did not include any such knowledge. What it did include is too sad to relate – only we’ll have to, of course. In its proper place.

Chapter 26. A Brawl Amidst a Lull 

The following day D.M. came around, stayed a while and talked a while, but what he said merely confirmed what he’d already told them: there’d be a period of inactivity, a sort of lull while the contretemps of the day before was being sorted out. Yefim Lvovich was given a leave of absence for an indefinite period of time; matters were similarly arranged for Dina with her medical school’s authorities: she was on what was officially termed academic leave. 

That was good news for both of them, he believed. True, their movements would be somewhat restricted. They should not venture beyond the neighborhood; the neighborhood was safe. They could take walks along the embankment; Dina could go shopping locally, accompanied at all times by a bodyguard, of course. Their Kremlin rations would be brought them as usual. What else…

“Oh yes. Stepan will have to stay here nights, too. For a few days only, I hope. He won’t be in the way, there’s room enough here. Any questions?”

Fima had none, but Dina asked:

“Since we are on leave, as it were… Could we go to the swimming pool on Volkhonka? It’s just a few blocks away. It’s too good a chance to miss. I love swimming.”

“Oh, you can, I guess. No harm in that. Of course, Stepan will have to go along. Can you swim, Stepan?”

For an answer, Stepan merely grinned, rather shyly. Wonder of wonders – the guy could actually smile.

“My little joke,” said D.M. “Stepan is a fantastic diver. Can stay under water for ages, without a scuba. How long, Stepa?”

“Four minutes. A bit more,” mumbled the young man.

“And he doesn’t just stay under water; he can fight there, too,” added D.M. “May come in useful.”

That this special asset of Stepan’s might come in useful may have been just another of D.M.’s little jokes, only unfortunately it proved prophetic. 

Excursions to the open-air swimming-pool, a huge facility, actually the world’s biggest, at the spot where the Christ the Savior Cathedral had stood before being destroyed on Stalin’s orders, and would rise again after the fall of communism, became the high spot of their stay at that safe apartment. They went swimming every other day, and spent up to an hour and a half cavorting in water. Fima wasn’t too good at the sport, but Dina and their bodyguard enjoyed it all hugely, churning the water lap after lap, diving off springboards, all that sort of thing. They especially loved swimming late at night, after ten, when the crowd in the pool thinned out and the stars in the dark skies twinkled right merrily at them.

One night, though, their joy was marred by an ugly episode, the worst since the kidnapping attempt. It was one of those unseemly scenes that were not too rare at the pool. Young and not so young men sometimes came there with sport of a different kind in mind. Horseplay, in fact. It could be drink, it could be hormones acting up in their systems, with spring in the air, or perhaps they were simply that kind of animal. 

Anyway, the sight of Dina’s delectable pink body simply inflamed a couple of big brutes, so they went at her, guffawing or rather neighing like stallions. One grabbed her by the shoulders and all but pulled off the top of her swimsuit, while the other tore at the bottom half. Dina could not even scream, as a hand pushed her head under water. 

Fima lagged far behind, his eyesight wasn’t too good, and he did not quite realize what was going on. Not so Stepan. He was closer, he saw it all, and he dived at once. In a second or two one of the men suddenly yelped, let go of Dina and disappeared under water. Dina’s head bobbed up, she reached out in fury and scratched at the other assailant’s face, only he too suddenly gulped lots of water and went under. Dina straightened her swimsuit and splashed away from the spot as fast as she could, fearfully looking back, till suddenly Stepan’s head bobbed up right next to her. He breathed out sharply and noisily, took a few deep breaths, then muttered: “Let’s get out of here.” Dina was all for it, so they did. 

As they hurried away from the pool, Dina clung to both her men, walking between them and holding each by an arm – the first time she took Stepan’s arm. She told Fima all about the brawl in excited whispers, and her husband groaned in shame; he’d been so useless there. Never much good in a scrap; and he needed to be. Dina calmed him down: 

“Never you mind, Fimchik. They got what they deserved.” Here she stopped, aghast, pulled at Stepan’s sleeve and asked: “Look, Stepa… Did you kill them? I didn’t see them go up. Did you?”

“No, they’ll live. I told the guards. Artificial respiration’s all they’ll need.”

As they resumed walking, Dina was silent awhile, then asked again, unable to contain her curiosity:

“But… what did you do to them? They went under so fast…”

“Well…” Stepan was obviously very uncomfortable. “It’s one of them tricks.”

“But what? Must be something terrific. Do tell, Stepik! Maybe I’ll do it myself next time.” She kept shaking and squeezing the young man’s arm, almost pinching it.

“Well… It’s not for telling a lady.” Stepan was glad it was dark, so no one could see his face turn crimson. Here Fima cut in, to help the guy out:

“He means he went for their private parts. Must’ve crushed them to a pulp. Right?”

“Right,” grunted Stepan. By that time you could light cigarettes at the skin of his face. People of his tribe were particularly reticent about anything relating to sex. Between boys, okay, sometimes. Between man and another man’s woman, an absolute, total taboo. A matter for instant knifing.

“I see-e,” drawled Dina softly. She was silent awhile, then burst out laughing, peal after peal, almost doubled up. The men grinned too, rather sheepishly, not quite knowing why. When she could talk at last, Dina breathed out: “So they did get a bit of sex play, after all.” 

She squeaked and giggled almost all the way to their apartment.

Chapter 27. A Quiet Interlude

They never had trouble of any sort after that, and anyway they only went swimming just a few times before their world came crashing down. In the coming months and years Dina would remember, never without pain in her heart, that brief respite as one of the brighter spots of her life. 

Their ménage a trois, it wasn’t of their making, they had been forced into it, yet it turned out quite bearable, especially after that tragicomic episode in the swimming pool. The atmosphere became quite human, friendly even. Dina discovered that the silent, hard, wiry son of the steppe equipped with a vast array of deadly warrior skills could be tactful, shy and positively gentle where she was concerned. She knew of her power over men, of the effect on them of her trim little figure and exquisitely shaped, adorable oval face with those enormous eyes, a masterpiece of God’s, as Fima put it. Still, it had not entered her head that a soldier of that fearsome system with its horror-inspiring history could be susceptible – and he most obviously was. Like a true woman, she used it to her advantage without a qualm. She liked him, didn’t she? They could be friends, couldn’t they? She did and they could, so there.

Fima hated shops and wriggled out of going there whenever humanly possible. Now he could do it without a twinge of conscience: Dina had someone to accompany her, someone who was much better protection, and clearly liked the job. 

For Yefim, this unexpected freedom from the daily drudge at the “mailbox” and life-sapping tours of duty was a godsend in disguise: he now had leisure to work on a problem in theoretical physics that had fascinated him for years. He spent most of his time scribbling in a pad or just staring at what he had written there, scratching it out, doodling, sighing, pacing the floor. Apparently the problem he was trying to solve was more intractable than anything he had tackled before; as he groped in the dark, the difficulties sometimes seemed so numerous and insurmountable as to make him gnash his teeth, in sheer impotence.

No wonder: he was grappling with the mysteries of laser fusion, a problem whose effect on the future of mankind makes it unquestionably the most important one in theoretical physics. Solve it, and you have as much cheap energy as your heart may desire, while oil and gas will become history, on the same shelf as steam engines.

As he fought his way deeper and deeper into the intricacies involved, his mind became totally dissociated from the routines of everyday life. Light years away from them, you might say. Dina had all the trouble in the world to pull him from behind his desk and drag him into the kitchen for meals. He even revolted against their daily walks on the embankment, but Dina would have none of that. 

“If you don’t get up from that chair this instant and get dressed for a nice walk, I’ll tell Stepa to take you by the scruff of your neck and make you do it,” she threatened fiercely. He obeyed, but during the walk he might as well have been absent. With his head still buzzing with formulas and calculations, a lousier conversationalist was hard to imagine, so Dina mostly chattered with or rather at Stepan.

She was sure that Stepan was actually not Stepan at all; that name was so unsuitable it was simply absurd. Someone had made an idiotic pun on the word steppe, and it must have hurt. So one day, as they were heading for the shops, Dina taking his arm as a matter of course, she asked him:

“Stepa, what’s your real name? Stepan is so silly.  I shan’t tell anyone, I shan’t use it, honest. I give my tooth.” She flicked her thumbnail against a tooth and drew the thumb across her throat, in a street urchin’s gesture signifying a most awful oath.

The young man was silent awhile, his soul obviously a field of battle between soldierly discipline, security considerations, and affection, if not more, for this charmer. Affection won.

“Musa. Don’t tell anyone.”

“Of course I won’t. I swore I wouldn’t, didn’t I.” She mused awhile. “Musa must be Arabic for Moses. It’s a very fine name. Very ancient.”

“I know. Don’t tell anyone.”

“Of course not. Only when we’re together.”

Musa, to call him by his proper name, now accompanied her not only on shopping tours. The safe apartment was a few minutes walk from two of Moscow’s most famous galleries, and, while Fima frowned at his pad for hours, Dina took Musa to the Tretyakov Gallery or the Pushkin Museum, to raise his cultural level, as she put it. Having been to both places countless times with her granny or mother in her childhood, she was a pretty good guide; she explained, in whispers, all about Gaugin and other favorites of hers at the Pushkin. She noticed, though, that so much nudity made Musa feel uncomfortable. Say, the sight of Hercules squeezing Omphala’s breast and gobbling up her mouth positively made him squirm and avert his eyes. 

He did not think much of Michelangelo’s David, either, though he did ask Dina at what distance the biblical youth slew Goliath and what he used for ammunition in his sling. Dina knew nothing about the distance, but she did recall the bit about pebbles for ammunition, which left Musa completely unconvinced.

“That Goliath must have been a pigmy. You can’t kill a big man with a pebble. Not at a distance. Hares, partridge, duck, yes. I’ve done it myself. A big man, no.”

“Well, you know these things best. But those biblical stories, they usually have some basis in fact.”

“Maybe. I’ll have to read up on this.”  

Anyway, to spare him blushes, she mostly took Musa to the Tretyakov; it was nearer, and nudes were less in evidence there. He proved an avid listener, absorbing everything like a sponge; his comments were at times penetrating and almost always unexpected, though not always fortunate. When they came to Surikov’s “Boyarynya Morozova,” Dina told him all about Old Believers, the boyarynya’s indomitable spirit, the way the crowd reacted to the martyr in irons.

“Chains are barbarous,” commented Musa. “Still, she was a dissident disseminating anti-state propaganda. What did she get, ten years in the labor camps?”

He meant it as a joke, perhaps, but Dina’s face grew sad, and she looked away.

“No, they just took her to a nunnery,” she replied. Then, after a pause, she added softly: “My father died in the labor camps.” 

“Sorry,” mumbled Musa, visibly shattered. “I did not know.” 

“It’s all right. You did not know.” She patted him on the arm. “Let’s go see Rublev’s ‘Trinity’. It is very sad, but it is also… You’ll see.”

Musa did see, though what it was that he saw in the ancient icon he’d never be able to express in words. Anyway, as they were walking back to the apartment, he was particularly anxious to see that Dina did not step into a puddle or slip on a thin crust of ice. The arm Dina held on to seemed to be made of iron.

Fima was quite sure this safe apartment might be safe in many senses – except for him and his wife to talk freely. Each and every room must be stiff with bugs, no question about that. Writing in a pad was too tiresome, so as they crawled into bed, they drew the blankets over their heads and whispered barely audibly in each other’s ear in a mixture of languages – Dina in English, Fima for preference in German, with a bit of Russian or Yiddish thrown in. From time to time they surfaced for air, then chatted again with their heads covered.

That night Dina told her husband all about the high point of the day – the visit to the Tretyakov Gallery, Musa’s reactions to the paintings, the way he was dismayed at that bit about her father’s death in the camps.

“Der arme Kerl
,” whispered Fima. “He must be head over heels in love with you.”

“Jelous Othello. Okay, you can start choking me.” 

“Honey, if I started strangling you each time some unfortunate guy fell in love with you…”

“Then what?”

“You’d have died a thousand deaths by now.”

“Beast.”

“I’m just being poetic.”

“What’s poetic about death by strangulation? If it’s poetry, it’s disgusting poetry.”

“All right, I’ll quote Kazakh poetry, then. Your breasts are like lumps of butter. That’s what Musa would say if he dared.”

“Fima!”

“Fact. I read that line somewhere.”

“Liar. You’ve made it up.”

“I most certainly have not.”

“Besides, they are not – ”

“Not what?”

“Like lumps of butter.”

“That statement calls for thorough investigation.”

Though Dina objected to the poetry, she did not mind the scientific investigation at all. In future, she would later relive that night a thousand times, her eyes brimming with tears: it proved one of their last.

Chapter 28. Just Another Chance Encounter

If you consider Moscow’s size and that of its population, it is a real megalopolis, one of the world’s largest. But that is the view from the outside. The inside story is different. Muscovites born and bred here firmly believe it is one vast village where everybody knows everybody else. That’s what they call it among themselves: Big Village. 

There is a lot to confirm that conviction, especially in the case of the intelligentsia. Its members move along a limited number of trajectories, and these are bound to intersect every so often. Go to some really popular theater like the Taganka, or to some fashionable art exhibition, or to the Conservatoire to hear, say, Svyatoslav Richter play, and you are sure to run into some friends or friends of friends.   

That was exactly how a certain chance meeting took place that proved so fateful, changing the lives of so many.

A day or two after the Tretyakov episode of the previous chapter our trio were taking their daily constitutional, walking along the embankment, when they were overtaken by a hurrying couple – a very tall, gangly, ginger-haired young man and his girlfriend. The two men exclaimed almost simultaneously, “Fima!” “Ilya!!” and vigorously shook hands, smiling broadly and rather foolishly, the way people do when they run into someone from way back in their past, after a long separation in which neither knew much about the other’s life and doings. Introductions followed.

“Honey, that’s the famous Ilya Nevsky,” Fima told his wife. “One of the brighter stars at MekhMat
. We were in the same year, I must have told you lots about him.”

“Sure, sure you did,” lied Dina, holding out her hand. 

“Look who’s talking about stardom,” laughed Ilya and turned to his girlfriend: “Shake hands, dear. That’s Fima Plotkin, the guy who was snapped up by the military long before he got his diploma. Still with some ‘mailbox,’ old man?”

“Still there,” said Fima rather glumly. “And you? With the Kurchatov, I hear?” What he meant was the Atomic Energy Institute, named after its founder.

“No,” said Ilya curtly.

“How come?”

“Long story. Tell you some other time. I say, you still interested in laser fusion?”

“And how. Y’see, I’ve had a few days completely free, and I’ve been thinking, doing some calculations. They look promising, only I’m not quite sure…”

The two men drifted aside and were soon engrossed in a conversation completely unintelligible to the others. However, the two young ladies weren’t exactly bored, either, chatting nineteen to the dozen about the latest exhibition at the Pushkin and about the theater Ilya and his girl were heading for. All this time Musa kept aloof, and that suited him fine. Fima forgot all about him, along with everything else besides his problem, and Dina would not know how to introduce Musa. A friend? He simply did not look like someone who could be an intimate friend of the Plotkins, Dina was instinctively aware of that. 

So the young women simply ignored the silent figure standing a few paces apart and apparently watching something riveting on the still icebound Moskva. The young ladies’ funds of gossip about theatrical celebrities were inexhaustible,  they could go on chatting like that for hours, and there was yet another bond between them: a couple of times they smiled at each other understandingly as they watched their men arguing with well-contained, polite ferocity. 

By that time Fima had produced a notepad and, putting it on the embankment’s parapet, was scribbling in it like mad. Ilya peered at the writing, stubbornly shaking his head, then all but jerked the pad out of Fima’s hands and began scribbling in it himself. This went on for some time, with pauses in which the two physicists stared at what they’d jotted down in absolute concentration.

In one of these pauses Ilya’s girlfriend, a slender dark-haired beauty much younger than himself, not more than eighteen or nineteen, timidly tugged at his sleeve:

“Ilya dear, we’re going to be late…”

“Oh yes, yes, yes, sorry, sweet. Coming,” muttered Ilya, still frowning at what Fima had just scribbled in the pad. Then he sort of came to, punched Fima on the arm and said: “Sorry, old man, you see how it is. We must get together one of these days. Discuss it. Absolutely. You know my number. There’s definitely some promise in what you have there. Definitely.”

He shook hands with Fima, made a slight bow to Dina, and they hurried off. 

Fima fervently hoped they would really get together some day. They were obviously shooting at the problem from very close positions, and if they kept egging each other on like that, the end result might prove very happy indeed. 

Alas, that get-together was never to be, and it is time to explain why that chance encounter proved so fateful.

Chapter 29. The Final Touch

The long story Ilya promised to tell Fima all about some other time was in fact neither too long nor all that out of the ordinary. While working at the Kurchatov Institute’s laser fusion lab, Nevsky had got involved in the dissident movement. By that time most of the intelligentsia, at least in Moscow, was in secret revolt, of various degrees of intensity, against the communist regime. Ilya Nevsky happened to be among its more active members: he became a podpisant, which literally means a signer. He signed a petition in support of several men and women who staged an open protest in Red Square against the Soviets crushing the Prague Spring of 1968. That wasn’t all: he urged other people to sign the appeal to the world community against the protesters being sent to the labor camps. In doing so, he stepped across some kind of red line and was kicked out of his job, becoming overnight a non-person.

Except that Ilya flatly refused to become a non-person. Not that kind of man. He now earned three or four times more than he had at the Kurchatov by privately tutoring students in Physics and Math. And he went on working on laser fusion, also very privately. After all, theoretical physics is a field where, as Enrico Fermi said – and showed – you can discover the mysteries of the universe with no more equipment than a pencil and the back of an envelope.

Now, Stepan-Musa naturally reported that encounter to his chief, D.M., and the latter judged it so important that the news traveled all the way to Andropov’s desk. For the latter, the news was a godsend, and it won’t take long to explain why. 

By that time Operation Trust-bis had gone through a couple of stages. Stage one, the legend of Plotkin having invented some gimmick that made Soviet ICBMs impervious to anti-missile attack had become a persistent rumor that had reached the receptive ears of the opposition, with the CIA the most interested party. 

That was good, yet Andropov knew it was not good enough. For the deza to work, to have an impact on decision-making, the opposition had to be provided with some material object, say the report of a mole who had actually seen, if not the gimmick being tested, then at least an authentic document, preferably with pictures and diagrams, reporting such a test. Or something like that. Anything that could be checked and triple-checked, anything for a horde of experts, analysts, and agents to get busy with. 

Hence the second phase – preparation of such a document. This was by now complete. A whole team of technicians, physicists, and skilled artists who could imitate any handwriting to a nicety, had worked on it. It was in the shape of a notebook purporting to be Plotkin’s draft notes for the official report, the P-report, as it was dubbed at the KGB. We might call this one the d-report, the d for deza.   

Now came stage three: the d-report had to find its way into the enemy camp. Andropov rejected several suggestions from his subordinates for effecting such a transfer.

Perhaps the silliest plan was to send it anonymously to a known U.S. agent based in Moscow under diplomatic cover, or have a dark figure in a dark entranceway hand it to him, mumble a few hurried words, and scoot. Andropov justifiably pooh-poohed the idea; it smacked too strongly of provocation, and in the end it would merely mean a lot of time and effort wasted.  

Another suggestion: a false defection to be staged, the defector having ostensibly obtained the notebook either from Plotkin himself, or stolen it from KGB archives, or something. This was judged to be too risky: the agent would certainly be subjected to a lie detector test, and who could say for sure that the false defector would pass it. Most likely he would not. 

Several other proposals were put forward, but none of them satisfied the three conditions Andropov laid down, conditions which the bearer of the d-report must satisfy. 

One: that person must be used “in the dark.” This bit of KGB slang meant that such a person must not know that he or she is being made use of. In other words, they must sincerely believe in the document and in the purpose of their heroic act of conveying it to the other side. If that condition is met, the lie detector test is no threat at all: it cannot discover what the subject does not know. How can it?

Condition two: the carrier’s antecedents must be impeccable; he or she must be an avowed and proven enemy of the communist regime, best of all a dissident with a public record of suffering for his or her convictions. A former labor camp inmate might be most desirable, but there was a technical difficulty there: by edict, such ex-convicts were not allowed within one hundred kilometers of Moscow, while Plotkin and his report, false and otherwise, was in the city.

Condition three: the carrier or courier in question must come from the circle of Yefim Plotkin’s close associates – relatives, friends, colleagues, somebody like that. This would serve as definite proof that the d-report came straight from the hands of Plotkin himself, not from some other, suspect source. This, too, should be polygraph-proof, so to speak.

It is easy to see why the appearance of Ilya Nevsky on the scene was such a fluke for the Trust-bis team: he satisfied most admirably all three of Andropov’s conditions. 

That encounter on the embankment actually put the finishing touch to the Trust-bis stratagem. The Operation could now proceed to stage three.

Chapter 30. Operational Necessity

The world is full of fearless souls who refuse to believe in signs, omens, presentiments, and premonitions. All I can say is, I am sorry for these insensitive clods. I could cite any number of episodes from my own experience in which a strong premonition of disaster was the forerunner of the actual calamity, only I am not a principal in this narrative, so I’ll keep them to myself. Dina is a principal, and her state of mind after they were allowed to move back to their own home is just another bit of evidence of the workings of the darker forces in the human psyche.

The move should have been a joyous occasion, only it wasn’t. For one thing, Musa simply disappeared from their lives without so much as a word of farewell, and that apparently triggered Dina’s disquietude; she must have become accustomed to feel thoroughly protected by his stolid presence, and now that feeling was gone. Musa’s replacement, Artem, was his complete opposite – surly and sometimes openly rude. Dina could physically feel waves of dislike, even contempt and hostility emanating from him. She could not know, of course, that Musa’s disappearance was just the first move in the final act of their tragedy, but she sensed – something.

During an interview with D.M., which proved to be their last, Fima asked the major about Stepan having vanished so unexpectedly, but all he got was a vague, bureaucratically worded answer, something about rotation of cadre. Indeed, he could not very well have said that plans for Operation Trust-bis were well advanced, and every detail of it was being worked out with the usual KGB thoroughness. These specific details included Stepan-Musa being sent to a certain school in the woods near Moscow, where he talked, read, listened to, and thought and dreamed in Turkish nearly, and often literally, twenty hours a day. His native tongue was of the Turkic family of languages, and this was a great help in one respect and a big hindrance in another, for there was always the danger of a native word or phrase slipping in instead of the foreign one. Yes, Musa had quite a lot on his plate.  

And anyway Fima had other things to worry about than Musa’s sudden disappearance. Quite soon, just a few days after the move back to their home, he himself was sent on yet another tour of inspection.

After that, Dina’s unease intensified a hundredfold. She had always felt lonely, lost and restless while Fima was away, but this time it was something unbearable. She could not sleep, she could not eat, she could do nothing; as the Russian phrase has it, she could not find a place for herself, and kept moving about restlessly. She would start doing something, then forget what it was she had started, and drop it.

A few days after Fima’s departure something actually happened, something that made her weep and weep, almost hysterically: Cassy disappeared, she could not say when or how. She could have let him out, without noticing what she was doing, and forgotten all about it; or he could have dropped off the balcony: he had nearly done so, once, leaping on the handrail to catch a bird. She just did not know and could only cry, unable to stop.

Then the day came when she was sitting in an auditorium, barely hearing the lecturer, and the door opened, the Dean’s secretary asked the professor’s pardon for interrupting, but Dina Plotkina was urgently needed at the Dean’s office. More dead than alive, Dina rose and walked to the door. She stepped out of the auditorium, saw Givi’s face, dropped to her knees, covered her face with both hands, and a heart-rending, piercing, almost animal wail burst from her lips.

A small crowd collected around them; the secretary, also in tears, and Givi lifted Dina to her feet and half-carried her to the Dean’s office. Givi forced a good measure of brandy between Dina’s lips; then a nurse appeared and gave her an injection. She still could not utter a word; from time to time convulsive sobs shook her whole body, as endless tears kept running down her frozen face. 

They finally took her down to a car, where D.M. and a female operative had been waiting, and drove her home. There she burst out sobbing and wailing again, as every little thing – their armchair, Fima’s overcoat on a peg, literally everything – reminded her of her husband. The lady op, a motherly-looking woman of about forty, apparently with plenty of experience in this line, gave her another injection, a really strong sedative this time, and Dina went out like a light. The two men then left, looking pretty grim and silent; the woman skillfully undressed Dina and put her to bed.

Dina slept through the rest of the day and all night. The female op stayed on in the apartment; she foraged for herself in the kitchen, drinking endless cups of tea; then she made herself as comfortable as she could in the big armchair.

In the morning, the moment Dina opened her eyes, the woman bent over her. Dina mumbled: “Who…”

“Call me Vera Dmitrevna. I am from the office,” said the lady, using the colloquialism kontora for office, the way the KGB was often referred to by those in the know.

She helped Dina with her toilet, then made some broth and fed her a few spoonfuls. She did it all adroitly and, thank God, silently, evidently aware that a stupid or incautious word at a moment like this could trigger another attack of violent grief, or even send the patient round the bend. Dina swallowed the broth with some difficulty, whispered “Thanks,” turned her head to the wall, and slept again. The sedative must have been really strong.

Around noon Givi and D.M. came again. While D.M. talked with Vera in the kitchen, Givi moved a chair to the bed, sat down, and took her hand in his.

“How are you, kid?” he asked.  “Idiotic question, I know. Sorry. We’ve called your mother. She is nursing your sister’s baby, it is sick or something. She’ll come as soon as your sister can get back from work.”

“How…:” She seemed to be able to speak in monosyllables only, but Givi understood her perfectly.

“I don’t know much, Dinny old girl. They just told me – some kind of accident while he was doing something… well, you know, what he goes to do out there. The major knows more, I guess.” 

He jumped up as the major stepped into the room. Dina looked at him, the same question in her eyes.

“The official inquiry has just started, no definite conclusion has been arrived at,” D.M. said, seeking refuge in Bureaucratese. “Unofficially, it was pretty simple: a live wire got loose somehow. High voltage. Then…” D.M. swallowed. “Then he fell. From a considerable height.” Silos are pretty deep, everyone knew that.

“Can I… Shall I see…” asked Dina, lifting her head from the pillow.

“No, I am afraid not. Just a closed coffin it will have to be. Sorry. And it won’t be soon. Maybe a couple of weeks. Because of the inquiry.”

Dina again turned her head toward the wall and closed her eyes. D.M. gave a slight cough and added:

“You will be provided for, of course. A pension due to loss of breadwinner. The Chairman’s orders.”

He really should not have said that, about her future life without Fima. Dina started wailing again, softly at first, then louder and louder, the piteous, inconsolable high-pitched keening of a badly hurt child. Vera hustled the men out of the apartment without ceremony and grabbed her medical kit again.

Out on the landing D.M. swore fluently, expertly, and filthily, expressing a fervent wish to do certain unmentionable things to the various organs of the mothers of his general, his Chairman, and of God Almighty Himself. After all, none of these had to deal with the aftermath of yet another skillfully engineered accident, and D.M. was no insensitive automaton, he had human feelings like anybody else. That was the idea.  

Givi listened respectfully; he would have given vent to much the same feelings, if his rank only permitted it. At heart, though, both knew it was just a spasm which even Comrade Chairman might understand, and which would soon pass. For Operation Trust-bis to forge ahead, any chance of a leak, even the most remote one, had to be eliminated. So this unfortunate step was dictated by pure operational necessity. The only one-hundred percent certain way of preventing a leak was by eliminating the possible source of it – the subject himself. The GRU’s attempt at a snatch job had failed, but who could guarantee that, say, Mossad would not succeed where GRU had fallen through? No one. And, once in the hands of experts, any human being of flesh and bone would talk, no question about that. Yefim Plotkin was certainly not made of iron, and he would without doubt admit under pressure that he had not invented some supergadget that made Soviet missiles a supreme, unbeatable weapon. Indeed, why not admit what was God’s truth? He might not be believed, of course, and fed more and more Sodium penthotal – until the dose turned lethal. He would then be believed, no other way, and what would the upshot be? Curtains for Operation Trust-bis, with all that that would entail.

No. As Comrade Andropov, who had at one time studied German, said: “Sicher ist sicher.” Safe is safe. Hence the high voltage.

Chapter 31. Rituals

The funeral for Yefim Plotkin was held earlier than D.M. had said it would be; it would seem there was not much for the official commission of inquiry to inquire into. Eight days after the accident the coffin was flown in, so the obsequies were held on the ninth day, which happened to be exactly the day, according to Russian beliefs, when the dead man’s soul is supposed to leave the bodily remains. According to age-old custom, on that day guests should be invited, given food and drink, and a chance to remember the dead. Someone obviously had all this in mind as they organized the ceremony. 

Unexpectedly for many, the funeral proved an imposing affair. The Evening Moscow and a few other papers published a vaguely worded, brief obituary, but it was the sort of document where the text was less important than the signatures below, and it was as fine a collection of resounding names as any deceased might desire. An even briefer and less articulate announcement appeared in the English-language Moscow News, signed simply “A group of comrades.” Specualtion was predictably rife as to who those comrades might be. 

The choice of the cemetery was significant, too: Vagankovo, the place where so many prominent figures were buried over a couple of centuries. Everyone was aware that permission to allot a burial place there could only come from a very high authority indeed; from the very top, in fact.

The ceremony was also extremely well attended. There were all those relatives, friends and neighbors of both Fima and Dina. Also, Givi had been busy for a couple of days calling every schoolmate and acquaintance he knew of, and there were plenty of these. Then he called Ilya Nevsky and asked him, very persuasively, to invite everyone he could remember from his and Fima’s student years. Ilya, to give him his due, did his best, and alma mater was well represented. But most of the throng came from Yefim’s “mailbox.” Its whole workforce was given half a day off and bussed to the cemetery. No one among these people could remember anything like that happening before, but a day off is a day off, so why bother one’s head about the vagaries of officialdom. 

In short, if the funeral was not noticed by those who ought to have noticed it, it was not for lack of effort on the part of D.M. and his superiors and underlings. 

Atheism being the prevailing religion at the time, the ceremony was entirely secular, no servants of God around. The coffin was carried, to the strains of Chopin’s Funeral March, on the shoulders of Yefim’s colleagues from the cemetery gates to the grave, followed by a long procession of women in black kerchiefs and bareheaded men. 

At the grave, speeches were made – glib, smooth rants by people accustomed to do this sort of thing, trade-union organizers and such. Under the watchful eye of obvious mourners in plain clothes, their main difficulty seemed to be circling round the deceased’s main achievement, so they dwelt mostly on his modesty and other sterling human qualities. Why a crowd a thousand strong should gather to pay their modest respects to a person known primarily for his modesty was a bit of a puzzle, but that was for those inclined to be puzzled, and there weren’t many of these.

When the moment came for the coffin to be lowered in the grave, the crowd half-expected the tiny young widow, all in black, to throw herself on the casket, but she simply collapsed in a dead faint, was carried to a car, and driven home, her sister and that pillar of strength, Vera Dmitrevna, in attendance.

The official ceremony over, it was the turn of the unofficial, traditional repast after the funeral, the Russian equivalent of a wake. Actually, the repast at a nearby café was for about fifty of Fima’s relatives and closest friends. For the rest, a long trestle table covered with oilcloth was set up in front of the café, with three or four women behind it slicing bread and sausage and pouring out vodka, of which there was plenty; a few crates, in fact.

Here, everybody was invited to remember the newly departed Yefim. The actual Russian word used on this occasion literally does mean to remember, only remembering as such is not the most conspicuous part of the ritual. Drinking vodka is. A man – it was almost exclusively men who drifted, singly and in groups of two or three, toward the trestle table – would be handed a full glass of vodka; he would mutter some ritual phrase – “Let earth be like down to him,” “God rest his soul,” “The Czardom of Heaven be to him,” or, more philosophically, “We’ll all be there” – slowly empty the glass, exhale sharply, sniff at a piece of bread and sausage, and move off, munching.

By contrast, some uncouth gentlemen – mostly obvious foreign correspondents and their Russian imitators – performed a most un-Russian act, sipping their vodka instead of downing it at a draft, and staying by the table longer than custom demanded, as they tried to talk up some of the men. However, they got short shrift from the women behind the table, of whom Dina’s old enemy the ex-wardress was one. The dawdlers were told to move on, to give others a chance to remember God’s slave Yefim. This was a pity, of course, because the correspondents served a most important function, telling the world about this fairly mysterious funeral; but how would those women know that? They did not, and the sharpness of their tongues merely added an authentic touch to the proceedings which, the journalists clearly sensed, had hidden depths.

And that was probably exactly what the organizers of the funeral ceremony intended, God forgive their calculating souls.

PART TWO. ILYA NEVSKY

Chapter 32. An Artistic Pause

With Plotkin out of the way, the officers involved in Operation Trust-bis expected it to proceed post-haste. But they were mistaken. By that time Andropov had spent only thirteen years at his job as KGB chairman, but he could teach men who’d worked nearly all their lives at it quite a few tricks already. Little wonder, if you think about it: working with his dear comrades on the Politburo must have been not unlike operating as a spy in an enemy camp.

One of Andropov’s dictums was, for instance, that in intelligence work, just as in any other, it is important to keep one’s dignity, as he put it; that is to say, avoid fuss, haste, any unseemly gestures. He was even heard quoting that crude saying, It’s a poor whore that fidgets under a client. In espionage, he insisted, artistic pauses were no less useful a device than on the Moscow Art Theater stage. 

This is not to say that all operational activity was suspended during that period. For one thing, Dina Plotkina was sent, in company with that extremely reliable officer Vera Dmitrevna, to a rather special sanatorium in the Crimea; she needed it badly, everyone could see that. It would perhaps be wrong to say that she had completely lost her reason over Fima’s sudden death; but that she remained quite normal would certainly be not quite true, either. 

Not a day passed without her retreating to some corner and sitting there crying her eyes out. Her looks changed, too. You could not perhaps say she had grown old overnight, but no one would ever again call out to her, “Hey you, little girl!” as strangers used to do in the past. Quiet, rest, and medical observation were indicated, and all of this was now provided. Conveniently, this was both humane and operationally necessary: like Fima, she had to be put out of the way; so she was, only in a more merciful manner.

During the same period yet another auxiliary operation had to be carried out in Georgia and Turkey, but this will be reported in its place, quite soon.

The Art Theater pause lasted exactly forty days since Fima’s so-called accident. On the fortieth day something is supposed to happen to the soul of a recently departed person that I, being a confirmed Voltairean, have only a dim notion of. I merely know that on that date (the occasion is often referred to simply as Forty Days) the relatives and close friends of the deceased, and generally anyone who cares to come, gather together again to remember their loved one. On that day of remembrance the post-funeral repast is in fact repeated. This ceremony, obviously based in religion, survived seventy years of the atheist communist regime – primarily, in my opinion, because it usually involves quite a good deal of drinking. The custom was by then shorn of all religious trappings, but it will certainly take more than the pressure of a communist regime to deprive Russians of their right to drink their fill, especially on such sacred occasions as remembrance days.

Either Andropov himself or someone in his close entourage must have realized that the custom might come in quite handy. The next move in the game was for Givi, now given a star part in the operation, to approach Ilya Nevsky; this now happened in a very natural way, without arousing even a hint of suspicion. A couple of days before the occasion Givi started calling Fima’s friends, colleagues, and relatives to remind them of the Forty Days approaching, and to extract from them all a firm promise to attend. 

The list naturally included Ilya, and he promised to come, though it meant canceling some of the tutoring lessons. He even asked if he could contribute to the cost of the meal obligatory on such a day, but Givi declined with thanks; he said there was still plenty left of Fima’s Lenin Prize, enough even to pay for Dina’s rest and treatment. They talked awhile about poor Dinny’s state of health, Givi explaining all about that sanatorium in the Crimea. 

In short, it was a very natural conversation between two friends of a bereaved family. One might say it proved exactly what the doctor prescribed, the doctor in this case being none other than Yuriy Andropov.  

Chapter 33. Forty Days. Contact

On the appointed day a crowd of about thirty or forty gathered at the cemetery by Fima’s grave. In the absence of a religious service the people did not quite know what they were expected to do there apart from laying some flowers on the mound of earth, shedding a tear or two, and talking in subdued voices of the kind of tombstone to be erected there in a year’s time, when the earth had settled. A full glass of vodka covered with a thick slice of brown bread was placed on the mound, and then Givi, who was again the most prominent figure at the gathering, invited everyone to the same café nearby where the funeral repast had been partaken of.

The entire café had been reserved for the occasion, and there was no one there except the mourners seated at a long table, with Givi and the relatives of Dina and Fima at the head of it.  When everyone was settled, Givi stood up and made a speech, which he tried to make as brief as he could but did not quite succeed; the habits of a born tamada proved too strong.

“Dearest friends, we are gathered here to remember my best and truest friend Yefim whom death has taken away from us so mercilessly and so, I might say, unfairly. You know, Fima and me, we were close like this as kids,” he said, raising a hand with index and middle fingers held together. “People usually say like two brothers, but brothers usually fight, and we never did. Right, Nina Davidovna?” Fima’s mother nodded silently. “I only fought when someone taunted Fima. At school they spoke of us as the Two Hooked Noses. We were, I guess.” Givi stroked his own beak. “So you may say that I am a bit prejudiced when I say that Fima Plotkin was absolutely the best human being I have ever known in all my life. The kindest, the truest, the most modest, the most truthful, the most generous person of them all. Not to mention the fact that he had an absolutely, amazingly brilliant mind. If it hadn’t been for his brilliance and generosity, I’d probably never have finished school: for years Fima let me copy off all his homework.” Givi permitted himself a sad smile, reflected in the faces of the gathering. “So I just don’t know what God or Fate or whoever or whatever else is up there, what they mean by inflicting such suffering on us, I really don’t. Just think of the pain in his mother’s heart, hers and his other dear relatives.” Stifled sobbing nearby. “Think of poor little Dinny who is not with us today, we are really afraid for her reason over her loss.” He angrily wiped off a tear that had sprung quite naturally to his eye, and so did quite a few in the gathering. “When someone like Fima leaves us, it simply leaves a big hole in our whole lives, a hole that cannot be filled by anyone or anything else – except our remorse. Yes, remorse. For we keep asking ourselves: Have we always been kind to our loved one? Have we always been attentive to them? Have our thoughts about them been always pure and unselfish? And if we are honest with ourselves, we will say, No, we have not. Which merely adds to all the pain and suffering we go through anyway.” Givi paused here, passing a hand across his forehead, as if to collect his thoughts, while everyone waited in silent attention. “You know, we always say of our dead, Let earth be like down to him. I sometimes think we should all be a bit more like down toward each other while we are alive. If Fima’s untimely death should teach us this lesson, that will be yet another reason to remember him always as the best and purest soul we’ve ever known. So I will say, let earth be like down to you, Fima, and thank you for having lived among us, and taught us this lesson.”

Givi raised his glass of vodka and slowly, ceremoniously drank it to the bottom, leaving just a few drops which he let fall on the floor surreptitiously, as if ashamed to follow such an obviously Pagan custom. Everyone stood up to drink that toast – for it was clearly a toast, not much of a funereal oration – and drank that first glass just like he did. 

After that everyone sat down, and there was a brief silence and rustling and soft clatter of silver as the mourners tucked into the hors d’oeuvres. Gradually a subdued hubbub filled the room. More speeches followed as one dish after another was brought in, noodle soup for some reason being obligatory on these sad occasions. None of the speeches could touch Givi’s for effect; besides, as the bottles were emptied at an increasing rate, very few of those present, mostly women, actually listened to the speakers. At one moment even stifled laughter, quickly and indignantly shushed, came from a corner where some youngsters sat. In short, everything was exactly as at any other gathering of this kind.

After tea and cakes Givi made a short speech of thanks, the gathering arose and began drifting toward the door, some shaking the hands of the relatives grouped there, with a few words of consolation, but most kissing them – and Givi, too. He was ready with a few words of warm thanks for each guest.

“That was a fine speech indeed, Givi,” said Ilya Nevsky when his turn came to shake Givi’s hand.

“I don’t know about fine. It was sincere, that I grant you.” Still holding Ilya’s hand, Givi led him a few steps apart. “Look, Ilya, there’s something I would very much like to discuss with you. I just don’t know anyone else whom I might consult over this. Could you wait awhile? This will soon be over, and we can walk to the Metro together. Thanks, old man.”

Chapter 34. The Hooking of a Dissident

The kissing routine over, Givi saw Fima’s and Dina’s relatives to a couple of taxis, then turned to Ilya.

“Whew, that’s over and done with, thank God. I know it’s custom, tradition, all that, but it does take a lot out of yours truly. Come, let’s walk.”

For a while they walked in silence, until Ilya asked curiously:

“So what was it you wanted to consult me about?”

Givi went on walking in silence for a minute or two, as if hesitating; at length he straightened his shoulders resolutely.

“It’s about some materials Fima left with me, Ilya, and I have to decide what to do with them – now that Fima is dead. Only it’s all way, way above my head and, like I say, I don’t know anyone I might show them to.”  

“What sort of materials?”

Givi shook his head.

“It’s no use asking me, man. There are just a few lines I can understand. Not the foggiest idea about the rest. I will show them to you, of course, but first… You see, I understand enough of it to see that this stuff is pretty important, valuable, and… Well, it may be very, very dangerous for anyone who handles them.”

“Did you say dangerous?”

“Yes, dangerous because absolutely secret. Or so I think. I’ll know for sure when I’ve shown them to you, but it’s only fair to warn you.”

“I see.”

“I’ve asked around, so I know you’re under a cloud, out of a job, wanting to emigrate, and so on…”

“Who told you?”

“Aw Ilya, it’s Moscow, right? One big village. Everybody knows pretty well everything about everybody else. A chap from Fima’s ‘mailbox’ told me. Said you’re quite a celebrity, in a way.”

“Some celebrity.” 

“Anyway, you see why I mention this. I would hate to add to your troubles, that’s all. So the decision is entirely up to you. If you refuse to look at the stuff, I will understand.”

“Of course I would like to see it. Fima worked on the same problem that I have, laser fusion…”

“Ilya, don’t use words like that. I’m in trade, you know. Buying and selling. Words like that scare me. And I want to scare you. Scare you enough for you to understand how dangerous all this can be.”

“With my record, you should know I don’t scare easy.”

“Well, that’s great, but I’d like you to know exactly what you’re getting into. Like, I strongly suspect the hunt is already on for those materials of Fima’s.”

“How d’you know?”

“Nina Davidovna told me. She says they have had some visitors there at Fima’s apartment, and they cleaned up every little scrap of paper there was in the place. Obviously looking for something.”

“They would, in any case. Fima worked at a ‘mailbox,’ after all.”

“Perhaps. But it does make you think, doesn’t it.”

“It sure does.”

“So if we go into this, we must take every conceivable precaution, don’t you agree?”

“Yes, of course, but will we be good at it? If what you say is true, we’re up against pros. Very powerful ones, too.”

“You know the answer to that. We can but try and see what comes of it. I could of course bury the stuff at my parents’ dacha and forget about it. At least until this Soviet socialist shithouse collapses. That’s one way out, but it does not appeal to me. You see, if it’s all so important and top secret and valuable as I suspect, then I might think of a jolly good use for it…”

“Like what?”

“Let it be my secret for the present. But believe you me, it may turn out to be the greatest landmark in my life. Come to think of it, yours, too.”

“Now you are scaring me.”

“So let’s stay scared and take every precaution we can think of. Have you been on a river tram excursion on the Moskva?”

“A dozen times. Girls love those outings on river trams. Find it ever so exciting. Romantic.”

“They sure do. No girls this time, though. Let’s meet on the pier near Crimean Bridge tomorrow, earli-ish. Say nine o’clock. Very few people take joyrides that early. We’ll have the tram to ourselves. If we see anyone suspicious, we can abandon the rendezvous, shift it to some other date. Okay?”

“Looks foolproof to me.”

“I’ll bring some wine, other stuff. We can always make like we are taking a cure for our heads after an all-night session. People do, you know.”

“Man, don’t i I know that scene. I’ll be there. And you’ll bring those materials, right?”

“Right. If we’re attacked, we can always throw the stuff overboard.”

“Don’t joke like that, Givi. If it is what I think it is, this thing might change the course of history. Seriously.”

“Okay, I won’t. See you tomorrow.”

“See you.”

They shook hands and parted by the Metro entrance. Ilya went home to his pupils, while Givi traipsed to a safe apartment, to divest himself of his miniature tape recorder, listen to the tape, and receive D.M.’s well-earned congratulations on his masterly performance. Givi, feeling quite exhausted, was nevertheless simply ecstatic. 

It was the day on which his career really kicked off at last; he was dead sure of that, and was looking forward to a spectacular rise in the service. So much so that one might feel sorry for him, or for his father. His dad should have told him that anyone involved in an operation that big should expect to be mopped up as a matter of course at the end of it – just because someone decided they knew too much. If not that, then something else might happen. Happy endings were few and far between in this business.

But we should not run ahead of the story. All in good time.  

Chapter 35. Up the Moskva River

Next morning, Ilya did his best to spot a possible tail as he headed for the rendezvous. His precautions were of the sort he had read about in detective novels. Like, on the Metro he waited until the last moment before the open door of a car, stepping in just in the nick of time while trying to see if anyone else did the same. Someone did, only he got off after a couple of stops, which made Ilya feel foolish. What the hell, he decided. If someone wanted to tail him, let them. He and Givi would simply cancel the meeting, arrange to meet some other day, and try some other place and method.

Nothing of the sort happened, though. They were admitted onboard the riverboat by a morose individual breathing very stale vodka fumes, and the vessel cast off almost at once. Just like Givi had said, they had the open-air stern section all to themselves. 

There were rows of benches there, and at the very back, a table where Givi immediately spread a newspaper on which he unloaded a bottle of wine, some sandwiches, and a couple of glasses. These he filled at once with an unsteady hand just as if he had really spent a not too healthy night and was eager to quench early morning thirst. The two men gulped down the wine, and Givi repeated the operation without a pause. They  drank that second glass rather more slowly, as if waking up to the beauty of the morning and their aquatic surroundings – the brilliant sun, its reflections on the fairly dirty water, the seagulls, the flock of wild duck noisily taking off, the picturesque embankment they were sailing past.

Givi had made Ilya take a seat with his back to the deckhouse, himself facing it and the aisle between the rows of empty benches. They sat there awhile, exchanging a few words, seemingly totally relaxed and at peace with the world. No one appeared to be interested in them in the slightest degree. The few other occupants of the pleasure boat were all on the enclosed lower deck. All was peace and quiet and sunshine.

At last Givi pulled something from under his clothes and slid it across the table.               

“Here it is, Ilya. If I see someone coming, I’ll kick you under the table, and you will please shove it back to me. That way I’ll be the only one to get caught. I hope so, at least.”

“Okay, if you say so.”

After that, Ilya became totally engrossed in the study of what lay before him. It was an ordinary thick notebook, standard size – 240 pages, nearly two-thirds full, the pages covered in Fima’s small but highly legible hand that Ilya instantly recognized. There were dates (not in their consecutive order, Ilya observed), figures, drawings, a few lines of text to each entry – mostly as a prop to memory, not a rounded-off exposition. It was obviously a draft of some document, a report or better say an appeal or complaint, as proved by the rough notes for a cover letter, unfinished, at the end. That one ran as follows:

“From: Senior Research Fellow Ye.L. Plotkin, mailbox xxxxxxx

To: Yu.V.Andropov, Chairman of the Committee for State Security

Deeply respected Yuriy Vladimirovich!

As you may be aware, I am the inventor of apparatus that enables Soviet missiles to fly at superlow altitudes, which makes it impossible for enemy radar to detect and track them.

The apparatus has been produced in sufficient quantity and installed on all suitable strategic missiles. Of this you must also be aware as, so far as I know, you have actively promoted and supervised the process, for which I am deeply grateful. 

In the last year and a half, I have been traveling extensively to see that the apparatus is properly installed and that the operators are properly trained in handling it.

During these tours of inspection I have repeatedly come to the conclusion that the situation on the ground is nothing short of deplorable or even catastrophic. I have come across numerous cases of negligence and poor training on the part of the personnel involved, which may have a detrimental effect on the actual performance of the apparatus at zero hour. 

I have appealed to both my own superiors at mailbox xxxxxxx and commanders in the field, but my appeals fall on deaf ears, and my reports end up smothered in red tape.

All this is forcing me to appeal to you as the highest arbiter and someone who has shown such a decisive interest in promoting my invention.

Attached is a complete report on the specific cases in which negligence and mismanagement that I have observed may prove disastrous in the event of actual launching, even to the point of the missiles veering off course. It is easy to see that this may have absolutely disastrous, I would say fatal consequences, including nuclear warheads hitting Soviet territory or that of third countries.

I sincerely hope that you will issue orders to take measures to

Very respectfully yours”

It was enough for Ilya to read just this cover letter to see that the material had nothing to do with Fima’s work on laser fusion. It was all about the installation of some high-tech gadget on missiles, description of failures, errors made during tests, all that sort of thing. Of no interest to Ilya at all. Still, he read carefully through most, if not all the disjoint notes before pushing the notebook back to Givi.

“Well?” prodded Givi.

“Yes, that’s Fima for you. A perfectionist to the tips of his fingernails. Everything should be just so.”

“But what is it about? What do we do with it?”

“All I can say it’s not in my line. More in yours, I’d say.”

“How d’you mean?”

“Well, you said you’re in trade. Buying and selling. You could sell this pretty notebook for a million, or two, or three. Dollars, I mean.”

“You must be crazy,” Givi said, staring at Ilya, his eyes popping.

“No I’m not. Dead serious. You could actually name your own figure, and any foreign intelligence service would pay you. And think it cheap at the price. In all, it describes pretty thoroughly the state of the Soviet nuclear deterrent. The most vital element in it, actually.  Nothing more nor less.”

“I’ll be damned.”

Givi stared at the notebook, looking dazed, then carefully tucked it under his shirt. Poured a full glass of wine, downed it, and repeated, slowly:

“I’ll be damned. You aren’t pulling my leg, by any chance? Playing me?”

“You can always ask for a second opinion. No, Givi, it’s straight, what I’m telling you. You asked me if it was valuable, and I’ve given you a rough estimate. It’s in the millions bracket.”

Givi grabbed the bottle again, saw it was empty, pulled out another from his bag, opened it. Then pushed it aside. Wine was obviously no help, so he just sat there swearing under his breath. Ilya continued:

“There is, of course, the question of ethics. Would Fima want you to do something like that?”

“It wasn’t Fima who gave it to me,” said Givi in a dull tone of voice. “It was Dinny. Someone kept snooping around their apartment, so she handed it over to me for safe keeping, until Fima’s return. Well, he did return. In a zinc coffin.”

“Still, that notebook was Fima’s property, now it’s Dina’s.”

“I can’t ask Fima, I can’t ask Dinny. So it’s my ethics that’s on the line. And let me tell you, old man, it’s different from theirs. Or yours.”

“How’s that?”

“I may be a Muscovite Georgian, but my blood is Georgian Georgian. And it cries out for vengeance.”

“What does revenge have to do with any of this?” 

Givi stared.

“Ilya, you really are a highbrow, an intellectual. In my experience, highbrows can be unbelievably stupid sometimes. Childishly stupid. You seem to be living proof.”

“Could you explain that? Before I break this bottle on your skull?” said Ilya, only half in jest.

“Look, I’ve known Fima all my life, right from the kindergarten. He wasn’t a very practical man in everyday life, I grant you that. But! In the lab, around any technology, he was the most practical, knowledgeable, and cautious guy I’ve ever known. Put himself close to a high-voltage live wire?! Not on your life. Not in a million years. He’d never do something idiotic like that.”

“Do you mean…?”

“Yes, I do fucking well mean. I’ve talked to some of the guys from his lab. No one believes in the accident, not one of them. They can’t say so outright, except one or two who were more pissed than others. But you could tell. Slippery. Worse than eels, all of them.”

“But… But why would they want to kill Fima? And who these ‘they’ might be? After all, he did a great service to the government, and was likely to do more.”

Givi just stared at him, a long piercing stare. Then he sighed.

“It’s a mystery to me how you intellectual types ever manage to cross a busy street. Who would want to kill Fima, and why, he asks. A million reasons why. The KGB might have killed him simply because he knew too much, and talked about it. He talked to me, you know, and I wonder who else. The GRU could have killed him because they hate the KGB, and can afford to kill anyone they don’t like. The Army could have killed him simply because he was a nuisance, or because he peached on them to the KGB. He did, you’ve seen that. I could go on, but what’s the use...”   

“I see…”

“I hope to God you do. That’s why my blood boils. That’s why I would not think twice about avenging Fima’s death. Hurting the fucking murderers. The System. Not to mention that little matter of a million or two. A nice byproduct. The question is, would you help me? I just don’t think I can pull it off on my own.”

“I’d like to think about all this. Like that dame said, This is so sudden, sir.  There are all sorts of angles.”

“Sure, sure. I’ll think some more on it, too. Sleep on it. Only don’t take too damn long. This thing,” he touched his breast, “it is burning holes in my shirt. Will a week do?”

“I guess so.”

“Let’s arrange the meeting now, then. What do you suggest?”

“Well, me and my girl, we’re fond of taking a stroll in the Botanical Gardens. There’s a fenced off area there they call Forbidden Square Mile.  A bit of pristine woods, sort of.”

“I know. Pristine my ass. A favorite place with down-and-outs and Gypsies.”

“Right, but mostly there’s not a soul in the whole square mile, not in the morning. I know of a hole in the fence we could use. We’ll both enter by the north gate, closest to the Metro. Let’s say at about nine, like today. You’ll then follow me at a distance, and I’ll lead you to that hole in the fence.”

“Beautiful. We’ll both make fine spies, if we don’t take care.”

“Hardly. Frankly, I don’t enjoy any of this clandestine stuff.”

“My heart bleeds for you. But it bleeds more for Fima. Dina, too. Did you know the two met through me? It was love at first sight, for both. A classic. Fantastic to watch. So touching – and comical, too.”

They talked some more about love at first sight, a subject on which Ilya, too, was something of an authority. When they finished the second bottle and the sandwiches, they parted, taking care to alight at different stops. Learning the tricks of the spy trade as they went along, Ilya mused.

Chapter 36. Breakfast In the Pristine Woods 

Exactly a week later they were sitting on a fallen tree somewhere in the middle of the Forbidden Square Mile, a newspaper spread on the ground between them, with the customary bottle of Cabernet, glasses, and smoked salmon sandwiches all laid out. Starting a day in this manner was something new to Ilya, but – What the hell, he thought; when with Georgians, do as Georgians do.  

They clinked glasses, drank, munched on sandwiches awhile, then Givi turned toward Ilya and looked questioningly: “Well?”

“On the whole, I think I should help you. I must. For Fima’s sake. And to spite the bastards who killed him and are hounding me.”

“That’s the spirit.”

“Main question is, what the procedure is going to be. I suppose it’ll be risky, but we ought to minimize the risk, don’t you think?”

“You forgot to ask what’s in it for you.”

“There’s no question of a quid pro quo. I don’t expect anything,” said Ilya stiffly.

“Yes there is. Is it straight, that you want to emigrate?”

“Sure I do. There’s absolutely no future for me here. Not in theoretical physics, anyway. And it’s my whole world, you know. Physics. I know I am good at it. As good as Fima. Not worse, anyway.”

“And now they’ve thrown you out.”

“And now they’ve thrown me out. What am I to do? Tutor idiots the rest of my life? Sure I want to emigrate.”

“And there’s no way you can do that in the ordinary way? On the Jewish emigration quota, or something?”

“Of course not. At Kurchatov, I had access to highly classified material. I wasn’t eligible even for the briefest trip out of the country. Besides, there’s Nonna.”

“What about her?”

“We’re married, you know. Her father is high up in the Party hierarchy. If she emigrates, he might as well put a bullet through his brain. His Party chums will never forgive him such betrayal.”

“I see.” Givi was silent a minute or so, munching, then said: “But if you do get out of the country, you can go on doing physics – and fight to be reunited with your wife, right?”

“Right. There’ve been precedents. Only all this is… academic. Theoretical. How can I get out? No way. Hopeless.”

Givi poured out some more wine but did not drink it, just sat there, twirling his glass. Then he asked, musingly:

“Do you know that one about a Georgian and a Russian meeting somewhere? They drink a bit, talk awhile, then the Georgian asks, ‘Look, you had this ruckus in St. Petersburg back in 1917. What did it end in? I never got to know.’ He meant the Great October Socialist Revolution, of course.”

“Yes, I heard that one. Good joke.”

“That’s what you think, what everyone in Central Russia thinks. Well, let me tell you – it’s not a joke at all. It’s bare fact. Georgia was always in a special position, you know. Stalin’s birthplace, after all. After Stalin’s death it reverted right back to pre-Soviet times. It’s the underground millionaires who rule the roost there, and they aren’t all that underground either.”

“I thought Shevardnadze put a stop to all that, in ’74. Kicked out that bunch of thieves, along with whatsisname, the First Party Secretary before him.”

“There you go again. Remember what I said the other day? About highbrows’ stupidity? No offense meant, man. Call it innocence, if you like.”

“You mean, the assets simply changed hands?”

“You aren’t hopeless after all. That’s precisely what I mean.”

“This is all very interesting and enlightening. I just don’t see what it has to do with me. With my hopes of emigration. Or with Fima’s report.” 

“You will. Just let me come to it in my own sweet time, okay? Question: do you know that half Turkish homes have Soviet-made TV sets?”

“Why not? The governments sign a trade agreement, they trade. Our TV sets are not top class, but they must be dirt cheap.”

“Uh-huh. That’s what my boss, the Trade Minister, thought. It turns out there was no trade agreement, none at all, and still half Turkey watches TV on idiot boxes stamped Made in USSR.”

“Quite a mystery.”

“Mystery my fanny. Smuggling on a giant scale. A factory somewhere, say, in the Baltics, makes thousands of TV sets over and above planned targets. Does my precious Trade Ministry get them? No, that would be silly, say certain clever gentlemen; Soviet citizens should be satisfied with what was produced according to plan. Ours is a planned economy, isn’t it, they say. So truckloads of those extra sets, with false papers, travel all the way to a Georgian sea port, then on to Turkey. Bypass border guards, customs, every kind of control. At both ends. From a Turkish sea port, the stuff goes straight to retailers. The outlay is a few thousand worthless rubles, to grease some itchy palms; profit, millions. In hard currency, at that. Beautiful.”

“I see... Fantastic, just fantastic. How d’you know all this? You are not involved in this? Or shouldn’t I ask? A most improper question, I guess.”

“Ilya, we are way past this proper, improper shit. Sure I’m involved. So much so that I can ask certain people, and they’ll get you out of the country. If we handle this right. See?”

“Yes, I do see that. But I’ll have to do something in return, right?”

“Right.”

“Like helping you sell Fima’s draft report, right?”

“You definitely show promise. Quite smart, for an intellectual.”

“But… Why don’t you get out of the country yourself, if it’s that easy? And sell it all by yourself? You don’t need me for that.”

“I most certainly do. Who am I, what am I? Officially, just the lowest kind of a clerk at the Trade Ministry. No access to any state secrets. I don’t speak any foreign languagge, just Russian and Georgian. What use am I to U.S. intelligence? They’ll simply take away the report and kick me out into Istanbul streets. Or lock me up in a Turkish jail. Curtains for Givi. I’ve heard things about Turkish jails. Curtains for me.”

“Well, they can do the same to me.”

“Oh no, man, no. You’re a Soviet dissident. A celebrity. Foreign journalists in Moscow know you, they’ve talked to you, they must have written about you. You’ll make a splash. You’ll be news. World news.”

“There’s something in that, I guess. Yes, you’re right… perhaps.”

“No perhaps about it. If we work as a team, if we organize this properly, we can pull it off. I do have this smuggling operation behind me, my own uncle is a big wheel in it. I can get us both to, say, Istanbul. From then on, it’ll be your turn. I will rely on you, absolutely. Will you do it?” 

“It’s a big leap into the future, Givi. I must think.”

“You are a cautious bastard, Ilya dear. D’you think you’ll have other chances like this? It’s the one and only chance you’ll ever get; I thought you’d jump at it. Yet you sit there hesitating. You must think, you say. It’s crazy.”

“Yes, I must. It’s too serious. And it’s not just my fate that’s on the line.”

“Bullshit. Warm, liquid bullshit, this about your fate. You talk of tutoring idiots the rest of your life. How about spending the rest of your life in a psychiatric ward? A certified psycho, that’s what a dissident like you may end up as. It’s a wonder you haven’t landed there yet. You know what use Comrade Andropov makes of Soviet psychiatry.”

“Everyone does.”

 “Well, doesn’t that scare you? A classmate of ours, Yurka Nelepin, as normal a guy as you or me, is behind bars now. Has been for years. Fima and me, we tried to see him. What we saw instead was the inside of a police cell, for a day and a night. Got off with a severe reprimand and caution. We don’t even know what Yura said or did, to be locked up. And he’ll stay there, getting good old insulin treatment till he really goes nuts. You say you must think. Well, think about this.”

“This, too. But I do have to weigh things. It’s too big a leap, like I said. Can’t decide on the spur of the moment,” Ilya replied stubbornly.

Givi swore explosively, in Georgian, jumped up from the log and took a couple of turns, casting fierce glances at Ilya. After a while he mastered his southern temperament, and the argument resumed.

An hour later they were still at it, though Ilya’s resistance was visibly weakening. At one time the exchange became quite heated. Givi inquired, extra politely, whether Ilya wasn’t showing a streak of yellow a mile wide, and Ilya called him a pig-headed Georgian ass with a prima donna temperament. Neither took offence, the matter in hand was too serious for that. At last Ilya surrendered.

“All right. I’ll do it. You take command. I just don’t know how I’ll explain this to Nonna…”

“I knew there was a babe at the bottom of it. Well, if she is smart, and if it’s real love, she’ll know it’s the only way. If not, she’s not the girl for you, that’s all. There’ll be others.”

By that time Ilya was too tired to argue even, so he didn’t. Givi wrote something on a slip of paper, handed it to Ilya.

“Memorize this phone number, then tear up the paper. Call the number from a public booth in a couple of days, between eight and midnight. A girlie voice will answer. Ask for Arthur. That’ll be me. I’ll tell you the date on which we leave.”

“Do I have to pack much?”

“Just a bag, not too big. A shirt or so. Your papers, of course. Passport, diplomas, that sort of thing. Wear your oldest suit, preferably dark. Boots, not shoes. Oh yes, a camera, too. Do you have one?”

“Yes, a lousy one. What’s a camera for?”

“To wear round you neck, like a tourist.”

“May I ask where we’ll be going?”

“First stop, Tbilisi. From there, things will be out of my hands. We’ll know when we get there.”

“I see.”

“One other detail, an important one. Do you know any telephone numbers of foreign journalists here in Moscow?”

“Plenty. I called some, when I tried to organize protests. And I met several of them. Why?”

“You’ll see. All in good time. Bring that little notebook with you. And don’t be so downhearted, Ilya. Like you said, it’s a big leap into the future. I’m sure it’ll be big and bright, that future. For both of us. Let’s drink to that.”

They drank to that.

Chapter 37. Givi’s Dreams and Soviet Realities

So it came about that three days later the two escapees from the Soviet paradise were traveling south by train. Somewhat to Ilya’s surprise they had a whole compartment to themselves, in an SV car, the utmost in Soviet railroad luxury. Even more surprisingly, they did not have any tickets, and no one asked them tiresome questions on that score. He asked Givi about it, and the other just laughed.

“You’re already on Georgian soil here, old man. On paper, this train is half or even three quarters empty. In fact, every car is crammed to the roof. The way folks reason, Why make the Transport Ministry richer than it already is? Everybody here pays the guards, the guards share with whoever must be shared with, everyone is happy. Especially those who make millions out of the scam.”

“I see. It’s the TV set story all over again.”

“That’s right. Like I said, you do show definite promise.”

Actually, Ilya wasn’t much interested in the finer points of Soviet planned economy and its opportunities for the more enterprising element. The parting from Nonna had proved harder than he’d imagined. At one time he’d been ready to throw in the towel, give up the idea of escape, just to stop his nineteen-year-old wife weeping piteously, as if her heart might break any minute now. In the end, though, it had been she who said Ilya must go. The specter of the lunatic asylum had proved too scary. Like being buried alive.

The reason for Ilya’s gloominess was no secret to Givi. But he had taken certain precautions: something clinked mightily in a plastic bag he brought with him. The moment the train pulled out of the station, he put on the table the first bottle of his favorite Gremi cognac, and treated Ilya to the first of the countless toasts that were drunk that day.

It wasn’t all toasts and off-color jokes, though. When they came back from the restaurant car – another bottle of Gremi gone – and were lying down for a night’s rest, Givi became quite wistful, talking of his dreams and plans.

“Ah Ilya, if only I could lay my hands on a million or so, what wouldn’t I do. No limit to what I might achieve.”

“Like what?” inquired Ilya listlessly.

“You wouldn’t guess in a hundred years, you haven’t got that kind of brain.”

“Of course not. I’m just interested,” said Ilya with no discernible interest. He was feeling drowsy, after a heavy meal and all that Gremi.

“Well, you take this TV set business. The way I see it, it’s peanuts.”

“Really? What isn’t peanuts, then?”

“Tanks, to take just one example.”

“What?!” Ilya thought he had misheard the word; the wheels were rattling quite loudly.

“You heard me. Tanks. Do you know that in Nizhniy Tagil tanks roll out of the gates of the plant and head straight for the scrap heap?”

“Why? How?”

“The Soviet Army has all the tanks it needs, tens of thousands of them. It can’t absorb any more. But the conveyor belt must not stop. If it does, what will the plant workers do? What will all the metallurgical works do? What will the mining industry do? Millions of people are involved. No. The show must go on. Gosplan
 says so. It’s straight for the scrap heap for the brand new tanks. It’s so senseless it makes me want to scream, or gnash my teeth, or something.”

“So you’d sell them to some foreign country, just like your uncle sells TV sets.”

“Sure I would. By the trainload. On paper, they’d be scrap metal. Or I’d think of something else. If only I had my million.”

“Why do you keep saying ‘If only’? Granted, I have no head for business, but a child can see that Fima’s draft is worth more than one million. To quite a few interested parties.”

“My dear fellow, I keep saying you show promise, but it’s no more than promise yet, that’s for sure. Do you think I’d be able to swing this operation, your escape, on my own? Never! This jaunt of ours costs, and it costs plenty. It’s in several stages, and palms have to be greased at every stage.”

“I see…”

“And that’s mere trifles. You take my Uncle Shota, the guy behind all this. Do you think he’ll let me have a million out of the goodness of his heart?”

“He won’t?”

“Damn right he won’t! He’ll tell me, ‘Givi, chemo shvilo
, you want a million, why don’t you carry it off all by yourself? I will sit in the front row, and I’ll applaud you.’ He likes his little joke, Uncle Shota does.”

“I thought blood was thicker than water with you Georgians.”

“It is, but there are limits. Business is business. He does not operate alone, you know. He has to consider his companions’ feelings. Some of them might say he’s using their jointly owned network for a private purpose. Putting it at risk. They may resent that. This may start a war, for all I know. The people involved, they are apt to play very rough. Their musclemen are real savages. Enjoy killing.”

“My God. And you said it was all ever so easy.”

“It is easy, if you don’t step out of line. If you do exactly as you’re told.”

“Well, isn’t that funny. Simply hysterical. Even the underworld in this country is organized and disciplined. Just like planned economy.” 

“I can tell you the difference, man. It is better organized, better disciplined, and the penalty for disobeying commands and breaking rules is, shall we say, more permanent. You leave the stage feet first.”

“I wish you hadn’t told me any of this. I’ll be afraid to break some rule unwittingly.”

“You won’t, as long as you do as I tell you. And I’ll be at your side at all times.”

“Like a puppeteer.”

“Don’t be silly. Like a good friend and companion in a joint enterprise. Remember I’m up to my ears in this, too. This bit about feet first, I have to bear it in mind, too. More than you do. Simply because I know more.”

“Anything else I must know?”

“Yes, the most important point. You won’t be asking for a million or two million when you get to the really important people from U.S. intelligence. You will ask them to release a certain guy, name of Vazha Abramishvili. Please remember that name. Vazha Abramishvili.” 

“I’ll remember. Who is he?”

“One of Uncle’s companions I mentioned. He’s in a Turkish jail.”

“But why ask Americans?” 

“If it were just the Turks, we could have bought him out. But he happens to be an ex-colonel in the KGB, the CIA knows that, and they’re keeping him. Milking him. God knows what they’re using him for; he can’t know much – he was kicked out of the service quite some time ago.”

“For links with your Uncle and his companions, if I may be permitted a guess. Right?”

“Right. He is a relative of Uncle Shota’s wife, my Aunt Keto. He was a great help to my uncle, with his KGB connections. And now he’s in a Turkish jail, the damned old fool. Went out to inspect some links in the chain and got caught. Or was sold to the Turks by some bastards who don’t like Uncle Shota. Who can tell? No one. No one alive, that is. Like Uncle says, dead dogs don’t bark, let alone bite.”

“So the KGB has its finger in the smuggling pie, too?”

“Look, Ilya, I’ve told you much more than I should have. You seem such a nice, innocent guy, and Fima’s friend, too. But you know the proverb, The less you know, the more soundly you sleep. Let’s stick to this rule, okay?”

“Okay. But thanks for telling me things. I feel less of a blind kitten now.”

“That’s good. Knowledge is power, but forgetting is bliss. Another of my Uncle’s little sayings. Only he himself never forgets a thing. Unless it suits him, the wily old bastard.”

“He sounds quite a character. A bit like someone out of a gangster film. Like a Godfather. Don Corleone or something.”

“Well, let me tell you, your don would not be fit to shine my uncle’s boots. That pompous old ass did not run half a country, like my uncle does.”

“Does Comrade Andropov know any of this?”

“He knows what he is told.”

“Meaning he doesn’t know what he isn’t told, right?”

“Meaning just that. Now shut up.”

“You know, I’m glad I’m leaving all this behind.”  

“Don’t say ‘Hup!’ before you jump. It’s a bad omen. Another of Uncle’s sayings. All right, let’s cut this out. Sleep. Hard day tomorrow.”

Chapter 38. The Big Leap

The next day proved hard indeed, but those that followed turned out to be harder still. At first Ilya had attacks of real, heart-numbing fear, but the situations he was put through and the things he had to do were so unusual that at times he began to lose all sense of self-identity, and that was a relief. Ilya Nevsky, the guy he’d known for thirty years, had never been, nor had he ever expected to be, in circumstances so bizarre, so much more suitable to some hero on the wide screen, as to make him wonder if this guy now doing all these strange things was really me. Or should he say him? Grammar got quite confused at this point. 

The doubt persisted, and his subconscious must have decided – if this is not really me/him, then there’s no need to worry about anything. Nothing to do with me. Hence this sense of relief, and the ability to do almost calmly all that he was told to do, however crazy it might seem to his normal self. 

These bizarre proceedings started the moment they stepped onto the platform at Tbilisi station. A young man in well-worn, nondescript clothes stepped out of the crowd and headed straight for them. He shook hands with Givi, then with Ilya, said something to Givi in guttural Georgian, and they followed him at a good pace, not to the station building but away from it. 

They jumped off the platform, and for the next twenty minutes or so kept crawling under freight cars, crossing tracks, or just walking along them at the same fast clip. It was getting dark, Ilya kept stumbling and had trouble keeping up with the others, even though his stride was much longer.

At last they stopped by a freight car that was being unloaded by a bunch of men, about half a dozen, in the same kind of dark, shabby clothes as their guide’s. They made a chain and were passing along it boxes from the car onto a huge truck covered with tarpaulin, the kind of truck Ilya had seen troops being transported in. The boxes seemed quite heavy; large TV sets, Ilya guessed. One of the bunch, a big, heavily built guy, shook hands with Givi, nodded to Ilya, and told Givi something that sounded urgent. Givi said: “Let’s climb in.”

They climbed in, crawled forward, and sat down on a couple of those boxes. In about twenty minutes the truck was loaded full, and they were completely walled in. Judging by the voices, the bunch of men who had done the loading climbed in the back of the truck, too, and it started forthwith.

“Where are we headed?” asked Ilya in a whisper.

“Batumi port,” replied Givi in his normal voice. “You needn’t whisper, but better not talk at all.”

So they kept silent all of those several hours it took them to reach Batumi. They stopped, or were stopped, several times; there would come the sound of loud voices talking animatedly, and after a minute or so they would move on. One of the stops was longer than the others; Ilya could hear laughter and what seemed to him like the clinking of glasses. “Some relatives of our guys,” Givi explained, in a whisper this time. Ilya noticed that the truck driver had climbed out of the cab, too, and apparently joined in the jolly reunion. 

For our two heroes the journey was anything but jolly. They were soon feeling unbearably cramped in that confined space, and Ilya felt a mild attack of claustrophobia. Then rain began to pelt down on the tarpaulin roof; it apparently found a hole in the tarp, and small but extremely unpleasant drops started dripping on Ilya’s back. Givi swore; he was clearly feeling not too chirpy, either. 

“Batumi means wet place. It sure is, damn it to hell.” 

Wet place was not what French seamen thought of Batumi, Ilya remembered. He had read somewhere they called it le pissoir de la Mer Noire.  Much more suitable, he decided.

At length the truck slowed down, made a turn, then another, and another. Judging by the muted sounds, they were driving through town streets. Then the truck stopped; voices came; no laughter this time, just soft voices. A couple more stops, with the truck moving ever slower. Then they felt it back and come to a final stop.

The tailgate was lowered with a soft clank, and the same bunch of six men started unloading the cargo. When a passage was cleared to the spot where the two hideaways sat, the big Georgian gave Givi another guttural command, and they joined in the work – carrying those boxes from the truck up a rickety, slippery gangway onboard a fairly large ship, into the belly of a huge container. 

Ilya could not say why he felt there was more tension and sense of danger than before, but he felt it distinctly. Maybe the men moved faster and quite silently. Could be. The downpour continued relentlessly, Ilya’s clothes were wet through and through, yet for some reason he found it comforting. It seemed hard to believe that anyone might venture in this weather and in the dark to come looking around and catch them doing something obviously illegal. He wondered fleetingly about what would happen if someone – frontier guards most likely – did come. Would there be shooting? Frontier guards could be Russian, not so easily bribed. At this moment, though, he slipped and stumbled, nearly dropping his load, and a dark figure hissed at him in a fierce, incomprehensible whisper.

It took them nearly an hour to shift the cargo onboard. The container was all but full, only a small niche was left at the front, just enough space for two men to squeeze in and sit crouched, face to face. So they climbed in and sat down there, much like they had in the truck. The boss of the gang of workers said something to Givi, and Givi giggled nervously; then the man moved the side of the container into position with another muted clang, and they were left in complete darkness.

“What did he say?” whispered Ilya.

“He asked if we had enough plastic bags.”

“What for?”

“You’ll soon see,” Givi whispered back grimiy. “Have you got any?”

“There must be some in my bag.”

“Well, prepare a big one. Me, I’m a poor sailor. You?”

“Me too.”

“Shit. It’ll be one jolly, entertaining sea voyage. Now let’s shut up. Nothing to do but grin and bear it.”

“Easier said…”

“Shut up, I said.”

So Ilya shut up, and they spent several hours – which seemed like an eternity – in total silence and even more total darkness. After that interminable wait they at last heard voices, in Russian and Georgian, and the tramping of heavy boots as men scurried on deck. Then came the sound of the ship’s engine starting. Their feet felt the vibration, and the vessel began rocking almost imperceptibly. There were more shouts in choice Maritime Russian, more rocking and a bit of rolling, and then a hoarse voice told through a megaphone some fucking numskull on a fucking tugboat to “give my fucking bows a push, you motherfucking son of a jackal bitch.” After suitable comments on the previous speaker’s ancestry the aforesaid son of the abovementioned bitch apparently did give the required push, the engine went into higher gear, and the whole ship and its neighborhood seemed to vibrate as the ship’s hooter gave a long, low, rumbling bellow.

Chapter 39. A Jolly Sea Voyage

That was when the real nightmare began. As the ship reached the open sea, it started rocking and rolling on a swell that grew and grew, and it was a wonder no one heard the retching sounds coming from one of the containers. Maybe they did, but it was probably something the crew was accustomed to hearing, who knows. Inside the container, Givi was the first to break the pledge of silence. He insisted, among other things, that he had never asked to be born, and demanded to be born back. He cursed, in hoarse whisper, in two languages and in extensive detail, the day and the hour when he met Ilya or Fima or laid his eyes on his own Uncle Shota, damn his fat eyes. The Iron Curtain, which had to be penetrated at the cost of such inhuman torment, came under particularly scathing criticism.

Ilya guessed that these whispered imprecations helped Givi live through the ordeal. He himself preferred to suffer in silence; another reason might be that he had less stamina, less strength to waste in futile anger. When he could think at all, he consoled himself with King Solomon’s maxim that everything passes, which meant that this torture would pass, too. Frankly, though, he found it hard to believe. It looked to him as if he would go on counting the circles of this particular stinking Hell ad infinitum.

Well, King Solomon was right, after all. After endless hours of painful spasms interspaced with minutes of agonizing faintness, there came the sounds of another port, distant at first, then closer and closer. The vessel slowed down, maneuvered some, and came to a dead stop. Ilya hoped fervently that meant the end of their confinement in what seemed very much like the inside of a coffin, with the added refinement of the stench of vomit. But he hoped in vain.

If a side of their container were made of glass instead of metal, they could have observed that their vessel had berthed at the dockside of another port, this time a Turkish one, name of Trabzon. There was plenty of hustle and bustle, officials coming and going, containers lifted and swung ashore, and this went on for quite a long time. Darkness fell, and when it was complete, there was more activity, this time fast and surreptitious. Their container was lifted by a crane and swung aboard a Turkish vessel berthed broadside to broadside with theirs. Goodbye, Motherland. They were on Turkish soil now, only they did not know it. Though it was quite easy to guess, especially for Givi, who knew something about the way his Uncle’s network operated.

Another wait, a shorter one, perhaps an hour or so, and their agony resumed. This other ship was smaller than their previous one, the wind was fresher, the rocking and rolling worse, and their suffering proportionately more acute. At last, when Ilya only wished he had strength enough to beat his brains out against the side of their coffin, came the release. Perhaps Someone Up There had given orders on compassionate grounds, or it could be just the skipper who wished to bring his passengers to their destination alive; he could hardly be expected to be paid for a couple of corpses, now could he.

Anyway, the side of the container opened, and the two prisoners, barely able to move in their cramped, nearly convulsed condition, crawled out and rushed – if one can rush on all fours – toward the ship’s side, providing exquisite, free entertainment for the ship’s crew.

For a few moments all they could do was lie there, gulping down unbelievably sweet, fresh sea air. Then one of the crew, a very young chap who was either Georgian or could speak Georgian, led them to the foredeck and told them to lie down there amid hanks of cable, chains, and other nautical impedimenta. They could use a bit of tarpaulin to lie on and another to cover themselves with against the spray, and they would not have to run far to the ship’s side if the need arose. Which it did, though more rarely now. By that time it was just dry heaves and a bit of gall that came up, nothing more.

They were both in the last stages of exhaustion, they had not slept for what seemed like weeks; nearly forty hours, actually, not counting brief spells of oblivion. No wonder they soon fell asleep. Simply switched off, you might say.

Chapter 40. Turkey Ahoy!

It was dark when they were roused from their slumber. The same young man who’d taken them to their resting place shook Givi awake, and Givi did the same for his companion. For a moment or two Ilya stared uncomprehendingly at the starry sky and the ship’s mast that was moving slightly against that background, or it could be the skies that were moving while the mast was stationary, it was hard to say which. Ilya sat up abruptly, as memories came flooding back. His first sensation was fear that the torment of the previous days and nights would resume, and he shuddered. Then he realized it wasn’t likely. The ship was at a standstill, just rolling slightly on a gentle swell. Surely this must be the end or nearly the end of their accursed journey. 

Givi said, “You awake? Wait here, I’ll be right back.”  He disappeared in the dark, led by the young Georgian speaker.

Ilya got up and looked around. There was little to see on the leeboard, just the moonlit sea, but on the starboard clumps of distant lights marked what had to be the shore. This promised deliverance from their ordeal, though by this time Ilya feared to hope even.

Givi was gone about a quarter of an hour; when he returned, he was obviously in a foul mood, swearing softly in Georgian.

“What is it?” asked Ilya.

“The bastard wanted more than the fixed tariff,” replied Givi.

“Who, the skipper?”

“Yes. I keep forgetting these Asiatics won’t give a fart without haggling first. It doesn’t mean anything. Get your bag. Come.”

The youth – he couldn’t be more than sixteen, Ilya noticed – led them to a spot on the leeboard side where he pointed to a rope ladder dangling overboard. Here they had to wait some ten minutes, maybe more, at the end of which they heard the sound of a motorboat approaching. It slid close to the side of the vessel, the man sitting in it cut the motor, caught the ladder, and held on to it.

Givi clambered down as nimbly as a monkey, despite his extra poundage. Ilya looked down in some trepidation; the rubber dinghy was so tiny that there seemed to be no room for him in it at all. Still, he climbed down, clinging to the ropes for dear life; the ladder was swinging, the dinghy shifting up and down and sideways, and he was sure it would overturn the moment he put his weight on it. Nothing of the sort happened, though; he just ended up with his back partly on the bottom of the dinghy, partly on top of Givi, his long legs either side of the guy with the tiller in the stern. The latter said something neither Ilya nor Givi understood, pushed at the side of the ship with an oar, grabbed the tiller, opened the throttle, and the dinghy sped away into the dark. 

There wasn’t much swell, but their baby jolly-boat sat so low in the water and jumped on the waves so jauntily that the spray soon drenched the travelers to the skin. This time Ilya even forgot to quote King Solomon to himself; he simply endured this fresh assault on his body without a murmur, pretending to be mere ballast past all suffering.

The trip lasted all of half an hour, though lights on the shore had seemed rather close from the ship. At last the motor died down, and the dinghy slid forward by inertia till it bumped against what looked like a rickety, low wooden pier, or rather planked footway, with quite a few other motorboats moored there. Their gondolier again said something, presumably in Turkish, but no translation was needed: there was nothing to do but climb out of the damned contraption. So they did.

The Turk – Ilya could now see he too was just a kid, no more than fourteen or fifteen – tied the painter to a stanchion and muttered, for some reason in French, “Allons.” He set off almost at a trot, and Ilya and Givi had trouble keeping up with him; their legs felt too numb and wobbly, and terra firma did not seem to be firma at all, it had a distinct tendency to slip from under their feet.

They soon reached what seemed to be a fishing village, with narrow crooked streets climbing up rather steeply. In a particularly dark alley the kid opened a gate, they walked through a tiny garden toward a small house, then round a corner of it. Their guide opened a back door, went in, switched on the light. Our two heroes stepped in, too, the kid muttered something, again in Turkish, and left, closing the door behind him.

The room was tiny, just enough space for a couple of cots with some filthy rags on them. No windows. It was certainly no Hilton, but after what they had been through, it was next door to paradise for the two martyrs. They divested themselves of their soggy garments, switched off the light, and crawled under the blankets; no sign of sheets or pillowcases, but who cared.

To Ilya, the cot seemed to be seaborne; the moment he closed his eyes, it would start either rocking or rolling, he couldn’t say which, and there were moments when it seemed to go into a spin. Ilya told himself it was just his vestibular apparatus acting up, but that did not help much, so he decided to ignore it, the more so that the sensation was not all that unpleasant.

Released from physical torment, the faculty for reasoning and planning reasserted itself. Ilya wondered what the next step was going to be, so he asked Givi, “What next, do you know?” Givi’s only response was a light snore. 

That’s right, Ilya decided. When in Turkey, do as the Turks do. What’s that word they use all the time? Inshallah. That’s the spirit.

He slept.

Chapter 41. Merchandise Arrives Safely

By the canons of fine literature, the escapees should have been aroused from their sleep by some fair maiden, with an obvious prospect of romantic involvement in the next chapter. No such luck. It was barely daylight when the same kid, their skipper and guide of the night before, came into the room, switched on the light, looked at Givi, and repeated what appeared to be the single item of his French vocabulary: “Allons.”

Again Givi was absent some fifteen minutes, and again he came back nearly frothing at the mouth. Ilya asked, “What, haggling again?”

“And how. The bastard speaks nothing but Turkish, so he bargained in sign language.” Givi made a gesture as if slitting his throat.

“I hope you gave in.” Ilya wasn’t sure he did not turn pale. 

“Well, I did add a couple of tenners in the end. But first I pointed at him and gave him the same sign. That’s more effective. Mangy jackals, the whole fucking lot of them smugglers.” 

They picked up their bags and followed the kid out of the gate and through the village streets. Ilya looked around with some interest. Having never been anywhere outside the Soviet Union, he subconsciously expected everything to be different; only it wasn’t. Not much, anyway. He might be somewhere in the Crimea or the Caucasus, for all he knew. In any case, the sun and the sea air were exactly the same as in the Crimea. The village houses looked very much like those in Georgia, with their galleries and verandas, except that quite a few of them were of two storeys. Then he noticed another detail that was distinctly different: many houses had cisterns on their flat roofs. That was intelligent, Ilya decided: no need to waste fuel for heating water, the sun did that.

He did not have much time for touristy observations, though. They soon reached a highway that passed through the village; here, their guide pointed to a humble Ford standing by the roadside, and trotted away. A young man climbed out of the car and went to meet them, grinning from ear to ear and repeating, “Gamarjoba, gamarjoba!”
 He shook hands with Givi, then they kissed, for good measure. Georgian custom, Ilya knew that. The two were clearly making as if they were relatives or old acquaintances, which they could hardly be. For Ilya, it was just a handshake and a smile. 

Actually, the young man looked very much like Givi, he might be his brother or cousin, only younger and much thinner. Still talking volubly, he led them to his car. Givi took the passenger seat next to the driver, Ilya sat in the back. The two Georgians had a lot to say to each other, while Ilya kept looking out the window, as befitted a tourist in a foreign land; so no one in the car paid much attention to a blue Toyota that followed them as if tied to the Ford by an invisible string, three or four cars behind them.

Now, even if Ilya paid more attention to that Toyota and its driver, it wouldn’t have made much difference. For one thing, he had seen the driver only once before, and that only fleetingly. More importantly, even someone who had known Musa, a.k.a. Stepan, fairly intimately in the past would be hard put to it to recognize him now. In the first place, he had followed the golden rule of any male who wishes to escape identification: his head was clean shaven, and he had grown an elegant thin moustache, very likely the envy of many a Turkish youth. Then, his nose lost its native flatness and was now just a bit on the aquiline side. He could not change the slant of his eyes, of course, so his disguise was completed by a pair of chic dark glasses, which were a necessity in the glare of the southern sun anyway. His clothes were off the peg, but good quality. More important still, he wore them in exactly the same way as did any Turk of his age, from the same kind of family, and in the same kind of occupation; a clerk in an import-export company, most likely. In short, he could lose himself in a Turkish crowd of three, especially if the watcher was European.

Unlike his quarry, he kept a very sharp lookout on everything there was to see on the road, and performed a few textbook maneuvers, like slowing down or speeding up, to see if any car that followed him would do the same. Nothing aroused his suspicions, so he permitted himself to return to an ordinary, medium level of tension. 

It took the two cars about an hour and a half to reach Istanbul’s suburbs. Here, the distance between the Ford and the Toyota lengthened, and Musa even let the other car go out of sight at times, but he apparently had some idea of where it was headed, and saw no need to worry. 

At length the Ford double-parked in front of an ordinary two-storey house, much like its neighbors; the three young men stepped out of the car and disappeared inside the house. Musa’s Toyota came to a stop, too, fairly far from the first car. He got out and sauntered up the street, his hands behind his back, for all the world like someone intending to buy a house in the neighborhood, or take up furnished rooms. As he reached the house that the tailees had entered, he decided to cross to the other side of the street, but first he bent down by the side of the car he had tailed, apparently to tie or retie a shoestring. As he straightened up, he could well feel satisfied: a tiny gimmick technically known as a radio-range beacon was now magnetically fixed to the underside of the car. Its effective range was not too great, yet it made tailing much easier; he could stay out of sight and still be sure of his quarry.    

The job done, Musa reached the other side of the street; here, rather than go back straight to his car, he circled the whole block, came to it from the opposite end of the street, got in, and drove away.

His next stop was a post office, from which he sent a telegram, for some reason to an address not in Moscow but in Aleppo: “Merchandise arrived safely stop seen it to warehouse stop Kurban.” He knew that the news would reach the proper room in that imposing building in Dzerzhinskiy Square in a matter of minutes. 

His work for the day accomplished, he went to an apartment rented by a respectable import-export company. Here he could watch Turkish TV day and night and further polish his Turkish, quite fluent and idiomatic by now; with obligatory pauses for a namaz whenever the muezzin from a neighboring mosque called. Allah alone knew whether he did that for cover or out of a faith newly born in him, or rather imprinted on his mind in childhood. There was, after all, that other golden rule for a good undercover agent to follow: do not pretend to be someone else; be that someone.

Chapter 42. A Bit of R and R

It took the two escapees, especially Ilya, a whole day to recover from their trials of the previous days and nights. The young man who had met them – his name, Givi said, was Konstantin, Kote for short – took them straight to his rooms on the second floor of the fairly spacious house. The first floor, as Givi explained, was taken up by the waiting room, surgery, and office of their host, an eye specialist with a substantial practice, judging by the comings and goings below. The host wasn’t really their host, though; they never even saw him. His son Kote had a couple of rooms all his own with a separate entrance reached by an outside staircase, and they were entirely in his care.

Kote showed them where a bathroom and a tiny kitchen with a well-stocked fridge were; he also told them to keep quiet, stay away from the windows, and not to budge from the rooms until his return. Then he left for his college. He was a medical student; following in his father’s footsteps, it appeared.

Givi either did not know much himself, or did not want to talk too much about their hosts. He just explained that Kote’s grandparents left their native land in the turbulent early nineteen-twenties, after Bolshevik army units kicked the Menshevik government out of Georgia. Unlike the tens of thousands of Russian émigrés who ended up in Istanbul at about the same time, the grandparents must have been well-heeled, for their children – including Kote’s father – received fine education somewhere in Europe, and generally did well for themselves.

Ilya never learned in what way that likeable chap, Kote, had ended up as part of a smuggling ring. He could be a patriotic Georgian fighting, as best he could, for the liberation of his – historically his – native land from the communists; he could have been recruited by Turkish intelligence; or he may have been snared in some way by Uncle Shota’s henchmen. Ilya did not find out any of that, nor did he much want to. His most ardent wish, now that he could think of something other than physical discomfort and suffering, was to get out of this underworld morass, as he put it to himself. He was after all a professional, a young theoretical physicist of considerable promise, and a Soviet dissident in good standing. No wonder he felt a distinct revulsion against all this hugger-mugger in which he had become involved, ostensibly out of his own free will but, deep down, very much against it.

He did not say any of this to Givi, just inquired what their next steps were going to be. 

“Today, we just rest and wait,” his companion replied.

“Wait for what?” was Ilya’s natural query.

“Well, first, for Kote to do some shopping; I’ve given him enough money. We can’t very well wander about town in our rumpled, stinking, vomit-stained rags, can we. You do look like a tramp with a bad hangover, you know. They would not let you within a mile of the Consul General’s office, or whoever you are going to see.”

“So who exactly am I going to see?”

“Let’s clean up some, then we’ll discuss it all.”

Ilya could hardly believe his eyes, but after they had showered, shaved, and put on clean shirts and underwear, Givi livened up so much that he could even think of food. He ransacked the fridge, made some coffee, and soon invited Ilya to a meal of bread, sausage, cheese, olives, some unfamiliar herbs, and fruit. His stomach heaving, Ilya could only watch Givi gorge himself revoltingly on all this stuff, and contented himself with a few sips of coffee and a slice of bread – which, incidentally, proved very good.

As they ate, Givi laid out the program. It was pretty simple: next morning, they would start telephoning, and see what would come of it. They discussed in detail what could and should be said during those calls, and what subjects to avoid, what questions to ignore. Givi’s instructions on this last point were very precise and stringent.

After the meal Givi rummaged among Kote’s books on the bookshelves and unearthed a street map of Istanbul. He himself had studied the geography of the city quite thoroughly. His KGB instructors had done a painstaking job, using a huge mock-up, films, and photograph albums, not just street maps. He now imparted some of this knowledge to Ilya, but when asked to show on the map where exactly they were at the moment, he curtly replied Ilya did not need to know that, period. He was very firm on this need-to-know principle. All Ilya needed to know was a few sightseeing spots where both of them could pose as foreign tourists, say, from the UK; someone whom the local police would not dare to pester. Ilya did not mind any of this. For him, the main point of interest about Istanbul was, just how soon he could get out of it. Leave it behind.

In the afternoon Kote returned, laden with parcel upon parcel. His guests got a lightweight suit apiece; nothing flashy: one grey, one light-brown. Ilya feared the sleeves of his suit would be too short, which was the usual trouble with his clothes. Nothing of the sort, though; Kote either had a good eye, or much practice.

He also brought meat, vegetables, more herbs, and plenty of beer. For about an hour both he and Givi were busy in the kitchen, cooking and talking. Ilya only recognized a name, Zurab, which was mentioned several times; for the rest it was the same old mumbo-jumbo to him. During the meal, however, it transpired that Kote had quite passable English, and they exchanged a few remarks. On learning that Ilya was a physicist, Kote said he’d soon be snapped up by the Americans. There were quite a few of them in Istanbul. Some fairly nice and free with their dollars, others not nice at all. This last category apparently comprised sailors from an aircraft carrier that constantly loomed in the offing. These were free with the dollars, too, but much too free where Turkish girls were concerned, wolf-whistling and all that. Not nice at all. There was nothing for it, though: NATO was NATO, and the sailors, blacks included, a necessary evil.

When darkness fell, they had another guest – the very Zurab whose name Ilya had caught earlier; a thickset, stocky man of about forty-five or fifty. After the kissing routine he and Givi withdrew to another room. There they discussed something at considerable length, mostly quietly but at times quite heatedly; other sounds coming from there seemed to Ilya very much like the clicking of an abacus. As far as he could surmise, Givi acted as a kind of inspector or emissary inquiring into the financial aspects of the smuggling operation on behalf of his uncle or whoever. That was merely a guess, of course, and he did not bother to ask if he guessed right or not. None of his business.

While serious financial problems were discussed in the next room, Ilya and his host watched Istanbul TV, some sort of a cabaret show that looked to Ilya pretty tame. But when the conference with Zurab was over, he was treated to a cabaret much more to his liking. The table was again laid for a feast, to which Zurab contributed several bottles out of his capacious bag, and a couple of these turned out to be, had Ilya only known it, Givi’s favorite cognac, Gremi. So the three Georgians ate, drank, and were merry, while Ilya nursed a single glass of white wine, and smiled and listened. When enough Gremi had gone down the hatch, Zurab started singing sotto voce, in a superb basso profundo, and the other two Georgians joined in at the right moment. Ilya simply adored Georgian part singing, so it may safely be said that a marvelous time was had by all, well into the night, right until that fine singer Zurab left, around one in the morning.

As they parted, Givi kissed Zurab as cordially as when they met, but after the door closed, Ilya caught Givi looking a touch murderous; Ilya would never know why.

Chapter 43. Popping Up from Under

Next morning Givi was as rosy-cheeked and full of pep as ever; all that nocturnal carousing only did him good, it seemed. Due to the time difference between Moscow and Istanbul, they had to get up at what seemed to Ilya an unearthly hour, but he could not very well protest: today was the day. 

Scalding hot coffee, Turkish style, helped to revive Ilya, too. They piled into the Ford and drove toward the Atakoy marina, just as the early morning rush was beginning. Had they looked out even for any car tailing them, they would not have seen Musa’s: it was safely out of sight, the radio beacon working perfectly. 

Marinas were good for telephoning, Givi explained: every day dozens of yachtsmen from overseas called every blessed point on the globe there. No hope of tracing their call this side, even if anyone were so minded.

They stopped by a booth, which wasn’t actually a booth but a sort of half-booth – just a post with a telephone and a plastic canopy. Ilya wanted to phone his beloved Nonna at once, but Givi would have none of that: business came first. So Ilya called, as instructed, the first number on his list of foreign journalists he had known in Moscow, that of Jim Mathews, head of the Associated Press bureau in Moscow. Ilya was in luck: Mathews picked up the phone on the fourth ring.

“Mr. Mathews? My name is Ilya Nevsky, formerly of the Kurchatov Institute.”

“Hallo, Ilya.” Jim’s tone was somewhat guarded, so Ilya went on to explain: 

“Uh, we met a few times, to discuss our protest against prison sentences for dissidents, remember? And against my expulsion from the Institute. Do you remember me?”

“Yes, I do seem to remember you. A very tall guy with a red mane. What can I do for you?”

“I am calling from Istanbul…”

“Where?!”

“Istanbul. I escaped from the Soviet Union…”

“Look, this isn’t some sort of hoax, is it? What do you mean, escaped? You emigrated, you mean?”

“No hoax. And I did not emigrate. I crossed the border illegally.”

“Crossed the Soviet border? Illegally? Hey, this is either the biggest scoop in weeks, hell, in months… Or it’s a damn hoax, like I say. Or a provocation. Let’s do some checking, okay?”

“Okay, test me.”

“Where did we meet?”

“Once at Professor Weinstein’s, once at your bureau, and once in a park.”

“Hell, that was easy, the KGB would know all that. What park?”

“Sokolniki.”

“Were we alone?”

“Yes, just the two of us.”

“No one else?”

“There was a dog. Your dog.”

“What dog was it?”

“A poodle.”

“Color?”

“White or grey. Can’t recall exactly. Whitish.”

“What was his name?”

“Damn it, Jim, it was a couple of years… It was a Russian name.”

“Fomka?”

“No, Romka. Yes, that’s it. Romka. An incredibly intelligent and high-spirited doggie.”

“Okay, now we know. Now tell all, man.”

“Jim, old fellow, you know I can’t tell all. Can’t betray the men who helped me escape. Let this suffice: I crossed the border from the Soviet Union into Turkey illegally. Where or how will have to remain a secret.”

“Go on.”

“So I ended up here in Istanbul.”

“Not so fast. Did you surrender to the Turkish frontier guards?”

“No, I did not bother with the Turkish frontier guards. I went straight here.”

“Jesus H. Christ… Do you mean to say you went through the Turkish border, too? Just like that? Like a hot knife through butter?”

“Something like that. Turkish frontier guards are human like everyone else. ”

“I’ll be damned. Absolutely damned. This is a scoop to end all scoops. What are you going to do now?”

“That’s where you come in, Jim. I can’t just turn up at the U.S. consulate gates and introduce myself. The guards would simply shoo me away. At best.”

“That’s right, they sure would. With that fantastic story of yours.”

“So what I want you to do, Jim, I want you to call someone at this end, tell them my story, vouch for me. Convince them that I am who I say I am.”

“Can do. For such a scoop, I’d do a lot more. Who shall I call?”

“Preferably someone with intelligence connections. I’ll end up in their hands anyway, so it’s best to start earlier than later.”

“Right, right. I’ll call you back in half an hour, forty minutes. What number?”

“No Jim, I’ll call you back. And Jim, please tell whoever you call to sort of step on it. This conversation is recorded by you know who, no doubt about that, and they can act damn fast when they have to. They may start looking for me here in Istanbul in just a few minutes, and it won’t be to congratulate me. I’ve had a rough time, very rough, but I am still in one piece, and would very much like to stay that way.”

“I understand. I’ll do what I can. And – the best of luck to you, Ilya.” He hung up.

This call was followed by another, and though it was quite private, Givi stood resolutely by, giving Ilya a hypnotic stare. He still feared his companion might say something he ought not to, like using the word smugglers or mentioning names. Ilya certainly did nothing of the sort. It was all too emotional, a bit weepy at the other end, but in a while he managed to convince his precious Nonna that he was in excellent health and in the hands of very reliable friends, the weather was better than it had any right to be, so no need to worry about anything at all. Now it would be his turn to worry about all the unpleasantness that would befall his darling the moment news of his escape broke. This thought hit Ilya pretty hard, his voice grew shaky, so he babbled, “Okay, honey, I’ll call you again soon, today, maybe tomorrow. There’s a lot I have to do right now, you realize that. Love you, love you, love you.” He hung up, his hand visibly trembling.

He stepped from under the plastic canopy and blindly stumbled away, nearly colliding with an obvious yachtsman with a thin moustache, wearing shorts, a striped jersey, and a baseball cap, his ears covered with massive earlaps attached to a Walk-man. He’d been standing a dozen paces away, awaiting his turn at the telephone, his bare foot tapping lightly to the music he wasn’t hearing: what he actually listened to was a miniature built-in hearing device in his Walk-man; he had had to turn it down a bit, not to be deafened by Ilya’s voice. As Ilya muttered, “Pardon me,” he smiled politely and replied, in a somewhat metallic French voice, “Ça ne fait rien,” then stepped into the booth and called a number in Aleppo.

A woman’s voice answered the call, and they chatted a few minutes about family affairs. The woman was apparently the Russian wife of someone who had been to the Friendship University in Moscow; students from all over the world often brought Russian wives with them as they graduated and went back to their native lands. The chatter included the bit of news about Brother Freckles becoming interested in journalism and – would you believe it – even making contact with Mr. Mathews in the Big Village. Freckles was the inspired alias someone had invented for Ilya, most likely remembering the jingle Russian kids tease all red-haired youngsters with, all about a ginger-haired one killing his own grandfather with a spade.  It seemed that someone in the Big Village was eager to hear about the progress Ilya and his companion were making blow by blow, so to speak, and Kurban was willing to oblige.  

Meantime the trio sauntered along the pier, admiring the trim yachts ranged there. Ilya gazed at them rather distractedly, still reliving his call to Nonna, but then the name of one of the yachts – Why Not – struck his fancy. Why not indeed? Why not cross an ocean? Why not brave a hurricane? Why not take on a vicious regime? That was exactly what he was doing – and would go on doing, he thought. The more so that there was nothing else for him to do now, he added wryly to himself. No turning back.

As they returned to the booth in about half an hour, the yachtsman was still there, sitting on the pier’s edge with his back to them, kicking his heels, half-closed eyes gazing at the water, his Walk-man by his side. Ilya called Mathews again and was given the telephone number of Richard Hailey, head of the Istanbul AP bureau and an old acquaintance of Jim’s. Ilya thanked him warmly, but begged not to shock the world with the scoop awhile longer, not until he was in safe hands. Rather reluctantly, Jim agreed to sit on the news an hour or so; not longer.

When Ilya called the number he had been given, the phone was picked up on the first ring, and Mr. Hailey sounded very eager indeed; he was also very brisk, all business. He asked no questions except where Ilya thought they should meet. Ilya was prepared for that; he’d discussed it at length with Givi, and they had rather wisely decided: the simpler, the better. Hagia Sophia or, according to their Turkish guidebook, Ayasofia, formerly a cathedral, then a mosque, and now a museum, looked to them the most prominent landmark they could recognize, so they had settled on that. This proved quite acceptable to Hailey, but he still worried about a possible mishap and gave Ilya meticulous instructions as to the precise minaret in front of which they were to meet in exactly an hour.

As the three men hurried away, the yachtsman languidly picked himself up, relayed some fresh family news to Aleppo, and ambled to his car for a change of costume and a ride. There was no hurry at all. He had learned Istanbul’s geography much more thoroughly than Givi, and merely had to take care not to arrive at the appointed spot before the other car.

Chapter 44. Nevsky’s Hour of Glory

Hailey was a bit concerned about missing Ilya in the crowd forever milling around the Hagia Sophia, but he need not have worried. As Nevsky left the Ford and walked toward the chosen minaret, he stood out in that multitude like the proverbial sore thumb: taller than practically everybody else around him, obviously European, just as obviously a tourist, with that camera round his neck, his red head visible from afar, his pale face expressing clearly how dearly he wished he could be somewhere else.

Givi, gawking at the architectural marvel while listening to Kote’s chatter, moved through the throng about twenty paces behind Ilya. Out of the corner of his eye he saw his fellow escapee shake hands with a middle-aged, paunchy gentleman wearing big sun glasses and a bigger smile. Almost immediately the two men moved away and soon disappeared from view. 

Givi did not follow them: a most essential part of his assignment had been accomplished, and he was in a hurry to report progress to a certain telephone number, this time in Haifa, not Aleppo: someone was clearly making double sure, the Syrian channel was not enough, it had to be complemented by a parallel line of communication. In those times Jewish emigration from the Soviet Union was down to a trickle, but Georgian Jews found all sorts of ways of reaching what they called their historical homeland. As Givi talked, the chatter was again about family affairs, and again the name of Brother Freckles and news of his doings cropped up. Givi being Givi, he gave stern instructions to his opposite number in Haifa to pass the news on to his big brother in the big village, only to be told, in choice Georgian, not to be a certain kind of goddamn fool.

 It must be noted that Ilya and Mr. Hailey were not quite without company as they walked away. An elegantly dressed Turk with a thin moustache wearing chic dark glasses lazily drifted in the same direction, twiddling the knobs of his Walk-man. Unlike the yachtsman of an hour or so before, he did not wear either a cap or big earlaps, but was content with tiny, actually invisible earphones. After a while he decided he did not want to go where he’d been headed, after all, and went back to his car parked quite a long way off: parking space was at a premium in Istanbul just as in any other big city. He did not worry about losing sight of the two men he had followed: he knew where they were headed; the Walk-man was as reliable a source of information as ever.

For Ilya and his new host, it was but a short ride to the AP bureau. The moment they arrived at Hailey’s’ office, it became the hub of intense activity; the very air in it seemed electrified by the anticipation of a gigantic scoop. Pudgy yet extremely energetic Mr. Hailey, a real pro who had seen quite a lot during his long career, did his best to sound as if it were all in a day’s work, and was almost succeeding; but even the buxom steno he called in was bright-eyed with excitement. 

In the next hour or so Ilya, seated in a comfortable armchair and provided with whisky and soda, practically related his entire life story, prodded on by a barrage of questions from Hailey. His narrative was recorded in triplicate: a tape-recorder was running, the stenographer’s pencil flew over the pages of her notepad, and Mr. Hailey himself, to save time, sat behind an electric type-writer and banged off sentence after sentence of his dispatch: he was after all running a close race against his dear friend Jim Mathews and God knew who else.

So Ilya told all: about his parents, his early life, his student years, his work at the Kurchatov Institute (much of which was top secret, Hailey was careful to note), his involvement in the dissident movement, persecution by the KGB, being fired, absolute lack of prospects for scientific work anywhere in the Soviet Union, his falling in love with one of the girls he privately tutored, a young lady who turned out to be the daughter of a highly placed Party official. Hailey made a real sob story out of Ilya’s adorable wife (“Any kids? No? Pregnant, perhaps? No? Pity.”) remaining in Moscow, with very uncertain prospects of some day being reunited with her dear husband. 

The narrative flowed pretty smoothly, but when they came to the actual escape, it hit a definite snag. Hailey wanted something about this last scene, some little detail at least, to hint at the mortal dangers Ilya had fearlessly braved to join the Free World. A shootout would be too much to expect, of course, but some horrifying detail might help a lot, put the finishing touch to the story, and make it absolutely riveting. Some blood-curdling moment, like getting snagged on barbed wire as he wormed his way through a mine-field; being caught in the spotlight; anything. Ilya flatly refused.

“No, Richard, it’s out of the question. Any detail like that would point to the place and the men who helped me escape. That would be a betrayal. I am not a traitor, you know.”

“But why? The scene might be on the Armenian border, the Georgian border, the Bulgarian or some other border, for all the other side knows. The KGB would be looking for a needle in a haystack.”

Ilya smiled bitterly.

“Richard, old man, with its unlimited resources and millions of informers,” he stated with academic precision, “the KGB is quite capable of finding half a needle in a row of haystacks, given the least hint. And I am not a needle; I am a flesh-and-blood citizen with masses of friends, relations, and acquaintances. They will all be subject to very close scrutiny now. Scrutiny, hell, it will be rough, heavy-handed harassment, if not worse. I simply cannot, must not, will not add to their troubles.”

“Well, we could lay a false trail, then,” said the ever inventive Mr. Hailey. “Say you crossed the border in a hot air balloon you had made out of rubber raincoats. That would give our readers a real thrill.”

“Yes, and you might say I landed on Mount Ararat’s higher peak. Like Noah. Great idea, really. Only I am afraid some folks back home might bust a gut, laughing.”

“Well, that was just an idea. You can think of something yourself, can’t you?”

“You might write I crossed the border disguised as a wild boar. They do it all the time, the boars do. I read it somewhere. Anyway, that would be more realistic than the hot air balloon story.”

In the end Hailey relented, deciding to stay this side of realism. He actually made much of Ilya refusing to give the least little indication of the manner of his escape out of fear of jeopardizing the lives of the men who aided him, and of his near and dear behind the Iron Curtain. “That’s how it will have to be,” he wrote. “One day Ilya Nevsky is in Moscow, a few days later he is in Istanbul. Nothing in between. Zero.” 

“I suppose it’s all right for me to mention Istanbul, at least?” he asked.

“Oh sure. I guess the transcript of my conversation with Jim has by now reached some pretty important desk at Lubyanka. It’s no secret, my being in Istanbul.” 

Hailey read through the few pages he had dashed off, making corrections and additions, then handed them to a secretary for immediate dispatch to AP New York headquarters. A photographer was called in, and he spent a quarter of an hour snapping pictures from every angle: Ilya with a tumbler of whisky in his hand, smiling, then serious; Ilya shaking hands with Mr. Hailey;  Ilya admiring the view of Istanbul at an open window; and a dozen more. Ilya had never in his life been photographed so much, and found the process rather a bore.

“You must get accustomed to this sort of thing,” said Hailey, joining Ilya at the table and the whisky bottle. “You’ll be big news for a week, or a month, so enjoy your hour of glory while it lasts. Time may come when you will be looking back on it all with nostalgia.”

Ilya shook his head.

“Frankly, I don’t think I will.  I’ll only be happy doing what I love to do most in some lab, preferably a very, very obscure lab. I do not enjoy the prospect of being pricked in the calf of my leg by the poisoned tip of an umbrella, like that Bulgarian defector.”

“Oh, you will be well protected, Ilya; at any rate here in Istanbul. I’ve already called some people. Someone on the intelligence side, you realize. They’re sure to turn up any minute now.”

“I can’t thank you enough, Dick,” said Ilya with real gratitude, feeling mellowed both by the whisky and by release from the tension of the previous days. “I’m just a physicist, you know, a man of abstruse theories. I’ve never been in anything remotely like the horrors of the past week or so. I can tell you it’ll be like a dream come true, being in safe hands at last.”

Chapter 45. In Safe Hands

Ilya had not yet mastered the art of mixing whisky and soda, so as they talked, he was drinking the potent stuff Russian style, neat and in sizeable drafts, no effeminate sipping for him. No wonder then that by the time the “safe hands” arrived, he was feeling pretty high, having eaten practically nothing the previous two or three days, and very little early that morning.

One of the new arrivals was, to his surprise, a woman. She was the first to shake hands with him, as Richard Hailey made the introductions: 

“This is our heroic, our fantastic defector, Mr. Ilya Nevsky… Miss Jones… This guy’s name is, er, Herbert.” 

Somewhat startled, Ilya gave the woman a quick once-over. Fortyish, fairly tall, and spare of body; lean, you might say, if this was the right word to use about a woman. The flowing blue dress she wore did something to conceal the leanness and emphasize her breasts, but to no avail, or very little. She wore a regulation smile as she greeted Ilya but, contrasting with her sharp eyes and a somewhat aggressive chin, it wasn’t very convincing. 

The woman was clearly the senior partner in that duo. Herbert, a young man with a wrestler’s neck and shoulders and a neat white scar on the side of his jaw, just shook hands with Ilya, then stood, and listened, and smiled.

“Congratulations on making your way into the Free World, Mr. Nevsky. We welcome you most warm-heartedly,” said Miss Jones, pumping Ilya’s hand. 

To Ilya’s ear her words sounded as if she had learned them in a phrasebook for foreign students, but he dismissed this strange, fleeting impression, and merely mumbled, “Thank you, thank you.”

“We’ve been celebrating Ilya’s heroic feat a bit,” said Richard, by way of explaining the defector’s fine spirits, and Miss Jones laughed. Naturally, that was the first time Ilya heard her laugh, and even then he was struck by her method of expressing merriment: she’d pause a second, as though deciding whether this was the proper moment for laughter; then she would perform the act like someone who had been to a theater studio for ham actors only.

“It was very brave of you to fight your way through the Iron Curtain,” continued the lady with a hint of suppressed doubt in her voice. Ilya was too obviously an egghead, with no hint at daring-do about him. Right at that moment, with that happy but somewhat foolish grin on his face, the egghead did not look like he could fight his way through a packed bar to the counter, let alone through the Iron Curtain.

“Oh no, I was just lucky,” Ilya protested. “Actually, I am a terrible coward, physically. Nothing brave about me. Like I told Richard here, I’d be very happy to find myself in safe hands, in a safe refuge.”

“That can be arranged. That’s what we are here for,” stated Jones. “But – what are your plans for the future? Where do you plan to go?”

“Oh, I’d very much like to leave for the States as soon as I can. Contact Dr. Drell of Stanford University. Work under him on laser fusion.”

“Ilya is a theoretical physicist,” explained Hailey, noticing the woman’s blank stare. “Laser fusion is his special field. Ilya’s given us pretty much his whole life story. I can give you a copy. Actually it’ll be on air within half an hour or so, I expect. Earth-shaking news. Terrific scoop.” 

For all her smiling, Ms. Jones did not look quite so overjoyed at being involved in an event on that scale, with world-wide media coverage, though she would certainly stay on its fringes, well out of sight. Even Ilya in his nearly ecstatic condition sensed that, and he felt a momentary spasm of apprehension: what would he do if he got kicked out into the street even before he had a chance to play that vital card up his sleeve, Fima’s draft report?

Nothing of that sort happened, though. Jones was provided with a copy of Hailey’s dispatch, there were handshakes all round, and the three of them soon stepped out of the AP building, got into the car awaiting them, and went on a pretty long ride through Istanbul’s winding streets. The traffic was pretty heavy, so no one in the car noticed a blue Toyota that followed them at a discrete distance, and often disappeared from view altogether: the Turk calling himself Kurban had done his shoestring-tying trick again, and the radio-range beacon was in place; no need to crowd the car in front.

So far as Ilya could remember his brief lesson in Istanbul’s geography, they were heading somewhere in the direction of the Golden Horn. He asked the woman about it, and his guess was confirmed, though Ilya got the distinct impression that the lady sitting next to him in the back of the car was not too pleased by his powers of observation. Generally, she wasn’t much of a conversationalist now. She lost most of the animation she’d shown in the AP office, and rather curtly replied to Ilya’s questions about the landmarks they passed. She only volunteered a remark about the Galata Tower and its Genoese antecedents – as Ilya guessed, merely because a historical wonder of that kind simply could not go unnoticed.  

Their destination proved to be a two-story house not far from one of the bridges across the Golden Horn, the inlet that has given shelter to ships ever since the first seagoing vessels were built, Ilya recalled. The thing that struck him most about this dwelling was the nine-foot high wall around the grounds, with shards of broken glass on top, and the solid metal gates. That might be good for security, Ilya thought; still, for just a moment, the sight depressed him.

They were met at the door of the house by a couple of men in ordinary clothes but of indefinably military aspect. Had Ilya seen more of the world, he would surely have recognized them as two honorably discharged marines who had landed this cushy job with the intelligence establishment. With their crew-cuts and massive physique they looked very much alike; even their names were alliterative: Jack and Jerry.

“Jack and Jerry will take good care of you,” Jones told Ilya. “Take a thorough rest today; tomorrow we will talk.”

Without a parting smile or a handshake, she nodded to Jack, and he took Ilya to his room upstairs, while Jones gave detailed instructions to Jerry. Then she and Herbert departed, both looking quite preoccupied. It would seem that they had never handled defecting physicists, so they, too, needed instructions on how to deal with this novel task.

Ilya poked around in his new abode, only there was not much to poke into: just a bed, a sofa, a table, some chairs, a TV set (not Russian made, he noticed), a few bookshelves but no books, just some old magazines on them. A door led into a tiny bathroom. Ilya looked out the window, but there was not much to see there, either; a few trees in the backyard and nine-story buildings beyond, for all the world like somewhere in Moscow’s suburbs.

He took up one of the magazines and was sitting on the sofa leafing through it, when Jerry entered without knocking and pointed with his finger to his mouth.

“You needn’t go into sign language, Jerry,” said Ilya. “I have pretty good English, you know.”

“You have, eh. Great. Okay, let’s go have some grub.”   

“Sure. I haven’t eaten much these last few days. I could do with some, er, grub.”

They went to some sort of Turkish eatery nearby, where Ilya had his first taste of shawarma with lettuce, tomato, and garlic sauce. He guessed it would be his staple diet for a few coming days, judging by Jerry’s appetite for it. Well, he did not mind – if his stomach proved up to it.

What he did mind was not being allowed to use a phone. On their way back he saw a telephone booth and headed for it, eager to hear Nonna’s voice, only to feel Jerry’s thick fingers on his biceps. 

“No telephoning,” the ex-marine said sternly.

“What? Why? I have to call my wife. She’ll be expecting a call. She’ll be worried sick if I don’t phone.” 

“No telephoning. I have my orders. You take it up with my superiors, it’ll be okay with me.”

Ilya swore impotently. It looked like he was really in safe hands. Safer than he would have wished for.

That night, as he stood before a mirror in the bathroom, he saw something rather discouraging there: a face that seemed lost and confused, all elation he had felt in the morning gone without trace. He’d have to do something about it, he decided. He only wished he knew what it was he could do.

Chapter 46. On Frying Pans and Fires

Next morning he was taken to a room on the same floor as his own quarters, to find Jones sitting behind a table and Herbert in an armchair somewhat apart.

“Sit down, Nevsky. Or whatever your real name is,” the woman commanded brusquely, with no sign of welcome, no handshake, no smile, nothing. Her instructions must have been to throw a real scare in this defector; someone in authority, not too well informed or congenitally suspicious, must have decided he was a fake of some sort, with that fantastic story of his about strolling across Iron Curtain frontiers like they were Parisian boulevards.

“I will not sit down,” said Ilya hotly. “I must protest. Am I a prisoner? I am not allowed to telephone my wife. And I had all my papers stolen. I want them back—”

He did not finish the sentence. Jones shifted her glance to her partner; the latter stood up almost languidly, reached out with a long arm, and his iron fingers squeezed that sensitive spot on Ilya’s shoulder close to the neck so hard he nearly screamed with pain. Herbert pushed him into the chair in front of the table and drawled:

“You will sit here and answer questions civilly, you punk. Protest some more, and I’ll slap you silly. Unnerstand?”

Ilya sat a minute or so in silence, breathing fast and rubbing his almost paralyzed shoulder with his left hand. Then he said bitterly:

“And I thought the KGB was bad. Thought they were awful. And they never laid a finger on me.”

“Of course not,” snarled the woman. “You are one of them, aren’t you.”

Ilya looked at her. He could not see her well, for she was sitting with her back to the window, and he was facing it, almost blinded by the glare of the sunlight. But what he did see was enough. For some reason he was reminded of a particularly obtuse, middle-aged, stern-faced KGB asshole who had given him what they called a “prophylactic talk” at the start of his dissident activities. The woman facing him had the same stupid, impenetrable, priggish look of someone who could not be reached by any appeal to reason, logic, by anything at all that Ilya might say. A hermetic mind – if it was a mind. Idiots of the world, unite, thought Ilya. Out of the KGB frying pan and into the CIA fire for me. God, could this bitch really be CIA? In-fucking-credible.

“I am what I am,” he said dully. “A physicist and a Soviet dissident who has escaped to the Free World. Nothing to do with the KGB.  Except being persecuted by it.”

She merely snorted. Her next question nearly floored Ilya. Totally unexpected.

“Which KGB language school did you go to?”

Ilya stared.

“No language school, KGB or any other. I learned English at my mother’s knee. She is a teacher of English. She teaches school,” Ilya explained, as if to a dimwit. “She’s been teaching me since I was a small kid.”

“Hell, you speak with a British accent,” she said accusingly. “I’d say you were taught by some cashiered British spy. Like Kim Philby. Or someone else from that bunch of traitors.”

“My mother speaks with a British accent. It’s the way they’re taught at the Foreign Languages Institute. I speak like she does.”

“I thought Russians speak with a Russian accent.” That nugget of wisdom came from Herbert.

“Some do – if they have a poor command of the language.” Ilya sighed. He felt inadequate to cope with this display of idiocy, yet he soldiered on. “Mother is a brilliant linguist. She listens to the BBC all the time. I do, too.”

“Isn’t the BBC jammed in Russia?” Jones barked, with a note of triumph at having tripped him up.

“Only the Russian service. The Soviets have never jammed the Overseas Service. Now it’s the World Service. Ask the BBC.” 

There was a moment’s silence, as the female inquisitor wrote down something in the notepad before her. Taking advantage of the pause, Ilya said:

“Look, a few more questions like this, and I’ll go crazy. Why don’t you put me through a lie detector test? That would save a lot of time and trouble, and make things crystal clear. Instead of this nonsense... about my BBC accent.”

“You will be put through a polygraph test, don’t you worry,” sneered Jones, but somehow Ilya wondered if the stupid bitch had ever seen the machine, let alone work it. By now he hated everything about her – her nasal twang, her arrogance and ignorance, her efforts to stare him down.

Meanwhile she took a manila envelope from a folder, the same envelope that Ilya had carried under his shirt the day before, and that had been abstracted from his room while he slept. She emptied its contents on the table.

“Who gave you all these? And when?” she demanded.

Ilya sighed again. Clearly his dream of a polygraph test that would prove his bona fides was just a dream, and the rigmarole was set to go on indefinitely.

“These are all documents proving my identity.”

“Your cover, you mean.”

“My identity. I got them at different times from different people. The little black notebook is just my notebook, with telephone numbers and such. Then there’s a couple of sheets that I wrote myself, or rather copied from another document. Which should be of great, of vital importance to U.S. intelligence. If that is the right word to use in the present circumstances.” He just could not help sticking that barb in the lean bitch’s hide.

“What is this?” she asked, ignoring the barb and picking up one of the items.

“That’s my internal passport. It gives my date and place of birth, my nationality, registration, and so on. Can’t you read?” 

An appalling thought struck him. What if the damn woman really could not read Russian?  What was the use talking to her, then? He repeated his last question in fast, colloquial Russian, and got nothing but a stare in response. The Lean Bitch (Ilya now capitalized the words) was from an altogether different section of the intelligence setup here, he thought. Working with Turks, or Kurds, or whoever. Nothing to do with Russia. What was she doing interrogating him, then? Or could she be talking to her spies inside Russia through an interpreter? Hilarious. Absolutely hilarious. 

Jones showed him another object.

“That’s my school-leaving certificate. It says I finished secondary school with honors. A straight A student, in U.S. terms.”

“Which school was that?”

“Moscow school number 59. A really good school. Stalin’s granddaughter, Katya Zhdanova, went there. Should be easy to check. Ask her mother, Svetlana Aliluyeva, Stalin’s daughter. She should be in the States now. Or somewhere else in the West.”

“Would she recognize you?”

“Who, Svetlana? Hardly. I never even saw her. Katya would, most assuredly. We were, um, very friendly at one time.”

“So! Svetlana does not know you, and Katya is unavailable. Very convenient.” Ilya merely shrugged. What was the use, anyway.

He was then questioned about the rest of the items from the envelope: his MekhMat diploma, his Candidate of Physics and Mathematics diploma, his workbook, a few thin reprints of papers he published when he was still allowed to publish. Finally the interrogator came to the couple of handwritten pages.

“Is this what you call vitally important for U.S. intelligence?” said Jones, picking up the two sheets with index finger and thumb, as if they were filth.

“Yes, it is. It is in Russian, as you see. I will translate it for you, if you wish.”

“No thanks. We’ll manage without you. What is it about?”

“It’s a cover letter from a draft report. The report itself was sent to KGB Chairman Andropov by Yefim Plotkin, a friend of mine from my student years. Another physicist, only he worked for the military. The way I understand it, an invention of his crucially improved Soviet ICBMs. Tipped the balance of power to the Soviet side. Yefim wrote to Andropov to complain about snags in the practical application of his invention.”

“Did you read that report?”

“Draft report. Yes, I did. I don’t know much about ICBMs, that’s not my field. But even a non-specialist can see it offers a pretty complete picture of the state of the Soviet nuclear deterrent. The faults, the strong points, everything.”

“So that’s the sort of fake you were sent to sell,” said the Lean Bitch, and there was again a note of triumph in her voice.

The author begs to be allowed an aside here. Someone – it could be Norbert Wiener – once said that if an ape were given infinite time in which to bang at a typewriter at random, it would eventually produce anew the Complete Works of Shakespeare, among other things. In a way, this Jones woman acted like a not very bright ape, and still she had not needed infinite time to hit the jackpot, though she did not know it even if she had done it. Neither did Ilya know she was right, so he became quite grumpy. 

“It’s not me who wants to sell it. It’s another person. He wants a million dollars for it.”

This time the Lean Bitch burst out laughing derisively with but the briefest pause to consider if it was the right moment for laughs. There was also a chuckle from her sidekick.

“So where is he, this Mr. Pelotkin of yours?”

“Plotkin, not Pelotkin. He is dead. It’s a different person altogether who wants to sell the draft report. Another friend of Plotkin’s. From his childhood.”

“So Plotkin is dead, huh? How convenient for you, again. And who is that friend of his, with that precious document? What’s his name? Where is he?”

“His name is Malkhas, only I don’t think it’s his name. And he must be out of this country by this time.” Ilya was lying now, but it did not take much effort. Nothing he said would make any difference, he was sure. Dealing with this pair of baboons, one male, one female, was simply hopeless.

“Out of this country? So who do we deal with, if we wish to make this ridiculous deal? You?”

“No. There are other people, the document is in their hands, and there’s a way to contact them. Only I’ll talk about these things to someone more responsible. Not imbeciles like you two.”

Herbert leaped up with a growl, but the rebel did not even bother to turn his head toward him, just went on looking the Lean Bitch straight in the eye.

“My defection is world news. I saw my face on Turkish TV yesterday night. The public will eventually want to see me, and you need not think I’ll keep my mouth shut about your interrogation methods. About the way you treat defectors from the Soviet Union. I won’t, you may rest assured. Think about that. Also think of what your superiors will do to you if my information about the Plotkin report proves correct. I am not saying another word. Not to you imbeciles.”

There was a long silence in which the woman’s face turned blotchy, red spots scattered all over it, while Herbert stood there looking silly. 

After a pregnant silence of several seconds the Lean Bitch hit a button, nearly breaking it. Jerry appeared in the doorway and took Ilya to his room. Only there did he begin to shake in every limb. Nothing surprising, come to think of it. He really believed himself to be a physical coward, and to face off with a gorilla like Herbert… Well, that takes real nerve. Not his kind. Another session like this, and he might have a nervous breakdown, gale force ten.

Chapter 47. Signals 

For a few days Ilya was left alone. Except at meals, all the company he got was himself, free to stare at the walls of his room or those enclosing the tiny backyard garden. Luckily for him, he was of that category of men who could stand solitude indefinitely, busy with their own thoughts. He sometimes mused that, if he were to be locked up in a dungeon for decades, like le Comte de Monte-Cristo, he would certainly solve the problem of laser fusion. More likely he’d go bonkers in the attempt, but that’s not the sort of thing one likes to think about.

What he missed sorely was writing materials. All he could find at the back of one of the drawers of the desk in his room was a pencil stub, and he wondered who could have left it there, what kind of people passed through that house. Spies? Suspicious characters threatening U.S. security? Judging by yesterday’s interrogation, he fell into that last unenviable class. Damn silly and unfair, but what could he do about it? Nothing. Generally, there was nothing for him to do except what he liked doing most: squarely face a problem in physics and wrestle with it.

A pencil he now had, but not a scrap of paper. He asked Jerry for some, but the marine merely shook his head: “Orders.” The toilet paper he found in the bathroom was no good, too friable. He then remembered Archimedes, went out into the garden and sat there on a bench in the shade, scratching formulas in the sand, erasing them, then scratching some more. The formulas were long and complicated, the process exhausting and tiresome, and he felt sorry for Archimedes. When Jack came to say it was time for some more shawarma, he cried out, "Do not disturb my circles!" But the joke fell flat. The marine apparently had not heard of the long-dead Syracusan or his last words before having his skull split by a thieving Roman soldier’s sword. Ilya wondered if something of the sort was in store for him – in some more civilized form, he hoped.

At the tavern, he asked to be allowed to go to the toilet. The paper there was thicker than in his own bathroom, and he laid in a good supply of it. This would see him through a few days to come, he thought with satisfaction. 

Now we will leave Ilya to his calculations for a while and turn to the doings of his interrogator, or is it interrogatress. She wrote a brief account of the way she had handled this obvious impostor, a con man demanding a million dollars for an apparent fake which did not even belong to him, and the whereabouts of which he refused to reveal.  

Two facts saved the game Ilya was playing “in the dark,” unaware he was doing anything of the kind. One was the splash his defection made in the world media, especially his connection with the Kurchatov Institute and the dissident movement. Both Jim Mathews and Richard Hailey squeezed every ounce out of Ilya’s heroic dissident past and his even more heroic escape, his breaking through that most formidable of barriers, the Iron Curtain. The story made waves that reached the very top of the Washington intelligence establishment; more than that, the news reached the ears of people inhabiting the White House and the Capitol Hill, no less. 

The other fact was the L.B. mentioning the name of Plotkin in her report, a name that even the topmost men at Langley were very conscious of. That name worked like an electric shock, and Istanbul immediately received a signal to send in the complete (repeat complete) transcript of the interrogation, as well as the text (the original, no translation) of Plotkin’s cover letter found among Nevsky’s belongings.

This was done, and the effect was immediate and stunning. Within the hour Jones received a “decipher yourself” signal that, divested of trade jargon, told her to leave Nevsky strictly alone; double the detail guarding him; instruct the guards to treat the subject with every consideration and courtesy; and await the arrival of a team of special agents. The signature at the end of the signal left Jones visibly shaken, her face going blotchy again.

She feebly inquired if every courtesy meant permission for subject to use the telephone. The reply was curt: every courtesy meant every courtesy, period. Somewhat belatedly she was urgently advised to look up signal number XXX dated YYY.  The same awe-inspiring signature.

Jones yelled for Herbert (we’ll continue using these silly aliases for the time being) and bade him unearth the signal in question. This done, she read it, and felt very sorry for herself. It directed all case officers to be on the lookout for any information from any source regarding a certain Yefim Plotkin, Soviet inventor based in Moscow, “mailbox” ZZZ, winner of Lenin Prize Second Degree, age late twenties or early thirties, etc. etc. The signal dated from a few months before, and had either escaped Jones’ attention altogether or been completely forgotten by her. 

Realizing this, Jones uttered an extremely unladylike expression and repeated it three or four times. She said to Herbert:

“Looks like we’ve put our foot in it.”

The young man said nothing in response, but his mien showed very clearly where Jones got off with that “we” shit. Let the surly bitch go make Zimbabwe safe for democracy. Or Timbuktu. All on her own. Timbuktu sounded just the right place for her. He himself liked Istanbul. The climate was fine, the pay was good, the gals weren’t first-class, but he wasn’t choosy. A dame is a dame, not much difference in their essential equipment.

This last signal brought almost immediate changes in Ilya’s position. He was sitting doodling on stolen toilet paper when there was a discrete knock at the door. He hurriedly stuck the paper in a drawer and yelled, “Come in!”

The man who entered was black and… well, he was huge. Jack and Jerry were both big, burly man, but this Afro-American or whatever he called himself was huge, no other word for it. He stepped into the room, extended a hand and murmured in a Paul Robeson bass:

“How d’you do, Mr. Nev-sky, sir.” He pronounced Ilya’s name as if it were two words. “My name is Mark Booser, sir. Call me Mark.”

The handshake left Ilya’s arm numb to the elbow. Trying not to show it, he smiled:

“I thought it was Jack Dempsey.”

The giant chuckled good-naturedly.

“Oh no, sir, not me. I’ve done some boxing, I admit, but then I quit. It gave me headaches. Wasn’t quick enough to roll with the punches, I guess.” 

To Ilya, that head looked like it would not hurt much if you bounced a crowbar off it, but he kept that opinion to himself. His guest continued:

“I’ve brought a couple of men with me, Mr. Nev-sky, sir, as protection against a possible attack. I read about you in the papers, sir, and it looks like someone might throw a bomb at you, or something.” He actually said somepn, but it would be too boring to convey his style of speech with any accuracy.

“I hope it won’t come to that. Anyway, I feel quite safe behind these walls. A bit too safe, I must confess.”

“There ain’t no such thing as too much safety, Mr. Nev-sky, sir. Not in my experience. Anyway, we’ll do our best, you may rest assured, sir.”

“Great.”

“I also been instructed to in-quire if you have any complaints or special wishes, sir.”

“I most certainly have, Mark. First, I’d very much like to have all my papers returned to me…”

“Sorry, sir, but that’s right out of my jurisdiction, you might say, sir. My permit is to look after your safety and comfort, is all. The rest is up to my superior officers, sir. Sorry.”

“I’ve also been forbidden to use the telephone. And I simply must call my wife. I really must.”

“Oh, that is easily arranged, sir. There is a phone right on this floor,” said Mark in obvious relief.

With this, he led Ilya to the very room where he had been interrogated the day before, and left him there. Ilya spent a delirious half-hour talking to his Nonna, drinking in her voice,  telling her in detail how safe his present refuge was, how well he was cared for, and how fit he felt. All the right things for a wife to hear, down to his shawarma diet. He also told her how worried he was about all the unpleasantness that would befall her, a defector’s wife, but she said that nothing of the sort had happened to her, not yet. Only thing was, her father looked “darker than a thundercloud,” and Mother kept asking all sorts of questions without waiting for any answers, and using her hanky quite a bit as she talked to her cronies on the phone.

It turned out that Ilya was not exaggerating much when he said he was quite comfortable. With Mark’s arrival, he got whatever he asked for – which wasn’t much, actually. He only begged to be taken to a European restaurant, not the shawarma place; his stomach wasn’t coping any too well with the stuff, and he simply hankered for some hot, clear soup and some tea, not that eternal coffee with every meal. This wish was granted with alacrity. 

On their way back he bought a thick notepad, two ball-pens, and a couple of pocketbook mysteries with lurid covers, one depicting just a hand holding a gun, the other a half-naked damsel in distress with outsize mammary glands; no other English books at the stationery kiosk they stopped by.

He just did not know what else to ask for. All he had to do now was wait for someone to take an interest in him, hopefully not the pair of morons at whose hands he had suffered. In the meantime he was quite content to juggle his formulas, trying this and trying that till his face seemed to flush with the effort. When that chase began to make his head swim, he lay down to relax with the book about the adventures of that female with extraordinary mammary development. After all, bosoms are bosoms, as Marcello Mastroianni said when asked why Sophie Loren was getting much bigger fees for their films than he did… Alas, the pornography proved too crude for Ilya’s stomach, the detective story too silly, and he dropped them to stare again at his own calculations, trying to work out where he had made a mistake.

He was almost sure he had made one somewhere in the chain of calculations, the wrong sign or something, but for the life of him he could not locate it. He wished he could discuss it with someone like Fima Plotkin, who had an unerring, sixth sense for anything that wasn’t just right – and what did it get him in the end? A zinc coffin and a tombstone at Vagankovo. The world was a damn dangerous place, especially for physicists, it seemed. It might jolly well be that he, Ilya Nev-sky, was no exception. That nice Man Mountain, Mark Booser, might come in any moment, or while he slept, and murmur something like, “Permit me to break your neck, Mr. Nev-sky, sir. Nothink parsonal. Orders, sir.” It would take the guy as much effort as breaking a matchstick. 

Ilya swore at himself and resolutely picked the pocketbook. Any pornography was better than this wallowing in self-pity, picturing scenes from a horror film, and scaring himself shitless.

Chapter 48. A Cozy Chat

A sort of routine established itself in the next couple of days. Its brightest spots for Ilya were his daily, half-hour calls to Moscow. Nothing much was happening to him, and still he had lots to say to Nonna, and she to him. Even the silences were precious to them both. 

For the rest, he kept grappling with his problem in laser fusion, his notepad getting filled rapidly; he felt he had the makings of a pretty important paper there. It got to a point where this confinement to a half-prison ceased to bother him much, as long as he could go on chasing those St. Elmo’s lights of a satisfactory solution. All other things – what would happen to him and when, what would happen to Givi and to Fima’s report – were important, they were vital, but they would have to wait. He couldn’t do anything about any of it, in his present situation, now could he.  

This spell of solitude and intense ratiocination ended abruptly on the third day. After the staple bacon and eggs and, for him, tea, not coffee, Ilya spent not more than half an hour or so in the garden, enjoying morning sunshine and sweet air and doodling in his notepad, when he was joined by a couple of gentlemen he had not seen before. 

As in the Jones/Herbert duo, it was easy to see which member of this twosome was Holmes and which was Watson. The older man – at a guess dangerously close to forty – was tall but not too tall; compact, well-knit physique; his face, with a tiny, barely visible scar on the side of his jaw, was pretty well designed: firm, square chin, straight nose, lips a bit thin, gray eyes uncomfortably shrewd and… well, wary was the best way Ilya could describe them. You knew at a glance that here was someone to be reckoned with. 

The younger man – Ilya at once mentally dubbed him College Boy – was about his own age, almost as tall as himself, perhaps a year or two younger, hair sandy, not ginger; broad shoulders and a ready, bright smile were the first things you noticed about him; his movements had the easy grace of a good basketball player. 

Ilya rose to meet them. Shaking his hand, the older man said:

“My name is John Brown, Mr. Nevsky. And this is Robert Allen.”

“John Brown as in ‘John Brown’s body lies a-moldering in the grave,’ I expect,” Ilya joked sullenly.

The man gave a short laugh, College Boy grinned.

“You must excuse these little tricks of the trade, Mr. Nevsky. Cover names are a conventionality, you know. Like people singing instead of talking onstage.”

“One feels kind of naked without an alias,” added would-be Robert. “It’s only the James Bonds of this world that are allowed to introduce themselves to all and sundry: ‘My name is Bond. James Bond.’ Outside the movies, you’re given a work name, and you’d better stick to it.” 

“Oh, I don’t mind aliases,” said Ilya. “As long as it’s not Jones.”

“Who? Oh, you mean Jones. No, you won’t hear much about her. Or from her.”

“Great.”

“I see you’ve been working, Mr. Nevsky. Could we take some of your time?”

“Oh sure. In fact, I’ve been waiting for someone like you. Waiting eagerly, I might add.”

“Like you say, great, just great. Could we move indoors? There’s something I’d like to return to you. And we might have a cozy chat.”

As they walked into the house and upstairs, they kept up small talk; Mr. Brown commented on Ilya’s fine English; apparently not many Soviet defectors, if any, had that advantage. Brown’s English, Ilya noticed, wasn’t exactly All-American, like College Boy’s; there was a tinge of something indefinably European about his voice. Ilya remembered reading somewhere that was the way English was spoken by the better educated classes in some areas of America, like Boston, but he wasn’t sure, and kept that observation to himself. Still, he could not help noticing that the way Brown moved was also different from College Boy’s or Herbert’s; none of that looseness about the knees; every movement very neat, very controlled. It was all rather interesting and thought-provoking, only Ilya was more concerned with the way the interview would develop, with the promise this change in interrogators held for him. 

They went to the same interrogation room that held such unpleasant memories for Ilya; this time, though, the atmosphere was quite different. He was given back the manila envelope with all his stuff; no mention was made, of course, that it had all been photocopied in triplicate and added to his ever growing file. 

John Brown, like a good psychologist, did not go sit behind the desk; instead, he suggested they all settle in armchairs around a coffee table. Coffee was brought; Brown asked Ilya whether he would rather have tea, but Ilya replied that coffee would be fine, he only objected to coffee at every meal. These civilities over, Brown said:

“Mr. Nevsky, we have naturally read everything that has been printed about you, but newspapers are notoriously inaccurate. Could you tell us your story as you yourself see fit, please? We may ask you some questions as you go along.”

So Ilya plunged into his narrative for the second time in a few days. Questions only came when he reached his student years, and they were mostly concerned with Fima Plotkin, not the details of his own life. 

“Were you very close with Yefim Plotkin?”

“Oh no. Fima was a typical introvert. Quiet, not very sociable, never talkative, kept himself very much to himself. Withdrawn, you might say. His only close friend, from school and even kindergarten, was this guy Givi…”

“We’ll come to that. You yourself, you did have some contacts with Yefim, didn’t you?”

“Oh sure. We were both very active at SNO. That’s the Russian acronym for Students Scientific Society. We both of us wrote papers, delivered reports, discussed each other’s work, debated. I had some pretty heated arguments with Fima.”

“Did he have a mind that was way out of the ordinary? The makings of a genius, you might say?”

“Absolutely. An extremely original way of thinking he had. A very fertile mind. Like a fountain. Unexpected flights of imagination. A bit quirky.”

“In what way?”

“Well, his thinking sometimes went in totally unexpected directions. You see, he was a fine theoretician, no question about that, but he also had an inventor’s turn of mind. Unlike me. I mostly go in for mathematical elegance; Fima loved practical conundrums, too.”

“Like what?”

“Well, he was curious about so many things… Like, could man beat gravitation by muscular effort? You know, according to the strict laws of aerodynamics, bumblebees cannot fly. Too heavy for the elevating power they develop. But they do fly. So why not man? That really fascinated him.”

“Did he work it out?” Robert asked with lively interest.

“I don’t know. Like I say, my interests lay in pure theory. I only remember Fima was very scathing about all work that had been done in that field – increasing the size of wings, their length, etc. He called it the vulgar approach, dating back to da Vinci; doing what was obvious to any fool. The principle itself was wrong. He wanted to apply the Bumblebee Principle. Whatever that was.”

“Yes, it does look like he had a very original mind.”

“Well, Russia is full of them. We call them kitchen geniuses. They invent things just for kicks and seldom bother about their commercial application. The thrill of the search is enough for them. Most have fine, inventive brains, but little education. Like that muzhik who invented differential calculus, went to the St.Petersburg Academy to report, only to be told he was a hundred and fifty years late, Leibnitz had done it long before him. He drank himself to death in his grief, if I remember right.”

“Poor guy. So your only contact with Yefim was through this SNO society?”

“Certainly not. There were Komsomol meetings, in autumn we’d be sent to some collective farm to dig up potatoes, there were all sorts of get-togethers, parties. By the way, Fima had a good head for vodka, it did not affect him much. There were other occasions when we helped each other out. When one of us played truant, we exchanged notes of lectures. All the usual things.”

“How was he about women?”

“Very shy. I might bet he was a virgin at the time I knew him. Not that he wasn’t interested in women, definitely nothing queer about him. Simply very shy. And he was a bit awkward, physically. Never saw him dancing.”

“Yet he had this beautiful woman for a wife. I forget her name,” lied Mr. Brown.

“Dina. Dinny to her husband and friends. But that was Givi again. He introduced them, and it was love at first sight, for both of them. Like firecrackers going off, Givi said. Yes, a real beauty, very striking. Movie star material.”

“Wasn’t there some tragedy in her family? Her father died in the labor camps, I hear.”

“That’s news to me. I only saw her… let me see… twice. Once on the Moskva river embankment, and the other time at Fima’s funeral. But this second time, it was just a few minutes before she collapsed in a dead faint, and had to be carried away.”

“Poor young lady. Now, you did not keep up your acquaintance with Plotkin after you graduated. Is that correct?”

“Yes, it is. As I said, we weren’t too close even at the university. Later, our careers did not intersect, and kept us pretty busy, I’d say. It’s really a full time job, being a junior research fellow at our respective establishments. Or any other, for that matter. Barely leaves one strength to keep one’s head above water.”

“Didn’t you hear news of his singular success?”

“Oh, that. Of course I did. Like we used to say back home, Moscow is one big village. Sooner or later you hear everything about everyone.”

“And you never called him to congratulate him?”

“No. His award was very hush-hush. Everyone knew about it, but it wasn’t the sort of thing you talk about on the phone.”

 “I see. And you never came across each other?”

“Just the one time I mentioned. Not long before his death. On Kropotkinskaya Embankment.”

“Was it a chance meeting?”

“Oh yes. Nonna and me, we were hurrying to the theater, and Fima and his wife were strolling there after a visit to the Tretyakov Gallery or the Pushkin Museum, I forget which. They are both within walking distance.”  

“Could that meeting be, um, arranged? Organized?”   

“How d’you mean?”

“Suppose Plotkin wanted to see you, but he’d also like to make it seem as if it were accidental?”

“Who, Fima? Why should he?  It was not in his nature at all. A trick like that would never enter his head. He was… well, absolutely transparent. Completely without guile.”

“Few people are, you know.”

“Then Fima was an exception that proves the rule. Besides, I remember that meeting very well. We overtook them, and I jostled Fima. Then we were grinning like a pair of prize clowns, shaking hands, clapping each other on the back, and all that.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Well, there were introductions, then we asked each other about our jobs. I told him I was no longer with the Kurchatov, but did not explain why.”

“Why not? Would he condemn you for your dissident activities?”

“Of course not. Preposterous. As students, we were all anti-Soviet. Close to a hundred percent. Only difference was, some were actively against, and did something to show it, while most just did not bother their heads about such things. Fima belonged in this last category.”

“Still, you did not tell him about your loss of job.”

“I simply did not bother. There was Fima’s wife there, we’d just met, and it would be, well, sort of uncouth of me to go into my troubles in front of her.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

“Besides, we had more interesting things to talk about.”

“Such as?”

“Fima said he was still with that ‘mailbox’ of his, but right then he had some free time on his hands, sick leave or something, so he had done some intense thinking on laser fusion, and we went over his calculations. We’d been interested in the problem ever since we were students. I’m still working on it, right now.”

“But how can you? Without a lab or any equipment?”

“There is a great deal of pure mathematics involved, I mean mathematical problems. One can do that anywhere, any time.”

“Fantastic. So you talked laser fusion, and the ladies just listened, is that it?”

“No, Fima and me, we sort of drifted aside. Our wives took an instant liking toward each other. Girls do, you know.”

“I know.”

“So they chatted about theater celebrities as if they’d known each other for years. Each had a great deal to say – and fully intended to say it. Like a couple of machine-guns, it sounded.”

“I get the picture. Then?”

“Then Nonna pulled at my sleeve, and we hurried off to the theater. That was it.”

“No exchange of telephone calls after that meeting?”

“No. As I said, it was not long before Fima’s accident, or what was said to have been an accident. I understand he kept going on inspection tours all the time. Quite a crowded life.”

There were a few questions about Ilya’s own affairs, about the way he met his future wife, about her family, especially her father, but Ilya got the impression that Brown’s interest in these things was fairly lukewarm. Ilya was eager to pass on to the subject of Fima’s draft report, and what was to be done about it, but that was obviously not the way Mr. Brown had planned it. Instead of moving forward, he went back and dissected every little fact that Ilya had talked about, and a great many that he had not. Under questioning Ilya came up with details about himself and especially Fima Plotkin he was quite unaware he remembered. Toward the end, he was close to breaking out into a sweat, and wasn’t sure he would not have preferred another session with the Lean Bitch to this cozy chat with Brown and Allen Inc.


At last, when it was nearly lunch hour, Mr. Brown stood up, thanked Ilya very courteously, wished him every success with his mathematical problems, and asked if there was anything Ilya needed for comfort.

“Well, a short-wave radio, perhaps. I miss my daily sessions with the BBC. Though they do talk a lot of tommyrot about Russia.”

“That’s easy. Robert will bring you one in a couple of hours. Anything else?”

Emboldened by this ready acquiescence, Ilya asked:

“Could I have a typewriter as well? And some paper. I was thinking of licking my recent work into shape; writing an article for the Physical Review, or some such publication.”

“That’s easier still. You can take this one,” Brown pointed to a covered portable typewriter on a stand. “Booser will provide you with all the paper you’ll need. That all?”

“Oh yes, thank you. Thank you very much.”

With this, the two visitors departed, having arranged to meet the next morning at about the same time. 

Chapter 49. More Cozy Chatting
After lunch Ilya went to his room to work on the final draft of his paper, just add a couple of paragraphs to round the thing off before typing it out. But it proved strictly no go. All he could think of was the morning interview: what he should have said, but had not, and what had better been left out, but had been extracted from him. A typical case of l’esprit de l’escalier.

He also pondered a great deal on the character of the older interviewer. Father Brown, Ilya called him now to himself. A pretty mysterious type, he decided; and very skilled at getting one to talk, and talk, and talk. A real Jesuit, a true Father Brown, minus Father Brown’s umbrella. Physically he was indeed the opposite of Chesterton’s clumsy hero; Ilya felt that this Mr. Brown could tie him, Ilya, into knots, if fancy took him, without working up much sweat. He did not quite know why he thought so, but he sensed it most definitely. 

Unable to concentrate on his calculations, he decided to put the typewriter he had been given to a different purpose. He would type out the story of his adventures starting from the point where they had left off before lunch right down to the present day. He was very pleased with himself; quite a bright idea he’d hit on. It would be just like in their debating society: they’d have a written text to discuss, fill in lacunas, argue about moot points, and so on, instead of this rather exhausting business of being interrogated from scratch, groping in the dark, as it were. This way, they could cut down the time of tomorrow’s interview to an hour or so, perhaps two, not more.

Ilya tackled the job with some gusto. The main character of his narrative, apart from himself, was Givi, of course. He suddenly realized he did not even know Givi’s surname. Well, no matter. Father Brown and his sidekick could find it out for themselves. After all, were they spies, or were they just a couple of guys who liked to hear people talk? 

The job turned out to be rather more taxing than he had thought. His memory retained a lot about the way he met Givi, about their conversations after the Forty Days dinner, on the riverboat, inside the Forbidden Square Mile, and on the train to Tbilisi. He was not too informative on the actual border crossing, but that was only natural: he had been no more than a physical object there, and a pretty miserable object at that, delivered from point to point by other peoples’ will. He rounded the narrative off with Givi’s instructions on the procedure for selling Fima’s draft report to the most likely buyer.

He spent many hours on the task, typing away late into the night. At times he had difficulty with the English, and wished he had a few dictionaries handy, but he always found some roundabout way of expressing himself. His mother had drilled him properly; he’d had to write countless compositions on every imaginable subject for her. Neither of them had suspected that these linguistic skills would be put to such exotic use. Life was a pretty convoluted affair, Ilya mused.

Alas, his hope of cutting down the interview to an hour or so came to naught.  True, Brown thanked Ilya warmly for his foresight, and read his account twice, first rather rapidly, passing each page on to his colleague, then very slowly, marking various passages. All the same, the question session lasted the whole period from around nine in the morning till lunch time, and was as exhausting as the previous day’s.

Just as Ilya had assumed, Brown’s questions mostly had to do with Givi, at the start. Did Ilya think the Georgian was really a good friend of Fima Plotkin’s? An old friend?

“I certainly got that impression.”

“From what Givi told you?”

“That, too, but also from the attitude of Fima’s mother and other relations toward him. They definitely singled him out among all the others. Both at the funeral and on the Forty Days occasion. In a way, he was family. That was obvious.”

“Did he happen to mention which school he and Yefim had been to? Its number?”

“No. But I could ask Nonna to find out, she might call Fima’s mother…”

“Please, Mr. Nevsky.” Brown raised a hand in some alarm. “That would be disastrous. You forget that your conversations with your wife are most certainly recorded and reported. We would really hate to show our hand at this stage. I beg of you, consult me before acting on any of your impulses of this kind, okay?”

“Of course. Sorry.” Ilya, quite contrite, decided that babes in the woods like himself should keep strictly away from intelligence, counter-intelligence, from any of that hugger-mugger stuff.

“Givi’s occupation, now. You write here he is just a low-ranking clerk at the Trade Ministry.”

“That’s what he told me.”

“No outside confirmation of this?”

“None. Except that this business of selling and buying was in his blood. That, too, was pretty obvious.”

“Well, many Georgians are that way, I understand.”

“Correct. But Givi got involved in operations on a somewhat bigger scale than selling woolen socks or sunflower seeds on street corners. This business of smuggling TV sets seemed quite mind-boggling to me. And he was talking of tanks. To an ordinary Soviet citizen’s mind that’s unimaginable.”  

“And now he wants to sell some secrets about Soviet defenses. My main question is, how genuine is that document?”

“It most certainly is. I happen to know Fima’s hand quite well. Besides, it’s very distinctive; very neat, very small, with curlicues here and there. I remember it all from our student years quite clearly. We exchanged papers, notes of lectures, all that sort of thing. As I told you.”   

Brown did not bother to tell the innocent that the more distinctive a hand is, the easier it is to imitate.

“Now as to that document’s content. I understand from the copy of the cover letter you gave us, it mostly deals with all kinds of obstacles in the way of implementing Plotkin’s invention, right?”

“Quite right.”

“Was there anything about the nature of that invention there?”

“I’m afraid I can only be of limited use here. It will need a specialist or a bunch of specialists to judge that. I am not an expert on military hardware at all. A complete layman. An outsider.” 

“But you did have some grounding in engineering, right?”

“In a very general way. You see, my main point of interest regarding that notebook was, had Fima moved ahead of me on laser fusion, or had he not? The moment I saw it had nothing to do with my field, I lost interest.”

“Yet you did convince Givi of the document’s value.”

“I’m still convinced of it myself. The way I see it, its value is twofold. For one thing, it says something about Fima’s invention, though not much. It’s a sort of collar or hoop around the top of a missile. It’s full of sensors that keep the missile very close to the ground in flight, enable it to veer away from obstacles, that kind of thing.”

“Anything about the type of sensors?”

“Mr. Brown, I can only repeat that my interest in these things was, and is, minimal. There may be something of that sort in Fima’s notes. I just don’t know. I may have skipped these pages.”

“Okay, I guess I see your point. What was the other thing that made Plotkin’s report so valuable? In your view?”

“You see, Fima was a perfectionist if there ever was one. Sloppiness of any kind simply made him feel ill. In the very nature of his invention, everything had to be done at micron-level precision. I myself know something of the habits of Russian shopfloor workers; a bit of sloppiness here and there was inevitable. So Fima went all over the Soviet Union checking and putting things right. It’s all in there, and it gives you a pretty clear picture of the state of the Soviet nuclear deterrent. As I wrote in my account.”

“You most certainly did, and we are duly appreciative. Did it all have to do with the Plotkin apparatus?”

“No, not just that. Mainly that, of course, but there is a gread deal else. All kinds of hair-raising episodes about the sloppiness, negligence, and ignorance of both the producers of weapons and the people servicing them. Fima’s heart must have been bleeding as he wrote it out.”

“Do you recall any specific examples?”

“Just the one – about that angular velocity gauge being hammered into place upside down. Incredible.”

“Nothing more?”

“No. Sorry. You realize, Mr. Brown, that I’m just like what the French say about the most beautiful girl in Paris. She can only give you what she has. Not more.”

“That’s very laudable, Mr. Nevsky. You know, people often make out as if they knew, and could tell, much more than they really do, and that’s very stupid and dangerous. For everyone concerned. For those ambitious but careless people above all.”

“Then I’m glad I’ve had this rigorous scientific training. I dislike danger.”

At this point Brown shifted to the manner of their crossing from Georgia into Turkey, but here Ilya was hopeless. He wasn’t even sure they had started from Batumi, for goodness sake. He had been told it was Batumi, but it could have been Poti, for all he knew. He had not noticed any ships’ names. He was unable to point out the spot on the map where they had disembarked. He did not know the way to Kote’s home, would not recognize it if he saw it; these two-storey houses looked all alike to him. Hopeless was the right word.

Brown switched to the procedure for getting Plotkin’s report, if his superiors indeed decided to buy it. Ilya had put it all down on paper the day before: he had to call a number in Tbilisi to say the buyer agreed to the conditions. When the conditions were fulfilled, the buyer would get the notebook, in some unspecified manner. That was all.   

“Was he serious about getting a million dollars for that notebook?” Brown asked.

“I don’t know, and frankly I don’t care a fig about it. As the money will not go to Givi, but mostly to his uncle, I am not sure Givi cares much, either. My impression is that the Georgians’ main aim is to get that chap Vazha Abramishvili out of the Turkish jail. He seems an important cog in their smuggling operation, with his KGB connections. Apart from being a blood relation.”

“Looks like it. Were there any names mentioned in connection with your call to Tbilisi? Will you know who you’ll be talking to?”

“No. I’d be speaking to an answering machine, or so I was told.”

“Caareful bastards,” Robert grunted.

“Yes. Much too careful for my taste,” Brown said pensively. “All right, Mr. Nevsky. Thanks for your time, and thank you even more for the excellent report you have prepared for us. It’s very useful. If you think of any additions to it, they will be most keenly appreciated.”

With this, the two men departed, leaving Ilya as empty as an egg shell. He had to go and change his shirt, before he and Mark went out to lunch. A few more of these polite, cozy chats, he thought, and I’ll start losing weight. Worse than a sea crossing inside a container.

Chaper 50. Sniffing Around

Ilya prepared himself for a few more of these bracing sessions, and even typed out some additions to his account, to lay the ground for more discussion. Instead, there came a lull in the proceedings. A day passed, then another, and another. He felt at last tranquil enough to resume work; his paper was shaping up quite nicely. He already had visions of its acceptance by the Physical Review, cautiously enthusiastic comments, caustic remarks, and all the rest of it.

On the fourth day he had visitors again, the same Holmes-Watson duo. What struck him about Mr. Brown this time was his haggard look. He was as neat and precise in his movements as ever, no sag to his powerful shoulders, but his face looked as if he hadn’t had more than three or four hours sleep this past night, and perhaps a few previous nights, too. 

Which was, incidentally, quite true. The exchange of signals between Istanbul and Langley had been almost frenetic. A decision had to be made on information very little of which could be checked and verified, and someone had to take the responsibility for that decision on scant evidence. Always a tricky stage in any bureaucracy, as we have seen the other side of the Iron Curtain. A mirror likeness here.

Ilya handed Brown his addenda, and the latter read the few pages as carefully as before, first the whole text through, then each word singly. But he only had a couple of questions to ask, and these had little to do with what he had read.

“Have you remembered anything else? Anything about what you call the collar or hoop? The sensors?”

Ilya felt exasperated, in spite of his newfound calm. 

“Mr. Brown, I know you’d hate to buy a pig in a poke. I understand that. But do you really think that the nature of an invention, any invention, can be explained in a chance remark? Suppose we were talking about the weather, and I said something about steam engines, merely in passing. Would that remark make you understand the principle on which steam engines work?”

“Yefim Plotkin wasn’t exactly writing about the weather, don’t you agree?”

“Correct, he wasn’t, only it does not help us at all. Let me put it this way, Mr. Brown. Remember I told you about Fima’s Bumblebee Principle? Well, suppose he also invented some Tumblezee Principle on which those sensors, or whatever else that collar holds, work? Even if I knew it existed, that principle, I might spend years trying to work out what it was – and never get there. And you want me to guess what it was, just like that. Off the cuff, if that’s the right idiom.”

“It is. All right, let’s say you have convinced me. Let’s get down to work then. Please write down, in Russian, the following text: ‘Your figure is ridiculous. The buyer offers one tenth. On this condition, everything is ready for a transfer. I will call you tomorrow morning.’ Can you think of some signature that would show it is really you speaking? Something only you and Givi know?”

“Perhaps ‘Love to Auntie Keto’? That’s his uncle’s wife. Givi mentioned her on the train. The old hag’s making Uncle Shota’s life unbearable, nagging him to get her relative Vazha out of jail.”

“Yes, that’s a useful detail. Can do for a password. Put that in.”

Ilya put that in, and was told to read it aloud to Robert.

“Robert is our Russian specialist,” Brown said with a little smile. 

From the way he had pronounced some of the Russian names, Ilya rather thought that Brown’s Russian would be miles better than Robert’s could ever be. As good as his own, he thought – but kept that guess to himself. 

It took Ilya just a few minutes to get through to that Tbilisi number and say his piece. After that Brown offered to take him on a little sightseeing tour around Galata, keeping up small talk all the time. After a while Ilya decided that small talk wasn’t quite so small or aimless as all that; it might have a very definite purpose – to find out as much about his background as was humanly possible. More than a dozen names were mentioned, each of which could be checked, the people approached, all or nearly all of Ilya’s connections explored. Was he genuine? Didn’t something in his background point to some sinister link to the enemy, the KGB? Even Ilya’s innocent mind, wholly untrained in espionage or anything like it, got the idea in the end. The penny dropped, to use another of his cherished idioms. 

When it did, he noticed another curious thing: both John Brown and Robert Allen kept scanning, as unobtrusively as possible, the street crowd, anyone in their field of vision. The picture this conjured up in Ilya’s mind was of two hounds sniffing out the neighborhood in search of a suspicious scent. 

This sort of thing went on in the restaurant where the three of them, plus Mark, lunched. Ilya had no feeling that he was being watched or anything of that kind, but he sensed the disquiet emanating from Brown. The man was highly strung inside, while doing his best to seem relaxed. It was as if his well-developed feelers signaled the presence of enemy, but could not locate danger. The restaurant being fairly crowded, the task was indeed no easy one. 

Brown’s eyes rested for a couple of seconds on a youngish Turk sitting across the aisle with his back to them. Nothing out of the ordinary about that back, except that there was an open cigarette case on the table by the Turk’s hand, and the inside of its silvery lid reflected now one of the company sitting at Ilya’s table, now another. This lasted a few seconds only; the Turk nonchalantly slid the cigarette case in his pocket, and Brown’s glance shifted to a different target. Only when the well-dressed Turkish gentleman rose to go, without a look in their direction, did Brown’s eyes shift to him, and took in every detail of his appearance – the elegant moustache, the sun glasses, the thick black hair, completely unlike the bald pate of the Frenchman at the marina a few days before – whom Brown had not seen, anyway, and neither had he any idea of that character’s existence. And of course Ilya didn’t recognize the man. How could he?

We too would do well to put away in our memory this look which Brown gave the Turk – without getting a glance in response. No eye contact is the iron, rather than golden, rule in this line of work; every child knows that. 

Lunch over, Brown entrusted Ilya to Mark’s care and went back to the consulate, to engage in some more of the serious business of exchanging signals across the ocean; perhaps to catch up on his sleep, though that was a forlorn hope, and he knew it. The tape from the minute tape recorder in his breast pocket would have to be transcribed; the signal containing the transcript, with comments, would have to be sent off. Done conscientiously, this job would take hours, then more hours.

From Langley the names he had fished out during his conversation with Ilya would go out to Moscow, and there a bunch of friends of friends and acquaintances of acquaintances, known in the trade as irregulars, would get as busy as bees about gathering information regarding the persons on Brown’s list. That information, most of it useless and irrelevant, would eventually get back to him, among other people. In his own mind Brown was convinced already that Ilya was a genuine article, absolutely straightforward, but the spy was generally a glutton for that kind of background info. It was a maxim of his, born of experience of many years: you never know which bit of knowledge tucked away in your brain may come in useful in a fix. And spying equaled being in a fix pretty much continually.

Chapter 51. Musa Does His Bit Again

If Musa (let’s call him by his proper name here, though at that period in his life he was Kurban, and even thought of himself as Kurban) were privy to Mr. Brown’s thoughts, he would have agreed with them wholeheartedly, for right at that moment he was in a pretty bad fix himself, and he needed all the information about the situation he could get, and a lot more that he could not.

Having left the restaurant where he had taken a good look at Freckles and his companions, he went to the Atakoy marina, in his usual garb of a lazy French yachtsman with a Walk-man, to put in one of his regular calls to Aleppo. Aleppo gave him two pieces of news, both to do with Kinto (no prizes for guessing who that was). Kinto had called Tbilisi to hear Freckles’ conditions, or rather the conditions laid down in Freckles’ voice, and to record the necessary response to it. That was the good news.

The bad news wasn’t just bad, it was awful. Kinto had later called Haifa to utter a mayday signal, or better say to wail it most alarmingly. It was hard to make out from the jumble of words what the situation was, but it was certainly an emergency, and a lousy one. Translated from Kinto’s double-speak and general incoherence, he had spotted a couple of gorillas who only awaited a good chance to do him in. How he knew that, who the gorillas were, who had sent them – all that was a mystery. He was now holed up at the address familiar to Kurban, holding Kote as a sort of hostage, which was silly beyond words. More than that, Kinto had sent that mayday signal to Haifa not from the marina or any other safe spot, but right from that address where he was holed up. Now, this was sheer madness. No one said so, but it was obvious without being put into words.

Kurban’s orders from Aleppo were clear: sort out the situation post-haste, concentrate on salvaging the piece of merchandise he knew well of, handle the current holder of that merchandise as he saw fit. Totally within his discretion. Aleppo had every faith in him.

On getting that bit of revolting news, a true, ethnic Russian would have wasted about half a minute swearing a blue streak in a language admirably suited to the purpose. Not so Musa. He walked to his car, fast but not too fast, and a minute later, in the garb of an ordinary-looking Turk, drove at a speed that is best described in precisely the same terms, not too fast but fast enough. 

He stopped just once by a shop to buy a souvenir, a pocket-size bronze bust of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the Father of Turks, one of a million similar statuettes sold all over the country. Back in the car, he used a double length of sturdy twine to tie a noose round Ataturk’s neck in what is known in Russia as the knout knot; takes about half a second to tie with one hand. Musa did not have his favorite kamcha with him, so this would have to do; actually, in his skilled hands you’d hardly notice the difference.    

Musa parked his Toyota as close to Kote’s house as he could. It wasn’t close enough, but one couldn’t have everything, could one. He sauntered down the street, not just his eyes but all his senses, including sixth and seventh, in extra high gear, probing here, there, and everywhere. It turned out, however, that no such extra-sensory exertion was needed. The gorillas were there in plain view, sitting in a pretty formidable jeep, apparently with its air-conditioner going full blast. Had they worn badges with “thug” or “hood” inscribed on them, that would hardly have added much to the impression they produced. One sprawled on the back seat, the other sat upright on the front one, scanning everyone coming out of the oculist’s residence or going into it.

In this situation, Musa did not have much choice. He marched boldly toward the front door, like any other prospective patient would, then swerved right toward the side entrance, ran at a fast clip around the back of the house, past some flower beds, to appear on the other side of the house where an outside staircase led to Kote’s rooms. A second or two later he was tapping out the SOS signal on the door upstairs – maybe the damn fool would guess that it was a response to his own mayday call. 

Givi did. Musa heard him ask in Russian, “Who?” right close to the door, very softly. Musa’s reply was, in the same language, “Greetings from D.M.” The lock clicked, the door opened, and Musa rushed into the room past Givi, swinging his jury-rigged kamcha.

But all was quiet in the room. Much too quiet, in fact. Sprawled on the sofa was the body of a young man, and right next to him lay the weapon, a heavy copper ashtray. Kote, most likely, thought Musa.

“Your work?” he asked. 

Givi nodded, trying to swallow but unable to. There was little left of the boisterous, jovial kinto about him, his face a pale, shaking jelly.

“He opened his mouth to yell,” he said in a hoarse whisper, barely moving his white lips.

To Musa, that was just a complication in a picture that could hardly be grimmer. He held out a hand.

“The notebook.”

Givi pulled it from under his shirt, Musa slid it under his own, buttoned the shirt up.

“Who are the thugs?”

“Zurab’s men. I caught him out in a swindle. Big swindle. Vazha must’ve been on to him, and he sold him to the Turks.” Givi’s use of pronouns was deplorably confused, but crystal clear to both of them.

No time to lecture the greedy bastard on the folly of mixing up official and unofficial business. Musa merely barked: “Get your bag. And take the ashtray. Wrap it up.” It was always best to make the cops look for the murder weapon. Gave them something important to do and to report. Anything to sound overworked.

He walked to the door, listened a few seconds, opened the door, peered out. No one in view. Musa walked down the stairs, Ataturk in his hand, the other end of the twine tied round his wrist in the same knout knot. He reached the bottom of the stairs, took a couple of strides – and there it came. 

The thugs had fooled him, after all. They had crouched under the staircase, and rushed them as soon as Musa had taken those two steps. One of them plunged a nearly foot-long knife in Givi’s back, under the left shoulder-blade. The other struck out at Musa with a knife, too, only there was no one where he struck. The moment he sensed movement behind, Musa leaped sideways, his kamcha swinging. The attacker caught the Ataturk bust precisely on his temple, and went down heavier than a sack of potatoes. The other thug pulled his knife from Givi’s back, sprang forward with a muted growl, and lunged with the blade, but he was out of luck, too. His body nearly parallel with the ground, Musa hit the assailant’s ankle with the toe-cap of his boot; the man went down with a mighty thud, and in the next fraction of a second the Father of Turks smashed the top of his head, leaving the skull totally beyond repair. 

Not pausing for a second even, Musa grabbed Givi’s bag and streaked round the corner, bending low not to be seen through the windows, past those flower beds, to emerge at the opposite side of the house walking rather sedately and paying little attention to the commotion at the other corner – people yelling, gesticulating, scurrying this way and that. Luckily his Toyota was parked on the opposite side of the street, so he did not have to pass by that corner. No one tried to stop him, no one was interested in him; all the passersby were converging in the opposite direction. 

He reached the car at the same unhurried pace, opened the door, threw the bag onto the back seat, and settled in the front, all at the same nearly slow-motion tempo. Only in the car did he pause to take a few deep breaths, his hands gripping the steering wheel. He breathed in slowly, mentally counting up to eight, held his breath for the same count, then exhaled just as slowly. He repeated the exercise several times, until his heartbeat slowed down to normal. 

A police siren shrieked nearby. Time to get out of the neighborhood. He got underway; when he was some distance from the scene of the dastardly crime, he stopped twice. The first time he untied the twine around Ataturk’s neck and simply dropped it out of a slightly opened door. He hated litter, but there were some telltale smudges on the cord, it just had to be got rid of. He also carefully wiped Mustafa Kemal clean, and stuck him in the glove compartment. It would be best to throw away the bust as well, for a microscope would certainly show tiny particles left by various skulls on its surface, only who could tell what other unpleasantness lay ahead? More prudent to keep the bust and a length of twine handy.

He stopped a second time by a mosque he happened to be passing, for the namaz, but first he examined the contents of the bag of the late Kinto, let Allah in His infinite compassion receive his soul, infidel though he was. There was nothing remarkable about the contents of the bag, just personal stuff and a not insignificant sum of money in various currencies. Somewhat more interesting was a notebook with rows of dates and figures in it; most certainly a record of Givi’s unofficial business; except as a nuisance of the sort already described, this had nothing to do with Musa’s present assignment; he’d just pass it on to the local residency; let it be their headache. 

Before going into the mosque, Musa rummaged in a little bag of his own, and stuck a more luxurious moustache onto his upper lip. The persons who could have taken a good look at his face recently were now no good as eyewitnesses or as anything else except as fodder for worms; as for the passersby gawking at the fight from some distance away in the street, someone could have noticed his elegant thin moustache; quite unlikely, of course, but best provided against. He also took off his expensive sun glasses; no decent Muslim entered the house of Allah wearing them, and their absence also changed his appearance a good deal. He took a look at his face in the mirror. Good; now he was ready for prayer.

Half an hour later, as he stepped out of the mosque, Musa loitered around a bit, just to see if there was anyone taking unwelcome interest in his car. No one was, so the devout Muslim got behind the wheel, sat awhile, thinking, and decided to drive to a seedy hotel he knew of. He could have holed up in his rented rooms, of course, but he still had to perform the final, the crowning act in the whole of Operation Trust-bis, and he just could not be the least bit careless. 

There ain’t no such thing as too much safety, Mark Booser had said, and Musa would have totally agreed with the sentiment, had he only heard it put so aptly. But Comrade Chairman expressed it even more succinctly: Safe is safe.

Chapter 52. A Voice from the Nether World

On his way to the hotel, Musa stopped by a public telephone booth to call Aleppo. After a few minutes of chitchat Aleppo asked how things stood with Kinto. Rotten, Musa replied, rotten being the code word for dead; rather appropriately, one must admit. The whole situation was rotten. First Kinto’s host; Kurban should not wonder it was Kinto’s effect on the young man, now rotten as well. Then Kinto himself; a couple of Turks who were up to no good were definitely to blame. Then the nogoodniks themselves; he, Kurban, chastised the rotters personally in a brief exchange near Kinto’s quarters. A rotten situation all round.

Aleppo tut-tutted, and wondered what the world was coming to; if things were that bad, it might have an adverse effect on the deal and the merchandise. Oh, the merchandise was safe in his hands, Kurban reassured Aleppo. He said he was going to a hotel now, but Aleppo had a better idea. Why didn’t he take a well-earned rest? Why not go fishing for a few days? Aleppo knew a nice fishing village on the coast, and there was a very hospitable fisherman there, name of Mengi. He’d take care of Kurban’s car; by the way, that jalopy had better be exchanged for something more suited to Kurban’s position. Besides, Mengi would be happy to take him on delightful fishing trips in his boat.

Kurban agreed it was quite a pleasant idea, only who would take care of V.A.? Someone would have to see him leave by the earliest plane, and generally see to things. Aleppo told him not to worry, it would all be seen to; there were enough parasites in Istanbul who hadn’t done a stroke of work in years. Kurban’s health was more precious than any of that nonsense. All he would have to do was catch some extra large fish, perhaps a sword-fish even, and call Aleppo from time to time. Well-rested, he’d be even more effective than usual. Aleppo had absolute faith in him. Kurban said thanks, and hung up. 

At this point we had better leave Stepan/Musa/Kurban to his fishing, and go back to Ilya and his new acquaintances. On the following day, as soon as those two arrived at what Ilya called the guardhouse, in the less reputable sense of the word, he called Tbilisi as promised, to hear Givi’s voice speaking more or less from the grave, only Ilya did not know that. 

The voice pronounced the following text mechanically, as if the speaker was reading something written down on paper: “One tenth plus one twentieth. That’s final. Certified check to bearer to be handed to the person who will by then be free. You’ll get the merchandise the moment the plane is in the air. Good luck, Ilya. I’ll pass your good wishes to Aunt Keto. Nice of you to remember her.” 

“Was that your friend’s voice?” John Brown asked.

“He isn’t what we would call a friend, but yes, most certainly. Inimitable, that barely noticeable Georgian lilt. That was Givi all right.”

“Still, there’s no guarantee supplied of our ever getting that report, or whatever it is,” Brown said cautiously; he did not wish to sound enthusiastic or overeager. Bad tactics.

“I guess I am the guarantee,” Ilya said. “Givi wouldn’t like to hurt my prospects, I’m sure.” He did not quite believe what he was saying, but he thought it sounded well. He added, more realistically: “Besides, your organization is powerful enough to get that certified check back, and the bearer to boot, if Givi or anyone else tried to cheat.”

“That, perhaps,” said Brown. He did not bother to add that the check was the least of his worries; if Givi had decided to haggle, he could have upped the ante to a round million, or higher.

After that, it was a bit like the Army: the wait-then-run routine. For a few days they were at the waiting stage. The money aspect took just a minute or so; all Mr. Brown had to do was sit down and write the check. Getting that ex-KGB bozo out of jail and onto a plane was a stickier process; significant pressure had to be brought to bear. The Turks, like true Orientals, and like too many non-Orientals, hated to do something for nothing; this, too, had to be seen to.

At last that czar among smugglers, rather the worse for wear, was released – and you know what the bastard demanded, first thing after getting the check? A plane ticket to Beirut, that’s what. People of the right generation will know what that meant. Lebanon was then in the grip of a civil war that had lasted some fifteen years and was set to last a decade or so longer. In that particular year, you could tell that dusk had descended on Beirut when car bombs started blowing up here and there, and jolly young men in pickup cars went riding through streets playfully raking houses with submachine-gun fire. Even an organization as powerful as Mr. Brown’s could easily lose track of a wily specimen like V.A. there. No wonder Mr. Brown, at all times ever so reserved, came close to swearing quite filthily on hearing the news. 

However, he decided to let it slide. There were more important matters in hand. If the other side chose not to cheat, to hand the precious document over, there was a slight chance of finding out something about the opposition. Was it a lone player representing nothing more sinister than a smugglers’ ring? Or could they be mere pawns in a game played by a much more formidable enemy, one who had been too adroit for him, John Brown, and had so far not showed his hand? The stakes were too high to ignore that possibility.

So Mr. Brown took certain steps. Ilya was now regularly taken on sightseeing tours, though he was by now sick and tired of Istanbul, and could not wait to be taken to the States, best of all to Stanford, to people who spoke the same language as he did, in more than the linguistic sense. He realized, though, the need for being paraded at various populous places around the city where he could be easily spotted and approached by Givi or his messenger. After all, Ilya was the only person involved whom Givi knew by sight, and it would be to him that the document would have to be handed, always assuming the Georgian chose to play fair.

Totally unversed in spying games, Ilya soon noticed, however, that wherever he appeared, he moved inside an uneven circle made up of individuals – men and women, Europeans and Turks – whose eyes he could never catch, but who were at all times drifting in the same direction as he did, in a sort of loose formation. At the Grand Bazaar, where the crowds were denser, and he was constantly jostled by porters carrying heavy bales, with warning, French-sounding cries of “Attention!”, that loose circle around him tightened, and he amused himself by trying to count his guardian angels. He did not mention any of this to Brown, though. He merely wished that Givi handed the damn notebook over, the sooner the better; then this silliness would stop, he hoped.

Well, it did stop, though not in the manner Mr. Brown would have preferred. The denouement proved quite prosaic, and in a way disappointing. One day Brown received a phone call from Richard Hailey of AP. He said he had a parcel for Mr. Nevsky, and would someone stop by to pick it up? 

Brown rushed to pick it up himself. He came prepared for certain eventualities, accompanied by an explosives expert and a man with a dog. The parcel turned out to be exactly the size of a thick notebook wrapped in brown paper, inscribed in dancing block capitals, in English:  “For Mr. Ilya Nevsky c/o Mr. Hailey AP bureau Istanbul.”  The dog sniffed at the parcel and turned away in disgust; just another dud. The explosives man slit the brown paper; nothing in the parcel except what Brown expected to be there.

He told Robert Allen to pack it away carefully in his attaché case; the brown paper, too. Then he closely questioned Hailey’s secretary, who had actually received the parcel, but found she could not tell him much. Strictly speaking, what she could tell him amounted to zero. It had been just a special delivery man, a youngish Turk wearing a uniform peaked cap. She had signed a receipt, and that was that. Could she describe the man? No, not really. She found it hard to tell one Turk from another. They all seemed to wear moustaches, and that was extremely confusing. A moustache was the only special feature she recalled. A black moustache. Like about a million others in Istanbul. 

For a second time in just a few days Mr. Brown came very near to uttering something unforgivably obscene, but his usual reserve won. He thanked Hailey and his secretary rather more warmly than the occasion warranted, and the two intelligence men went to the “guardhouse.” It was a clear case for being philosophical, Brown decided. Windfall or no windfall, they had what they had come to get, and that was the main thing that counted. In fact, the only thing that counted. Everything else was a mere sideshow.

Chapter 53. Exodus from Istanbul

Brown’s next step should of course have been a mission-successfully-accomplished report to Langley. A lesser man would have done exactly that, but Brown’s self-mastery was exemplary. First, he showed the windfall to Ilya, and the latter was naturally overjoyed to see the damn thing: it augured release from his comfortable, productive, yet less than desirable detention. 

He recognized the notebook immediately, even to a wine stain inadvertently left on a certain page during that memorable riverboat trip. Was it really in Plotkin’s hand, Brown asked for the umpteenth time.  Most assuredly, Ilya replied, also for the umpteenth time. Besides, he added, if Mr. Brown’s organization was as powerful as he, Ilya, suspected, it mustn’t be too hard for someone in Moscow to get samples of Fima’s writing, would it. Brown merely shrugged. Too early to speculate on that.

Now he could report to his superiors, and he did. His orders were explicit: Return to base immediately. Bring Einstein along, Einstein being apparently the only name of a physicist that the Lean Bitch had recalled when the need arose to give Ilya a fitting cover name. 

Brown was only too eager to comply. Before leaving, however, Robert made Ilya work a few hours on an identikit of Givi. It would be the job of the Istanbul CIA station to distribute identikit photographs among the local police, for them to throw a cordon around the city and stop and detain every Georgian answering that description at ports, airports, bus and railroad terminals, etc. The only spot where the picture failed to reach was the police mortuary, and that, of course, was an unpardonable omission.

The few days after that witnessed a veritable exodus from Istanbul of most people involved, wittingly or otherwise, in Operation Trust-bis. First, Vazha Abramishvili, whom we are not going to bother about at all; then Nevsky, Brown, and Allen; lastly, having seen those three board their plane, Musa, a.k.a. Stepan, a.k.a. Kurban. The latter took a more circuitous way out of Turkey, the details of which we cannot divulge for the simple reason that we know nothing of them. The only one left behind was Givi Chorgashvili; I’d like to compose a suitable epitaph for him, except I would not know where to put it: his final resting place was totally unknown. Still is, I shouldn’t wonder.

In due course the plane brought our trio to Washington. Here, Ilya had to answer a few thousand questions, most of which recurred so many times that in the end he answered them effortlessly, glibly, by rote, as it were. He was also put through a lie detector test, which proved a novel and diverting experience. True, the polygraph team that worked on him was slightly disgusted: he was too straightforward, and his mental apparatus operated too fast and too nimbly for the worthies who handled the machine.

When this was over, he was introduced to the physicists’ community at Stanford, to his immense, undisguised delight; and here we will lose sight of him for good. It must be said that his life in the States proved interesting and eventful, both professionally and publicly. One of the more memorable events of that period was, of course, a failed assassination attempt engineered by some ever vengeful idiots on the KGB payroll. 

The main reason he will at this point recede into history is simple: he no longer had anything to do with the Plotkin report. He’d been given a support role, and he played it to perfection – without ever suspecting he was doing anything of the kind. That episode is closed. This narrative is going to stay with the men most closely associated with the report’s trajectory, and the events in the lives of individuals and nations that it caused.

PART THREE. RUDY HART

Chapter 54. Brown’s Brief Bio

The spotlight shifts to the character we have so far known as John Brown. From now on he will be so much in the foreground that a brief bio is indicated. Such an introduction ought to explain a great deal about his temperament, motives, capabilities, future actions, and much else. Without it, I fear some of his exploits will be hard to take, so much so that the reader’s credulity would be taxed inordinately; beyond all reason.

Rudolf Hellgardt, for that was his rightful name, was born early in 1940 in Riga. His father, Otto Hellgardt, came from a long line of Ostsee barons, and could even show a suit of armor and a coat of arms to prove it. Practically all Baltic Germans could trace their lineage to some baronial ancestry, so we will not dwell on that, especially as all traces of Rudy’s noble birth were wiped out in the conflagration of World War II. 

In June 1940, just as Soviet troops rolled in to occupy Latvia,  Otto Hellgardt, his Russian wife Marina, twenty years younger than her husband, and the newborn baby moved to Germany under the Heim ins Reich program, along with tens of thousands of other Baltic Germans. The Hellgardts settled in Dresden, and for a few years life was more or less bearable, despite the war. Marina, a registered nurse, went to work in a hospital, tending the wounded whose numbers increased from day to day. Otto, a first-class agronomist, was drafted into the army, but he served in some combat support unit quite far from the frontlines, and kept sending home nice parcels from the Ukraine. Then came 1943, Stalingrad, and a series of pockets, in the military sense of that word, in which whole Nazi divisions disappeared without trace. So did one Otto Hellgardt.

For mother and child, the bottom fell out of things in February 1945, when allied planes bombed most of Dresden out of existence; as later transpired, for no other purpose than to throw a scare into the Russian armies inexorably pushing farther and farther west. Marina and her boy survived, but were left with literally what they had on their backs as they rushed into a bomb shelter. What scar that bombing, and all the others, left on the five-year-old’s heart and mind is something for psychologists and psychiatrists to fathom, though frankly I don’t believe in either. 

Marina became a displaced person, like a million or millions of others. For a while she drifted westwards, with the general flow of uprooted people, and ended up in an American camp for DPs. 

In due course Marina was interrogated by Amos Hart, a kindly officer from U.S. Army intelligence. Hart told her, among other things, that other Russians among the DPs committed suicide rather than be sent back to their Soviet homeland, as the Allies were obliged to do. Marina felt she had done nothing to fear some awful punishment on her return to Riga, but she was scared stiff, and readily agreed when Captain Hart told the comely young woman that she and her lovely kid could settle in his quarters, to do the cleaning, cooking, and all the rest of it. 

It’s all too easy to guess what this led to. Like a true Russian woman, Marina thought little of herself, her whole life centered on her child and her man. Amos, who had suffered enough in his younger days at the hands of self-assertive, loud-mouthed American women, was absolutely enchanted by her gentle, self-effacing ways and faultless housekeeping. A real helpmeet at last, he decided. When demobilized, he took his new family to a nice little property he had in Maine. That was how Rudolf Hellgardt became Rudy Hart; and that was his first cover name, if you like to think of it that way.

Amos, by then in his late forties, taught school a little, but mostly devoted himself to family life. He soon became totally wrapped up in his adopted son, who reciprocated with all the warmth of his little heart, and definitely preferred Dad’s company to that of his stupid (his word) schoolmates. They became the best of pals, hiking, fishing, hunting, skiing, and sailing together. 

At age nine, Rudy was the proud owner of an air gun; at eleven, of a 0.22; on his thirteenth birthday he got a beautiful twenty-gauge shotgun, later succeeded by an even more beautiful .308 Winchester. Rudy excelled in all kinds of woodcraft, and learned many tricks worthy of an Indian. He could steal through the woods as noiselessly as a shadow, spooring; he could knock a squirrel off a tree with a pebble from a slingshot or a rock from a sling. In season (and, if the truth were to be told, sometimes out of it), the Harts ate more deer and other game than beef or mutton. 

For a couple of years Rudy spoke English with a kind of foreign accent, and that set him apart from other kids, which at that age, as well as much later, results in one thing – ganging up on the poor victim, and beatings. These did not go too well for the attackers, for Rudy never learned to cry uncle, and went on fighting like a wild cat when any other kid would have run away or begun to snivel. Amos taught his boy a few martial arts tricks, and the bullies at school soon found that interfering with the Commie brat could be very costly. Sure he was a Commie – his mother was Russian, wasn’t she? That’s what the bullies said, but not to Rudy’s face; no one wanted a bleeding nose, which was the least they could expect; more serious damage was quite likely.

At age twelve Rudy decided he wanted to be a spy, just like his dad. The decision may have sprung from this sense of being a loner, of other kids’ animosity toward him, the feeling that he was in the company of others but not of it – who can tell? Amos merely chuckled; kids did indulge in these fancies about their future careers, wanting to be exactly like the hero of the latest movie they had seen. Amos forgot apparently that this particular kid came from a long line of Teuton warriors whose main weapon in fighting their way east was an iron will to win. That was on the one hand; on the other, he was a little Russian muzhik, of whom their poet once wrote: “A muzhik is like a bull; if he gets some crazy idea in his pate, you can’t knock it out with a stake from a fence even.”

Rudy’s mother knew that only too well, and she became worried; sensing that, Amos became worried, too. Rudy devoured every spy thriller he could lay his hands on – Mickey Spillane, Ian Fleming, and similar trash. True, he sniggered as he hit on the more idiotic passages, where Russian morons talked in paragraphs from an ineptly translated Pravda, or in bogus Russian, or acted like escapees from a lunatic asylum; still, he went on reading them, sometimes a book a day. 

Amos also read the stuff, and pooh-poohed it. The world is not made of absolutely evil, moronic Them and impossibly virtuous, brilliant Us, he said. Only morons believed that. Goodness and evil, brilliance and stupidity, generosity and meanness, they are all spread rather evenly over the surface of the earth, he said. That was his own experience, and he did not mind sharing it with his son. No writer that failed to understand these simple truths was worth reading.

He also did his best to explain to his son in hard-hitting detail what an excruciatingly boring, nerve-racking, thrill-free business spying really was, with very little scope for physical daring, knife-throwing, and all that kind of rubbish. Also, the worst a spy could do was think of the opposition as a bunch of murderous, clumsy nitwits only fit to be smeared over the nearest wall by the hero. With that kind of attitude, he’d better find a job as an accountant, and perform all his heroic deeds in the imagination only.   

Thus talked Amos, but the only visible result was that Rudy drifted slightly away from his father, and continued to swallow the same kind of books on the sly, if perhaps a bit more critically. He’d be just like Tiger Mann or James Bond, only his opponents would be much more worthy of the honor of being slain by him.

Now, despite those drastic changes in her way of life and general environment, Marina stubbornly held on to the beliefs of her youth. Thus she would meekly agree that the man was the head of the family; but she never forgot the rest of the Russian saying – that the woman was the neck, and the head turned exactly where the neck directed it. 

She accepted as a given, somewhat tearfully, that Rudy would be precisely what he decided to be, and explained it, ever so gently, to her husband. If Rudy wished to be a spy, it was Amos’ clear duty, she intimated, to prepare him thoroughly for the career, to make him a well-trained, well-equipped, carefully-treading professional with the best chances of survival there could ever be.

 Amos saw the light, sighed, and went to work. He taught the kid all the tricks of the trade that he himself knew – and these were many, after his long career in intelligence. He especially concentrated on character building, laying stress on ability to observe, to read people’s thoughts from tiny signs, and to adapt to slightest changes in the company he found himself in. Above all it was important to be at all times reserved and patient, despite provocation; but when the right moment came, to act suddenly and swiftly, leaving the opposition no chance.

These qualities were tested severely in Rudy’s sixteenth year. That was the time when McCarthy was in his prime, and the Red Scare at its height. The burghers of the small town where Marina did her shopping were not immune to the phobia. One day she jostled, by sheer accident, one of these burly patriots in a shop, and he snarled “You Commie bitch” at her, and shoved her so hard she nearly fell down, her parcels scattered all over the floor. This scared her so bad that for quite a while she was afraid to step outside, and mostly kept indoors.

When this episode was reported to Rudy by one of his few friends, he went deathly pale and muttered through his teeth: “He really shouldn’t have done it.” When Marina saw his dark face that day, she wailed, “Don’t, Rudy… Please don’t,” in Russian. He managed to smile reassuringly: “It’ll be all right, Mutti,” using the endearing German word for Mother from his early childhood; only his mother was far from reassured. 

A couple of months later, in the fall, that truculent patriot went hunting deer, like most other men around there. He was only found a couple of weeks later, his face and most of his head made unrecognizable by foxes. The coroner pronounced it death by misadventure: the deceased must have slipped on a boulder, fallen, and hit his temple on a rock; the bones of the right temple were found to be cracked. No one bothered to speculate that the rock could have come flying, thrown by someone handy with a sling. 

Later, a few of the sheriff’s buddies heard him mutter, mysteriously: “I told the goddamn fool he shouldn’t have acted like a baboon.” He hadn’t even bothered to ask Rudy where he had been at the time of the accident. Hunting, of course; it was the deer season, wasn’t it. Rudy was one of the best local lads at stalking deer. He could in fact creep up on a deer within a few yards before the animal noticed anything was amiss. Incredible, people said; but there it was. 

Chapter 55. Brown’s Brief Bio (concluded) 

Two years later, right after high school, we find Rudy at an intelligence training center, at one of the numerous schools which come under that heading. This was a bit unusual, but young Hart, with his preparatory training, was an unusual product. Besides, his father’s former pals now ran practically every branch of the intelligence establishment; that helped, too.

Rudy became the star of his year at that school, no question about that. But what mostly determined his future was his command of a couple of foreign languages that he spoke like a native – German (with a slight Saxony accent) and his mother’s Russian. In his infancy Marina sang him Russian lullabies and told him Russian fairytales; she just did not know any other. Of these she knew plenty, and Rudy was an avid listener, effortlessly learning all those tales by heart. Later, Russian became their secret language when they wished to speak of things that no one, not even Amos, needed to know about. Marina loved reading; she ordered lots of Russian books from booksellers and libraries, and Rudy, too, was quite well-read in Russian literature.

As he was nearing the end of his training at the Center, one of the more far-seeing heads close to the top of the intelligence hierarchy had a bright, really worthwhile idea for using someone like him. In the spirit of the trade, we shan’t name any names, the more so that nothing, or very little, came of that fine idea, and the name of the instigator of the project lies safely buried in the archives, no longer remembered even by the oldest hands.

The gist of the idea was to start someone like Rudy at the lowest rung of the Soviet Army – as a private, in fact – and let him climb from rung to rung, eventually rising to really important positions, hopefully winning in fifteen or twenty years a general officer’s shoulder straps. The project, an absolutely secret one, was dubbed FarHor, for Far Horizon. With luck, a brilliant student like Rudy could end up, via the General Staff Academy, at the Soviets’ General Staff H.Q., and that was more than any intelligence community could ever dream of. 

So one particularly dark and stormy night Rudy was washed up on a rocky stretch of the Crimean coast, nearly getting crushed by the waves against the huge, sharp-edged boulders. He pulled a rucksack out of a plastic bag, and from the rucksack, a pair of cheap, well-worn pants, a shirt, a jacket, and an even cheaper pair of sneakers, all of these Soviet-made. He put on the clothes, stuffed mask, snorkel, and a pair of clumsy flippers in the rucksack, which also held a trident with a collapsible shaft, a bit of line and some hooks, some dried bread and cheese, and a few other things. With a tiny sum in Soviet rubles in his pocket, he was no different from hundreds, if not thousands, of “wild tourists,” young guys and their girlfriends who came each summer from all over the country to infest the Crimean coast, and were such a headache for the frontier guards.

Like them, Hart wandered from beach to beach, alone or with a bunch of other dikari “savages.” One day he and a group of others settled for the night right on the beach, and were roused from sleep by a frontier guard patrol. All the others were merely shooed away from the beach, which was officially the Soviet border, but Rudy was detained: unlike the others, he did not have a scrap of paper to identify him. 

The frontier guards handed him over to the police, the police took him before a judge, a grim-looking woman in her fifties. She listened to the boy’s story without much interest; it was so familiar to her that she could have recited it to him, herself: the boy came from Belorussia, the part of Russia that had lost between one quarter and one third of its population during the war, no one could say exactly how many. In consequence, the region was awash in orphans who rarely knew even their own surnames, all their relations having perished in the war. There were orphanages all over the place, but the conditions were so bad that kids with any spirit regularly ran away from them, adding to the army of bomzhi, the down-and-outs. Rudy said his name was Ivan Petrov, about the most frequent combination of Christian name and surname in Russia, given him, as he told the judge, by the manager of the first orphanage from which he had run away. In all, he mentioned three of them, in different towns; the others he just did not remember, he said.    

The judge automatically sentenced Ivan to a year’s labor on a collective farm for vagrancy, but then she remembered he had mentioned his age, eighteen or thereabouts, and she gladly handed him over to the military commandant. So, after six months in a training camp, Private Petrov became a signalman on a torpedo boat in Sevastopol. He had every chance of entering a naval school after his stint in the Navy, of becoming a naval officer on graduation, and later rising in the service, as originally envisaged in the FarHor operational plan. 

However, that was not to be. There were some political changes at the top of the Old (then new) Headquarters Building at Langley, and the FarHor was scrapped, hard to say now why. It was feared, perhaps, that in all those years and even decades in the enemy camp Farhor, a.k.a. Ivan Petrov, might become too Sovietized, change sides, become a double agent, or something of that sort. Too uncertain. Insecure.

So one day, as signalman Petrov in his cubbyhole, with the headphones on, was listening to the VoA station at Rhodes, which was coming crystal clear, he heard something that made him take some hasty notes on a scrap of paper, which he later wiped his ass on, but not before decoding the text with the help of Ostrovsky’s How the Steel Was Tempered, a book for politically conscious young men that he read many times.

The outcome was that he got in touch with a photographer in Sevastopol, and was told that his days as a sleeping mole were over; he was to generate some product along the lines the photographer indicated. As a result, the Pentagon soon had more data on Soviet TKs (that’s the Russian acronym for torpedo boat) than it knew what to do with. Part of Farhor’s product – the Soviet Navy’s low-grade secret codes – was indeed valuable, but there was also a lot that could be gleaned from open sources. Rudy did not know that, and continued to generate intelligence with some enthusiasm.

No one told him – as they should have – that that sort of hyperactivity could end in one way only: disaster. Hard to say what saved him that time, luck or instinct. He was walking along the waterfront boulevard in his squeaky clean, ironed-to-perfection seaman’s uniform, a giggling girl on his arm, just like hundreds of other young sailors on a few hours leave. He was all ready to give a ready-to-fill-dead-letter-box signal – just an absent-minded scratch with a sharp pebble on a painted lamp-post – when something, some shock or current from the reptile section of the brain, or the devil alone knows what, made him drop the pebble, stop, and start kissing the giggler’s fingers, one by one. As he did so, he counted not less than four well-built individuals, each at about fifteen to twenty paces from the lamp-post, all more or less convincingly doing nothing. 

There could be no doubt at all: the photographer had been caught and told all, under expert interrogation. It was only a matter of time, perhaps a few hours, before one of his sources, the TK signalman, was identified. To make sure double sure, Rudy did a crazy thing: he led his jolly, long-legged companion past the photographer’s place. A broken window-pane, the spy’s last desperate move, signaled clearly: Run, rabbit, run!

A spot of desertion was clearly indicated. He got rid of the girl, but not before making love to her in a quiet corner with utmost ferocity. That was the first time he experienced that strange effect of close mortal danger on a man’s sexual behavior – a sexual urge that was impossible to contain. That was an oddity that in later years never ceased to amaze him.

Still shaking from that adrenalin explosion in his blood, he went to a shop to buy himself a minimal civilian outfit – shirt, pants, sneakers. He changed in a public lavatory, and spent the rest of the day at a beer joint, right until closing time, joining a raucous bunch of serious drinkers, standing endless rounds, joining in the singing, and winning a few everlasting friendships. When night fell, he visited a certain stone wall where he had cached, behind a loose rock, a tidy sum of money and papers in the name of Ivan Pavlov, another combination of Christian name and surname that might fit a hundred thousand Russian males, perhaps more. The same night he climbed on top of a freight car, and was by morning far from the border zone; a zone of mortal danger for him.

Traveling by the lowest class of railroad facilities, he went as far as Kazakhstan, thousands of miles from the Crimea. For nearly a year he went to ground there, working as a truck driver on a state farm. Khrushchev’s drive to upturn the virgin soil was in full swing then, countless waves of young men and women, sent by the Komsomol, moving in and sometimes out, settling and resettling. Getting lost in that human maelstrom was ridiculously easy, despite the strict internal passport controls and such.

Rudy used that year to re-establish contact, and then, still driving a truck, did some good work around the Semipalatinsk nuclear weapons testing range. Regrettably, he also did a chivalrous thing while there, for which he was duly punished. He became friendly with a very willing young lady, who unfortunately had to be protected against a knife-wielding former suitor. Rudy had the knife hand in a neat hold, in another second he would have the knife on the floor and the attacker properly chastised, but at that moment his lady-love threw herself on his back, probably with some dim idea of breaking up the fight, who the hell can tell. The big brawler’s hand jerked, the finka leaving a bad gash on Rudy’s jaw. This made Rudy so mad that he gave the lady his elbow, not caring much where it landed, then punched the assailant in the liver area with considerable feeling. When the ambulance took the jelous ruffian to a hospital, the lady in dispute experienced a copulation of her lifetime; that was the second time Hart had that uncontrollable hormonal explosion. As in the previous episode, it was followed by headlong flight. 

That punch to the liver area proved a mite too solid: the liver split in two, the patient died, and Rudy had to do a bunk. He could have got off with a couple of years inside, almost a must in any Russian muzhik’s bio. But that would mean leaving his fingerprints on record, and he guessed Naval counterintelligence and the KGB already had a set of his prints. Too, too insecure.

He surfaced near Chelyabinsk, and did some more useful work around the nuclear center at Chelyabinsk-50, also known as Kasli-2 (the town is now called Snezhinsk). But with this little scar on his jaw he was literally a marked man, and when water became somewhat too hot, his superiors decided that enough was enough. Several methods of exfiltrating him were suggested, but by that time Rudolf had learned, and did his best to stick to, this golden rule: if you want something done right, do it yourself. Yet another golden rule said, nothing’s better for a fugitive than really bad weather. So one awful, stormy night he sneaked across the Soviet-Finnish border so quietly that neither side noticed. 

As a matter of fact, I could write a whole book about Rudy’s spying career, before and after this point, and maybe I will some day. For the present, though, I will wind up by stating merely that, his cover in Russia thoroughly blown, he put on his German persona, and did quite a lengthy stint in the GDR.  When that cover was blown, too, he did yet another of his disappearing acts, and for a while headed a training center, like the one he himself had gone through, years and years before. That, however, did not suit his temperament at all, so some clever head at the top of the Langley hierarchy made him a trouble-shooter, a sort of roving envoy: whenever failure, scandal, or disaster loomed in some part of the globe, word came down: Send Rudy; Rudy will straighten it out – or die in the attempt. It was tacitly understood, though, that someone else might die, but not Rudy. His knack of getting out of the worst fixes was legendary.

Chapter 56.  HUMINT vs. TECHINT

When Rudolf Hart handed over Nevsky and the precious notebook to his superiors, and had written a final report on the case, he was given a few days leave; these he spent, as was his custom, with his widowed mother at their place in Maine. Mrs. Hart, now in her sixties, was in Rudy’s eyes – and not in his eyes only -- as beautiful as ever, her face unlined, her body as slim as a girl’s. Even the gray in her hair was becoming. Only her hands, the hands of a woman who worked hard all her life, did not look at all like those of a girl of twenty. She spent her days attending to her husband’s grave, gardening, knitting, reading, and waiting for Rudy to come on one of his rare and all too brief visits. For a few years she cherished the hope of seeing him married, and of nursing grandchildren, of becoming a real babushka. With time, though, that hope sickened and died for total lack of nourishment: when Rudy came home, he came alone, and he left alone.

This latest visit was no different from all the others. Rudy fully inherited his mother’s passion for gardening, and spent whole days digging, hoeing, mowing, pruning, filling the compost heap, and all the rest of it. He went hunting, too, and filled the freezer with deer meat, most of which would later go to Mrs. Hart’s huge Newfoundland. 

To her grief, this leave of absence of Rudy’s proved even shorter than usual, and he was soon back in Washington. Here a new assignment awaited him, then another, and another. We pick up his career again at a time when he had just returned from an assignment in Panama.

Even in those days some of the more lucid heads at the CIA were becoming worried over the drug-related shenanigans of Lieutenant Colonel Manuel Noriega, a CIA agent appointed chief of military intelligence by President Torrijos. After a month or so of sniffing around Panama, Hart was ready to write a hard-hitting report about Noriega becoming a key player on behalf of the Medellin Cartel. That, however, was not what Washington wanted to hear, and special agent Robinson (his work name on that job) was hurriedly called back, especially as his knowledge and skills were urgently needed elsewhere.

In Panama City Rudy caught some intestinal bug, and on his return spent his days mooching about his house in Vienna, a Washington suburb, fighting the bug and fretting. Vienna is in fact close to the top of the one hundred best places to live in the United States, but things like this don’t help much when you have to keep very close to the toilet seat for days on end. And nights, too.

It was here that his former roommate at the intelligence training center, and now his immediate superior at Langley, came to see him. Throughout his career this gentleman (we will call him Sam, if for no other reason than that was his real name, and what Rudy Hart called him) had proved much better at office politics and analysis than at field work. Rudy appreciated Sam’s analytical skills, just as Sam freely admitted Rudy’s excellence at the art of actual intelligence gathering in the enemy camp. Each spy respected the other for his strong qualities, the respect cemented by their sense of superiority in the areas where they themselves shone brightest. 

They talked a few minutes about Rudy’s indisposition, Sam insisting that thoroughly disinfecting the organism with liberal application of malt whisky was a much better cure for that kind of disorder – in fact, for any disorder – than the antibiotics Rudy kept injecting in his backside. That was an old argument between the two friends, and it ended in the way it usually did: Rudy provided the liberal application treatment for Sam, while he himself sipped diet coke as they talked.

“Okay, Sammy,” Rudy said. “You haven’t driven all the way here to discuss my tummy ache. What is it? Noriega?”

“Fuck Noriega. We’re both agreed he’s all shit, we’re both on record for saying so. What else can we do? Stick a bomb up his ass?”

“Speaking for myself, I wouldn’t mind doing exactly that. Lots of people would appreciate that most keenly.”

“Forget it. The White House wouldn’t like it. Closer home, the Admiral wouldn’t like it,” Sam said gruffly. 

The admiral in question was none other than the then CIA director Stansfield M. Turner, Jimmy Carter’s classmate at U.S. Naval Academy. Ever cautious, Sam was averse to taking his superior’s name in vain. Rudy, however, was free from these inhibitions. Like we said, he was never good at office politics.  

“You mean to say he doesn’t like any of us HUMINT artists. Or any of our product.”

HUMINT may seem a bit of abracadabra to the present-day reader, but back in the late 70s and early 80s it was fraught with terrible significance to many on the CIA payroll. Admiral Turner loved all technical means of intelligence gathering, and heartily disliked intelligence gathered by live, human sources. In fact, Turner beat all unpopularity records within the CIA by eliminating more than 800 operational positions in what was called the "halloween massacre." Indeed, our two heroes were lucky to have remained in the service at all. 

“TECHINT has its uses, Rudy,” said Sam, neatly avoiding any talk that might be taken as criticism of top brass. “Remember what you brought me from Istanbul?”

“Don’t I. Is it any good?”

“Oh, it’s marvelous. It’s fabulous. The generals love it. The corporations adore it. Ruskies have beaten us to the draw again, they scream. We must close the new missile gap, they shout. Let’s pour some more billions into our own ultra-low-altitude missiles program, they yell.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, except we had such a program in the past. Not a success. One such ultra-low toy is still lying on the sea bottom somewhere off Alaska.”

“Yeah, I heard about that one, too. They scrapped the program, right?”

“Right, but they’re reviving it. On another front, it’s given Edward Teller a shot in the arm. He too is squawking about a missile gap, and touts his new weapon. The x-ray laser. Xaser, he calls it.”

“I thought everyone knew this missile gap talk is liquid manure. Editorialists’ plaything. Policy by press release, isn’t that the phrase?”

“Ah, Rudy, Rudy. If only things were as simple as that. Missile gap is no plaything, it’s a political weapon. And it is used to hit out at the Agency. In Congress, among other places. We say there’s no such thing as a missile gap, and we get our asses kicked. By people who count, not just by shitty editorials.”

“I see. That Plotkin thing I brought you, it adds more power to the kicks. Is that it?”

“It sure is, Rudy. It sure as hell is. It raised a gale force ten stink. To coin a phrase.”

“Sorry. You should have warned me, and I’d have squashed it.”

“You may, yet.”

“How?”

“There’s a snag about this Plotkin report. The admiral says it’s HUMINT at its worst. No TECHINT corroboration at all.”

“No?”

“None. Ultra-low-altitude flying bombers, yes. Fighter-bombers, yes. Air defense missiles, yes. ICBMs, no. We don’t have them, the Ruskies don’t have them. It’s all fiction. Smoke.”

“Well, well. So I brought you a gob of deza, you mean? A nicely wrapped pack of shit?  I guess I’ll have some of that single malt medicine, after all.”

Chapter 57. New Assignment 

Rudy poured himself a couple of fingers, added soda, sipped silently for a couple of minutes.

“Well, maybe TECHINT simply missed them,” he said at length. “Not enough statistics. There wouldn’t be too many tests of this kind, I’m sure.  Too expensive.”

“There’s that possibility. Still, there ought to be something. One little scrap of TECHINT evidence. There’s none. No pictures from the satellites. None from the ground.  Not one.”

“Well, Russia is a huge country. The biggest. And vast tracts of land there are hidden by low clouds, for weeks on end. Or by smoke from taiga fires.”

“I know, I know. The Admiral knows, too. So he told me to dig up some more HUMINT about the Plotkin thing.”

“Did he really.”

“He did. How would you go about digging into it? Just curiosity, you know.”

“I mentioned it in my report, didn’t I. If I had more time, I’d track down that smuggler pal of Nevsky’s. Givi was his name, right?”

“Right.”

“There were a couple of pointers. Their host’s father was a well-known oculist, and they were Georgian. Christian, too, I suppose. Enough to go on, even in that wide-scattered city.”

“Great minds think alike. That’s exactly what I did. Told Istanbul people to keep digging in that direction till they hit paydirt. And they did, you know.”

He pulled out of a pocket a photograph, obviously taken in a mortuary. Just a face.

“That’s Givi. Nevsky identified him. Definitely.”

“So someone did a bit of mopping up. Obvious.”

“Yes, and that someone did it very, very thoroughly. There were three more corpses. Their host, Konstantin, Kote for short. Found dead in his rooms. Head bashed in. Then there were a couple of Turks, found next to Givi’s body by the staircase leading to Kote’s rooms. Goons with records as long as your arm. Both wielded knives at the time of their untimely demise. Both had their pates neatly smashed. Artistically, I’d describe it as. Just one blow to the temple, another smack to the top of the head. With a hard, heavy object; something smallish, not big at all.”

“Neat.”

“Le mot juste, neat.  One of the goons had managed to knife down this Givi, before having his head cracked like an egg.”

“Any sign of the mopper-upper?” 

“No more than you would have left, Rudy dear. Just a shadow.”

“Eyewitnesses?”

“Considering that the whole ruckus took place in broad daylight in a crowded street, the police ought to have had lots of precise eyewitness accounts. What they did get was a laugh a minute. Some eyewitnesses said there were two more assailants. Others, that the goons killed each other. One humorist said Givi killed them both. Most saw some sort of commotion, a flurry of arms and legs, then three stiffs.”   

“These eyewitnesses, were they far from the commotion?”

“About a dozen paces, maybe twenty.”

“Exquisite work. Wins my admiration. I take off my hat to the guy. Absolutely.” 

“Wait till you hear more. I compared some of the dates, and it appears that you were handed the Plotkin material after Givi was dead.”

“Neater and neater.”

“Yes, isn’t it. So it must have been the guy you call the mopper-upper who delivered the material to the AP bureau.”

“Theoretically, it is not necessarily so, but I’d buy that assumption. Just a feeling, mind you. We’re dealing here with a guy not unlike myself. The same principle. You want something done right, you do it yourself.”

“Looks like it. Any other feelings, sir?”

“Actually, there is, or rather there was. One day, at a restaurant, sitting there with Nevsky, I distinctly felt… a presence. One does not put that sort of ESP nonsense in an official report, of course.”

“Coming from you, I’d have taken it very seriously indeed.”

“Not the Admiral, though.”

“I guess you’d be fired on the spot. Me, too, probably, if I brought it to his attention.” 

They both chuckled, sipped more whisky, mused awhile. Then Sam summed up:

“So we run this Istanbul thing into the ground, and what do we come up with? Feelings. Nothing concrete. No facts that would clearly point one way or the other. From the facts available, it may be straight, and it may be smoke.”

“It’s a bit more than feeling, Sam. There’s a pattern. And it points to a well prepared operation neatly carried out. Masterly performance. Note how they even used a sincere defector – in the dark. Textbook operation. Like you say: artistic.”

“My view exactly. Only… it’s not enough to convince the Admiral. He simply won’t hear what I’m saying. Besides, I can’t quite get the opposition’s idea. The purpose of the exercise. To scare us with this low-flying gimmick? What for? To ratchet up the arms race? They got that result, but do they want it? Did they?”

“Do people, politicians especially, always get the result they want? I’d say they get the exact opposite, more often than not.”

“Could be. Could very well be…”

“And anyway philosophy is not my department, Sammy. To get an answer to your query, you’d have to talk to Comrade Andropov. Maybe it’s a ruse to gain time. Some sort of breathing space. It may be something to do with their internal rivalries at the top. You could fill a book, speculating.”

“Speculating’s fine, I love speculating, but what do we do? What would you do?”

“Obvious. You’ve run the Istanbul scene into the ground, you say. So we now shift the focus to Moscow. Probe into all their antecedents – Givi, Nevsky, but primarily Plotkin and his ‘mailbox.’ Was such a thing feasible? If it was, was it realized? Someone must know something. Plotkin wasn’t working in a vacuum.”

“Easier said than done. We just don’t have anyone in Moscow for a job like that. There’s been some pretty painful loss of assets. And generally, it’s… it’s a job for a magician, not an ordinary agent.”

 “Well, I know just the man to do it,” said Rudy with a wry smile.

“You’re crazy. Stark, raving mad.Your cover’s been blown to shreds, and not once but many times… You’d be stopped by the first policeman.”

“No, I would not. It’s been years. More like ages, it feels. These days, I hardly recognize myself in the mirror. I used to have these thick lips, fine instruments for kissing – where are they? Just a thin line. Where are my eyebrows? Just another thin line. Not too many wrinkles, I grant you, but even that could be used to advantage. It’s two different persons altogether. Me past and me present.”

“Do you know what some defectors say? They say that trainees at KGB schools study your life story and your operations. Both in Russia and in Germany.”

“But that’s just great. Wonderful. I’m something out of history books. Way in the past. Dead and buried. Who would be on the lookout for a zombie? No one in their right senses. Especially not someone from the new generation,” Rudy said stubbornly.

Sam rose and took a few turns about the room, humming tunelessly, thinking, consulting the whisky in his tumbler.

“You have a point there, of course,” he said at last. “We’re both getting to be back numbers. Retirement material. We might retire you from the service, officially, and let the news filter, through some source of ours, to the other side. They might take you off some Most Wanted list of theirs. Hopefully.”

“I knew you’d come up with some such brilliant idea.”

“Brilliant, hell. I have to sell the idea to the Admiral. He’ll demand something better than brilliant plans.”

“Well, it isn’t as if you were walking knee-deep in alternatives. What else is there to do?”

“Strictly entre nous, there’s a live source on the Soviet side. Gave us quite a lot on their missile plans.
 But his info is somewhat out of date, and it’s negative. Nothing at all about ultra-low altitude flying missiles.”

“Negative proof is no proof, you know that. Just a hole in the informant’s data, in most cases.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“So go to work on your Admiral, Sam. Meanwhile, I’ll do some more thinking. Plan of campaign, cover, camouflage. Things like that. Something to ponder while relaxing on the toilet seat. Damn Panamanian cooking.”

“Hope Russian cooking will agree with you better.”

“I was brought up on borsch and bliny, remember?”

“Sure I remember. Well, do svidanya, Comrade.”

“Poka, you imperialist flunky.”

Chapter 58. Operation Icicle

It took Sam rather longer than he had thought, to find the right moment for broaching the subject of dealing with the Plotkin report. The Admiral was fighting serious battles in congressional committees, and it was not too easy to catch him in a receptive mood. But one day Sam did, and three weeks later he was back in Vienna, Virginia, ringing the bell at a familiar door.

When that door was opened, he could only stand there and blink. The guy who welcomed him and bade him to come in bore very little resemblance to the Rudy Hart he’d known for decades. Rudy had always brushed his hair back; this guy had a bang of hair reaching to his eyebrows, like he’d seen in Russian hoods and boxers, which too often was the same kind of person. Rudy’s high forehead disappeared completely. Besides, the hair was no longer light-brown but black. Not pitch black, just black. Or blackish. So were the eyebrows. So was the skipper type beard, or the beginnings of one. Then again, this guy wore glasses with no claim to elegance; a really ugly pair, in fact. What was even more striking, this fellow was about ten years younger than the real Rudy Hart. His complexion was that of a thirty-year old, if not younger. In a chance encounter on a sidewalk, Sam would certainly pass this guy by without a second glance.

“Well, well,” Sam murmured as he entered. “I see you’re well on your way to the U.S.S.R. already.”

“Getting nearer and nearer there. Come in, and give us the good news.”

“Not before you strengthen me with some single-malt medicine. I’ll need about four fingers, to get over the shock. You look positively a decade younger than you have any right to be. Roses on your cheeks, but definitely. How come?”

“Ask Dr. Bragg.”

“That charlatan.”

“Even a charlatan can hit on the right idea. Fasting does work miracles. As you can well see.”

“I ought to tell my wife. If she saw you, this living proof, she’d fast for months.”

“She might not like my own system, Sam. Enemas every night. Nothing but mineral water per os
 for three weeks. And enough exercise to kill a horse.”

“Well, she may try a milder version. One look at your youthful phiz, and she’d die of envy. You still doing it?”

“Today’s the last day of strict fasting. After that, three weeks of getting back to normal eating habits. But you can read all that in some book. Better talk. Did you sweettalk the Admiral?” 

Well provided with medicinal whisky, Sam relaxed in a deep armchair and at last gave the glad news.

“Yes, he has okayed the operation. Operation Icicle, he calls it. Your code name is to be Paul Pitkin. Comical, isn’t it. Icicle for ICBM, I presume.”

“Or to mark his frosty attitude toward the scheme, perhaps.”

“Frosty is right. But he very much liked that bit about retiring you. Loved it. It’s official now. You’re off the list. Pensioned off. Honorably discharged. Congratulations.”

“Thank you, Colonel, sir.”

“Salute, will you?”

“Some other time. Are you spreading the rumor?”

“Cautiously. You intend to spend the winter of your life in Mexico, right?”

“Costa Rica. I love Costa Rica.”

“Me too. Costa Rica it is, then. By the way, it’s full of Vietnam war dodgers.”

“I know. Someone will have to report having seen me there.”

“That will be attended to. Now about this Icicle business. You’ll be acting as a sort of irregular, you being off the payroll. Still, the Admiral said to provide you with whatever will be necessary.”

“Not much. Point one: this will have to be between you, me, and the Admiral. No other witting parties at all.”

“Of course. That’s the Admiral’s orders, too.”

“Point two: about ten thousand rubles, from your slush fund. Used bills, medium denominations – tenners, twenty-five ruble bills. A few hundred-ruble bills. Recipient, some fry in our pay. Nothing on the accounts. Deliver the stuff personally, next time you’re here.”

“Will ten thousand be enough? That’s peanuts.”

“Fifteen, then. I intend to earn my keep. Like I always have. This is just insurance. Something to start with.”

“What else?”

“This next point is trickier. Send H.H. to Moscow, preferably under journalistic cover.” H.H. was Howard Hackermeyer, the chap we’ve so far known as Robert Allen. Rudy hated naming names even in private conversation. “No hint to him what he’s really being sent for. Instruct him in the procedure for contacting the General,
 but tell him to do nothing on that front until Icicle gives the word.”

“So I do tell him about Icicle.”

“Just the word. Nothing about the purpose of the operation, nothing at all. His job is to settle in, learn to be a fine journalist, meet as many people as he can. And wait.”

“Wait for what?”

“For a letter from me. You can give him any work name you like, but his code name must be Vadim Palm. Better write this down. The boy will never make a real ethnic Russian, so this will make him half-Estonian, half-Russian. Got it?”

“Yeah. But does he need a code name for a dead drop?”

“I don’t like dead drops, you know that. Old-fashioned, overused, and risky. Provide him with a Soviet passport in Palm’s name. Tell him never to show it anywhere, in any situation, except at a post office, the Poste Restante counter.”

“Where?”

“Central Telegraph and Central Pochtamt. Not more than one visit a week. Any hint of a tail, no visit. The visits to begin in, say, three months from today; that should give me ample time to get to Moscow. Get embedded in the city; or somewhere near it.”

“Lazy bastard.”

“Shut up. Tell him to stagger the visits. First week of a month, Telegraph. Second week, Pochtamt. Third week, Telegraph again. You get the idea.”

“I get the idea. What’ll the letter be about?”

“How do I know? Maybe it’s a billet doux from his Russian girlfriend. Bogus return address. Main thing, it’ll be dated. Add six days to that date. That’ll fix the time. There will also be a mention of one of four places: the Bolshoy, the Conservatoire, the Tretyakov Gallery, the Pushkin Museum. If the place is not mentioned in the text, then it’ll be a postcard with a picture of one of these buildings. For the last two, the rendez-vous will be after two. As close to half past as he can make it. Dawdle by the counter selling catalogues. I hope he’ll recognize me.”

“What’s for fallback?”

“Add three more days to the original date. Nine days in all. Same place. If this fails, wait for another letter or postcard. By the way, tell him to try and bring a girlie escort. Distracts attention. Makes things more natural. Innocent.”  

“Do I tell him who to expect?”

“By no means. Just tell him to patronize the refreshment room, too. I’ll find a way to jostle him, slip a paper in his pocket, with instructions.”

“Fine. What else?” 

“Nothing, I guess. Well, maybe this: the Admiral needn’t know too much about the details, either. Just the results.”

“He’ll have to okay Howard’s assignment. How do I sell it to him?”

“Well, invent an assignment for the boy. Nothing strenuous. God knows there’s a lot to do out there. Let him look for some prospective defectors. No actual recruiting, just recommendation for some senior agent. Do an in-depth study of the dissident scene. Put in some electronic gadget where it counts. He’s nifty with gadgets.”  

“Yeah, unlike us old farts. All right, will do. What will you use for cover?”

“I’ll put my cover together myself, thank you. You know, I’ve been getting bad vibes lately. Smelling a rat inside the Agency, or maybe inside the competition. Strictly ESP again, but I’d long be dead if I did not trust it. No, I’ll put together my cover all on my own. Not here, either. In Europe. No need to mention this to the Admiral, you understand.”

“What a trusting old bastard you are, Rudy.”

“A trust is its weakest point, remember?”

“I don’t. Who said so?”

“Jeff Peters.”

“Sounds like O.Henry to me.”

“It does, doesn’t it. ‘The Octopus Marooned.’ I’ve aways loved American literature. It’s almost as good as Russian. In places.”

“So I can spread the rumor that you are writing your highly literary memoirs in your retirement. Another Frank Snepp
. That’s all the Admiral needs right now. To send him round the bend.”

The two friends chatted about the juicier points of Snepp’s book which so outraged Admiral Turner. Then Sam left. There was quite a lot of spade work to be done. Admiral Turner might have this bee in his bonnet about TECHINT, or SIGINT, or whatever, but he was a wily old bastard, and not so old, either. It would take some guile on his, Sam’s part to pull off that Vadim Palm stunt. 

Chapter 59. White-water Rafting in Karelia

Sorry to sound a personal note, but for me, just as for thousands upon thousands of hiking freaks in Russia, Karelia is one of the sweetest words in the whole of hiker vocabulary. It’s a region in Northern Russia between Finland and the White Sea, and it mostly consists of lakes – small, medium, big, and gigantic; sixty thousand of them, believe it or not; also of rivers, streams, cataracts, rapids, waterfalls, and the like. What there is of dry land is not all that dry; it’s mostly marsh, with fir-trees and pine-trees standing knee-deep in water or on a sodden, moss-covered excuse for dry land. The climate is said to be mild, but the Arctic is right next door, so when the wind is in the north-east, you seriously begin to doubt what geography books have to say on the subject.  

The population is about three human souls per square kilometer, and these mostly cling to the eastern part, where the Moscow—Murmansk railroad runs. So you may safely say that the area is sparsely populated – and in many parts hardly populated at all. Except in the all too short summer, of course, when hordes of hikers, most of them dikari, unorganized “savages,” flood the region. Flood is perhaps too strong a word; they are actually swallowed up in the vast, wooded expanse. Still, they come in considerable numbers, as Moscow is just a night’s railroad ride away, and Leningrad even closer. 

Some come and simply camp in one place, fishing, gathering mushrooms and berries, and generally relaxing; these are mostly family groups, the camp usually half a dozen tarpaulin tents with sleeping accommodation for two or four; at one spot, I even saw a line with diapers hanging from it; the brat that had shat in those diapers was sure to grow up a real hardy specimen, I thought. But most hikers are less sedate; they keep moving, alternating between quietly paddling on lakes and shooting madly down rapids on rivers connecting the lakes. 

At the time I am writing about, Russians, being Russians, had little use for such nonsense as helmets and life jackets, the more so that sports shops then rarely had such luxuries in stock. Karelian rapids are serious affairs, waterfalls frequent, so every now and then you came across sad, half-obliterated inscriptions, painted on rocks that fill half the landscape, to the effect that at this spot… a date… a name… tragically... If you were a believer, and even if you were not, you made the sign of the cross – and paddled on. 

There could have been fewer such inscriptions if the madcaps had used craft more suited to white-water rafting. However, these were also hard to come by, and most people traveled either in small rubber boats more suited to fishing ponds or quiet-flowing rivers, or more often in craft known as baidarkas, a sort of collapsible kayaks for a crew of two or three. There were exactly two kinds of these on sale, Salutes and Neptunes, and both were lousy – heavy, unwieldy, and prone to capsize given half a chance.   

Men in love with white-water rafting soon learned the lesson: you dislike keeling over, you make your craft yourself. So real gems of craftsmanship and ingenuity could now and then be seen there, like inflatable kayaks, usually one-seaters, patiently glued together out of suitable rubber in the long winter months.

One such amazing contraption will be of particular interest to us. It was in fact a seven-foot long, one-seater catamaran, with a frame consisting of a couple of fore-and-aft poles and numerous crosspieces resting on twin floats or hulls about two feet in diameter, actually a bit less. It was of course much slower than baidarkas, especially on lakes, but the raftsman was apparently in no hurry. He often dawdled in one spot, fishing and hunting (actually poaching), especially when he could leave his catamaran and all his stuff with a bunch of other white-water-raftsmen who overtook him. 

With these, he was a welcome guest; especially welcome was the fish, of which he caught rather more than he could eat, and which he contributed to the common pot. These were mostly bunches of younger people, not too good at fishing, or maybe not interested in it; they were delighted to have that addition to their diet. With this fresh, sometimes much too fresh air, and plenty of vigorous exercise, their appetites were ravenous; even that expression is too effete for the feeling of a constant void in their stomachs.

One and all, they marveled at his craft, and some said it would capsize at the first rapids. Sometimes the raftsman, who said his name was Victor,
  and who was a bit of a show-off, gave them a demonstration lesson. He would study the nearest rapids carefully, then push off into the boulder-strewn stream. Expertly wielding a two-bladed, plastic oar, he would at times disappear amid the swash, spray, and high breakers, but would invariably beach his craft downstream without any major mishap, and even more or less dry – except for the plastic sheeting in which he and his rucksack, tied securely to the frame, were wrapped. 

Not so his young friends; these, and their baidarkas and belongings regularly had to be fished out of the brine in a state of pathetic disarray. Those baidarkas were really unwieldy; they went keel over the moment they turned broadside to the stream; practically without fail.

One day this guy Victor came upon a particularly bad aftermath of such a disaster. As he swooped down a really tricky stretch of white water, he noticed a couple of baidarkas on the right bank in a truly parlous condition. He beached his catamaran right close to them and, as hiker ethic demanded, approached the two men and two women by the craft to inquire if he could help. The two guys were pretty surly, both young women on the weepy side, and it was easy to see why: the baidarkas and all their stuff were wet as wet could be; worse still, one of the craft sported a considerable gash in its bottom, result of unpleasant contact with a sharp rock.

Victor did not get an articulate answer to his query, yet he persisted:

“Got a repair kit? Glue? Something to patch it up with?”

“Used it all up,” curtly said the bigger of the two men, in his late twenties or early thirties.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Victor said and went back to his craft. He untied his rucksack, pulled the cat higher on the beach, rummaged in the backpack, and returned to the shipwrecked foursome with his repair kit. He produced a big needle and some coarse thread impregnated with tar, and spent the next hour or so carefully stitching together the edges of the gash. It was a tedious job, but necessary. Only once did he look up to tell the two guys standing looking on:

“Better pitch your tent. It may rain any minute. Make a fire, dry your stuff.”

The two men started moving, but the young ladies just sat there, sniffing or exchanging angry comments with each other or the men, Victor did not bother to find out which. A sorry crew, he decided. Cheechakos. Better leave them strictly alone. Pity he could not move on as soon as he finished repairing the tear. He’d have to catch some fish; hadn’t had a bite for hours. He’d eaten the last of his pemmican the day before. All he had left was some dried bread and a few caramels; generally, he relied on feeding off the fat of the land. One just could not carry a month’s rations on one’s back as one sneaked across the marsh on the border between Finland and the U.S.S.R., then marched on some fifty kilometers inland, across more marsh, with all that hiking equipment on his back – tent, sleeping bag, set of mess tins, hunting knife, oar blades, rod, reel, spoon bait, trident, repair kit, and all the rest of it. The money belt was the most irksome item, but he couldn’t leave it lying about as he fished or hunted, now could he… 

Having done the stitching, Victor carefully glued onto the tear a narrow band of rubberized fabric, straightened up, and told the bigger guy who squatted by him, watching:

“There. As good as new. Better. That’s pretty strong fabric I glued on. The glue’s good, too. Industrial.”

“Thank you. Thanks so much. Er… What do we owe you?”

Victor stiffened.

“Nothihg. It isn’t done, you know. Not out here. Next time, you might help me out.”

“I know, I know. Not all folks have that decent attitude, though. It takes all kinds, you know.” He held out a hand. “Anyway, my name is Sergey.” 

“Victor. Most folks call me Vic.” They shook hands. “In fact, you can do something for me. Look after my stuff, will you? Got to go fishing.”

“Oh, sure, sure. Glad to.”

In less than an hour Victor returned with a couple of sizeable perch and a decent-sized pike. Sergey and his friends had put up their tent and were now making a fire, which was mostly smoke; the firewood was pretty damp. Cheechakos, definitely, thought Victor; aloud he said: 

“Care to have a couple of fish? I’ll need just one.”

“Oh, I just love fish!” jumped up one of the ladies who’d been sitting by the fire. “But… they’re alive!” The fish were indeed thrashing on a bit of string.

“Sorry,” muttered Victor. He pulled a knife from its sheath and smartly hit the fish on the head with its heavy handle. “Here you are.”

They went together to the edge of the water to clean the fish on some boulders there. And that was the beginning of yet another beautiful friendship, only Rudy – pardon me, Victor – did not know it then.

Chapter 60. Chatting Around a Fire 

The young lady (“By the way, my name’s Natina; Nata for short”) was not all that young. Slightly over thirty, at a guess. Rather lumpy figure, ample bosom, shortish legs, quite a handsome face spoiled by a crooked tooth. Somewhat Jewish. And oh, was she a talker. She chirped incessantly as they cleaned the fish, with Victor doing most of the cleaning.

“You must be such an old, experienced hand at white-water rafting, and all that sort of thing. And fishing. Catching three fine fish in just half an hour. Our guys never catch anything, They don’t even try. All they do is get shipwrecked, nearly every day. Sergey’s done so much boasting, about his trips to Lake Baikal and such, and all he does now is get us shipwrecked. Igor and Valya, they’ve done some boating in Submoscovia, only it’s completely different, nothing like these awful cataracts. You were marvelous, just marvelous, shooting these rapids. Just like in the films. I’m sure I’d be quite safe, if I were to travel with you.”

“Sorry. My cat cannot carry double.”

“I see,” she giggled. “Just like in O.Henry. Bolivar cannot carry double.” She said this last bit in English, in pretty good, almost BBC English, then translated it into Russian. 

Victor gave her a sharp glance.

“You really are an unusual young lady. One doesn’t often hear O.Henry quoted in the original.” A good mimic, he could put on a BBC accent at the drop of a hat; at the moment, it seemed appropriate.

Natina goggled at him with big, rounded eyes – which were pretty big anyway, Victor had to admit. She gushed:

“You mean to say you speak English, too? But that’s simply fantastic! Imagine! Out here, on the edge of the earth, right out of the blue comes a marvelous raftsman, helps poor shipwrecked us – and he’s an English speaker, too! Fan-tastic!” she was babbling so fast that there ought to be no punctuation marks or spaces on the printed page, and she had difficulty breathing in as she rattled on. “I must tell our guys about you! And you simply must join us for supper! You must!”

“All right. I’ll put up my tent first, though. And get us some dry firewood.”

He cut up all the fish into sizeable chunks, filling both his mess tin and its lid. That should make enough ukha for all five of them. Right now, he felt he could eat all of it, raw.

He spent about five minutes putting up his lightweight tent that had plenty of room for one – two would be a tight squeeze, he thought a propos of nothing. Then he took up a short, heavy club and tied to it his thin but incredibly strong rope; found a pine with plenty of dry branches; threw the club over the lowest such branch, and pulled on the rope with all his weight. The branch cracked and crashed to the ground. He repeated the performance several times, and soon had plenty of tinder dry firewood. He hoped the cheechakos watched him, and learned never to pick their firewood off sodden ground. But you could never tell. Cheechakos will be cheechakos.

He carried the firewood to the cooking fire and soon had it blazing under their big pot, more like a bucket. Water soon came to the boil, and it was time to put in the fish. He sensed everyone watching him with considerable interest, so he said:

“I’ve often wondered about that Americanism. How many fish make a mess of fish?”

“Enough to eat, and a bit more,” replied Sergey; he had a nice Midwest accent. “Where did you learn your English? Ever lived in the UK?” 

“Never been out of the country,” replied Victor, and went on building on the lie: “I’m just one of those polyglot freaks, or freak polyglots. Spend months, learning whole linguaphone courses by heart. Have pretty good German and French, too. My Spanish and Italian aren’t all that hot, though.” 

“Fantastic,” Natina breathed out her favorite adjective. “I told you, he’s one fantastic guy! Utterly!”

“You do that for a living?” asked Sergey.

“Well, sort of. It’s primarily a hobby, but winter months I have to earn some money. So I teach school, as a rule. Languages, physical training, history, geography, whatever.” Rudy had painstakingly forged, with the aid of his German friends from the BND, a workbook and internal passport, in the name of Victor Pavlov, that would bear out his story of an itinerant way of life. “When summer time comes, goodbye, school. I just get up and wander all over the country. The wilder places, naturally. Mostly solo. Get out of the human zoo.”

“The Soviet zoo, you mean,” cut in, somewhat trenchantly, the girl called Valya, a sharp-eyed and obviously sharp-tongued lady. Victor diagnosed her at a glance as being on the bitchy side. 

“Oh, I don’t know. My experience has been, humanity is an even mix. Good and evil, intelligence and stupidity, generosity and meanness, they are spread rather evenly over the face of the earth,” Victor philosophized. “Any class, gender, or age has its share of light and darkness. I don’t believe it’s different on the other side of the Iron Curtain, either.”

“Only there aren’t any damn Soviets there; no Party bureaus to tell you what to think,” retorted Valya.

“No Soviets or Party bureaus, I agree, but there must be something. Slavery in other forms. Humans are slaves to their instincts and prejudices the world over, I’ll wager.” 

He was repeating nearly word for word his father’s wise thoughts, and as he did so, he had the not unpleasant feeling of getting into a very familiar Russian scene – endless, nocturnal arguments around a kitchen table with no other purpose than settling all of the world’s eternal, accursed problems in a single session. A bottle or two of vodka was the only prop missing. He was definitely on the inside, and that felt good.  

Predictably, Valya countered in the same truculent vein:

“With that kind of philosophy, it’s easy to justify the regime, the Big Brother, and all that shit.”

“Can’t say Big Brother bothers me much. I keep as far away from him as I can. Rather successfully, you know,” he added quite truthfully.

“But that’s cowardly!”

“Now, now, it doesn’t do, to insult the hoi polloi,” Victor said reasonably. “Poor politics. The so-called common people are not all that common, you know. And very, very touchy. Apt to take offense.”

“You aren’t exactly the hoi polloi, Victor. With that near perfect English of yours,” said Sergey, obviously trying to divert the exchange, which was getting too heated for his taste, into a quieter channel.

“And where did you pick up your Midwest accent?” asked Rudy, with genuine curiosity.

“In the Midwest,” replied Sergey curtly.

At this point Natina, who just could not bear to be left out of any conversation for more than a minute, broke in, and told Sergey’s story in a stream of adjective-filled sentences, while the listeners noisily slurped the scalding hot ukha from their mess tins. It was a familiar story; familiar to Rudy, that is. Sergey was the son of a White Guardsman, Vladimir Sovinsky, who had fought against the Bolsheviks in the Civil War, emigrated to France, began to write books there, fought in the Resistance, emigrated to America after the war, married, and had two sons. Sergey was the younger. 

Now, during and after the war many émigrés were carried away on a wave of Russian patriotism, and made peace with the communist regime, grateful for its victory over the Nazis. Sovinsky was no exception. However, he stayed in the States, working for the Soviet delegation at the UN, and took care to return to his native land only when Stalin was safely dead; actually, when the Khruschev Thaw was already in full swing. Sergey was now doing translations from Russian into English for Progress Publishers, one of the biggest publishing houses in the country, largely concerned with spreading communist ideology throughout the world. Both Natina and Valya were subbing there.

Here Sergey cut in:

“Look, Victor, have you done any translating?”

“No, not professionally. Just for practice. Or when people ask me. For their dissertations, or publications, or something.”

“Well, I think you should. It’s mostly shit, you know, but it’s good money. By Soviet standards.”

“Of course he should! Certainly he must try it,” cut in Natina. “We’ll introduce you to our department head. She’ll give you some test translation, that’s the procedure, but I’m sure you’ll pass the test with flying colors. Absolutely.”

“Well, I’m all for it,” said Victor, trying not to sound too enthusiastic. “I’ve been thinking of moving to Moscow, myself. All those libraries, especially the Foreign Literature Library; also theaters, art galleries, museums. But there are such awful bureaucratic barriers.” 

“Yeah, it’s neat, isn’t it,” said Sergey. “I was simply delighted first time I heard this. You don’t have Moscow registration, you can’t get a job; you don’t have a job, you can’t get registration. Perfect.”

“I thought of settling somewhere beyond the one-hundred-one kilometer limit. I could then come on a visit now and then.” That had indeed been his plan, the best he could think of. It was, of course, an excellent scheme in terms of security: you come to Moscow by a crowded suburban train, do your stuff, and disappear at once in the same manner. A good scheme, but certainly too cumbersome and time-consuming for words.

“You don’t need to do anything of the sort,” said Valya practically. “You can get married, fictitiously or otherwise.” She shot a glance at Natina. “And anyway, with a letter from Progress – if you start working for us – you can easily get registration. Temporary registration, perhaps, but it can be extended any number of times. Rent a room. Or even an apartment. You’ll be able to afford it. Sergey’s right, translators get paid lavishly. Not like us downtrodden subs.” 

“I know exactly where he will live,” Natina burst in again. “My neighbor’s friends got married, they live at his place, and the wife is still registered in a communal apartment. Her room there stands empty now, and it’s right in the center. Suvorovskiy Boulevard. They’d be glad to earn some money.” 

“It’s all too good to be true. A job, and a place to live,” said Victor. “Looks like I’ll stick to you folks like a leech, from now on. Practice my English on you, too.”

He said it all with complete sincerity. The gods were throwing him a big chunk of luck, in the guise of a bunch of cheechakos. It was his job now to use it adroitly, carefully, and to the full. He’d have to discuss it some more, especially with Natina, who kept making eyes at him rather too obviously. Must tread carefully, though. She seemed to be Sergey’s woman – or was she? Mustn’t spoil it all.

His musings were interrupted by Igor, a stumpy guy with quick, extremely intelligent eyes; Victor later learned he was a lecturer in mathematics at Moscow University. He had kept out of the chatter around him, as his English was apparently not good enough to take part in the fast flow of talk. Besides, he wasn’t much interested in arranging Victor’s future for him; more curious about his equipment.

 “That’s a really unusual raft you have there. Haven’t seen anything like it.” He said that in Russian, and Victor answered likewise in Russian.

“Well, you know that proverb. Necessity is the mother of invention.” The Russian equivalent is actually much earthier. “I lived in the Urals a few years; some guys there are really fanatic hikers. I covered it all with them – West Siberia, East Siberia, the Far East, Chukotka, Kamchatka. The Urals, too, of course. Well, out there, you just can’t carry on your back a month’s supply of rations and a raft, a baida, or anything like that.”

“Why not?”

“Well, you sometimes have to trek a hundred kilometers or more, through impassable taiga. That is, if you want to get to the upper reaches of some nice river, where no man had probably been before you. So what you do, you carry just a pair of seven-foot long sleeves of sturdy fabric, and plenty of colored balloons. Some guys prefer condoms, but I have no faith in Soviet-made condoms. Poor quality.” There were chuckles all around.

“I see. You blow up the balloons, stick them in the sleeves, and you have your floats. All you need to do is build the frame, and there’s plenty of wood. Very smart. But don’t the balloons burst?”

“There’s a trick. You put one balloon inside another before blowing them up. Believe it or not, you can sit on the thing then. It will bear your whole weight, easy. And there are about a dozen such double balloons per sleeve. The buoyancy force is terrific. I told Natina here my cat cannot carry double, but perhaps it can. I just never tried.” 

“Well, don’t. If you carry her in your cat, no buoyancy force will save you,” Sergey said morosely. “She’s ballast, but she’s very restless and silly ballast. Shifts precisely at the wrong moment in the wrong direction.”

The others chuckled again, and Natina pouted. She was clearly the least adapted to these surroundings, and the butt of many jokes, sometimes of anger.

“Still, it’s pretty flimsy, this contraption of yours.” Igor persisted. “I could not believe my eyes, seeing you on the rapids. Thought you ought to have overturned a dozen times.” 

“Well, yes, I admit it takes some getting used to. Lots of practice, before you get the hang of it. It’s a bit like riding a bobsleigh, or tobogganing. You keep throwing your weight about, to trim the raft. I understand you can’t do this sort of thing in a baida.”

“Oh yes, you can,” said Sergey as grimly as before. “Only all you get for your trouble is another bucketful of water in your lap.” 

 There was more laughter, more desultory talk, so they turned in quite late. It was white nights season up there in the north, with the sun popping up just a couple of hours after it had gone down, which knocked all sleeping habits into a cocked hat. Victor had had no trouble that way, but this time he had to will himself into sleep. He had good reason to feel excited: this chance encounter promised to save him one hell of a lot of time, perhaps months, of tedious preparation. Another couple of weeks, three at most, and he could set about his assignment. Thank you, thank you, Old Man Up There – if you really are…

Chapter 61. Victor the Charmer

Six hours of sleep was always enough for Rudy. As he crawled from his tent and took a dip in the ice-cold river, he thought his new friends were sure to be late risers, and wasn’t he damn right. No sign of movement in their tent even when, an hour later, he had returned from the nearby woods with a plastic bag full of beautiful chanterelles. He started the cooking fire, made plenty of tea, cleaned and washed the mushrooms, and was sitting there sipping tea (which was actually plain hot water with some bird cherries dropped in for flavor) when the two men crept out of their tent. The ladies had to have their beauty sleep, apparently.

“Got any olive oil? Sunflower seed oil?” Victor  asked Sergey. “I’ve run out.” In fact he hadn’t had any.

Sergey gave him a bottle of sunflower seed oil, practically full. This bunch apparently lived on canned food; too tired, too wet, or more likely too lazy to do any cooking. Victor slapped the fire down with his club, smoothed the hot coals, poured plenty oil over the chanterelles heaped on his improvised frying-pans – the two mess-tin lids – and put them on the coals.

“Better tell the ladies to bestir themselves,” he said. “That is, if they want some of these chanterelles, before we clean them all up. Delicious stuff.”

The two dishes were indeed cleaned up amid a lot of oohing, ahing, and smacking of lips. Victor then spoke to the two guys, assuming command as if it were the most natural thing in the world:

“I guess you will be some time, packing. I’ll push off now. Wait for you at the next rapids. A dozen kilometers downstream, I guess. The ladies will disembark there, take a walk of about a kilometer, and I’ll help you guys to shoot the rapids. One baida at a time. Should be a piece of cake, with two men pulling. Okay?”

“Oh, sure,” said Sergey. “If it’s not too much trouble,” he added politely.

Quite obviously, it was a load off his mind, and Igor’s, too. As for the girls, they were all coquettish smiles, even the unsentimental, matter-of-fact Valya. They obviously had had enough of the ineptitude of their men, and were looking forward to a life without getting regularly shipwrecked but with plenty of ukha and delicious chanterelles.

Well, that’s the way it was, for the rest of the journey. At each of the rapids Victor did what the other two men had obviously neglected to do: he studied the roaring, foaming stretch of white water carefully, sometimes for half an hour or more, then strictly stuck to the route he had mapped out in his mind, avoiding nasty boulders that were too close to the surface or perilous drops of water where no skill would help. He would traverse the route in his light craft, then walk up along the bank, and handle the baidarkas. He took the front seat, and all the other man had to do was repeat his paddle work as closely as he could. Victor was glad to note that both men were not without ability, and improved with every safe passage.

The atmosphere within the group visibly improved, too. There had apparently been quite a lot of bickering, as tempers became frayed over the mishaps and hardships. It’s curious to see, Victor mused, how being dry, or simply not wet through and through, smoothes tempers.     

It wasn’t just being dry, of course. There was always a nice fire burning, mornings and nights; plenty of fish, in the shape of ukha as well as fried or baked in tinfoil; and a few times Victor brought mallards from his early morning strolls in the woods which took him to small, secluded lakes that were, as he put it, half-water, half-duck. He exaggerated, of course, but not much. 

The first time he made some delicious duck potage (which he called shurpa, a word that had stuck in Rudy’s mind since his days in Kazakhstan), it earned him rave praise from everyone. After the meal Igor, belching audibly, said it was all very well, but he found it quite incredible, contrary to all laws of physics, that a civilized man, not a savage brought up to the sport from infancy, could hit a mallard in the head with a stone from a slingshot. Victor merely shrugged his shoulders, but then, egged on by Natina (“Show him! Show him, Vicky!”),

 he asked Igor to stand at about twenty paces from him and throw up an empty can as high as he could. The can got hit with a pebble from his slingshot ten times out of ten. Amid wild applause, Igor grabbed Victor’s hand and raised it high, like a victorious boxer’s.

It soon became clear that Natina set her cap at Victor, rather too obviously for his taste. As could be gleaned from snatches of conversation, Sergey was a married man, and what he and Natina were having was clearly a passing love affair. Sex affair, Victor corrected himself wryly. Natina was a divorcee saddled with a couple of kids and afflicted with hot pants, or so Victor inferred. He did not mind the hot pants at all, but baulked at taking advantage of the pleasant penchant. It wasn’t merely his somewhat old-fashioned fastidiousness; it was bad for business. His business. A woman switching from one man to another in such an obvious fashion, and in such a tight-knit group, that was bad for the team spirit. And he needed to keep tempers smooth as smooth could be within this particular team.    

He knew what damage a wayward heart could do to the team spirit, and Natina’s organ showed every indication of waywardness. All the signs were there. She took great pains now over making up her face. Hard to believe it, but she learned to get up early and trailed after Victor on his early morning forays in the woods. Like most Russians, she knew her mushrooms, but Victor was in no way delighted by these outings a deux, for she rubbed up against him brazenly at the slightest opportunity. Who knows, thought Victor, maybe these wild surroundings make her feel wild, too; wilder than she ordinarily is. 

Anyway, during one such ramble he bent to her face, kissed her lightly on the lips, and said, looking straight in her eyes: “Honey, let’s not spoil things, okay? Sergey is such a nice guy. Wait till Moscow, okay?” She merely sighed: “Okay.” Victor squeezed her buttock, not too gently, to clinch the deal.

It was understood they were all adult, civilized people, and were doing their best to behave as such. Only Valya, being a woman, sometimes let loose a snide remark or two. However, she mostly focused on what she held to be Rudy’s cowardly escapism, and regularly attacked him during their endless evening chats around the cooking fire, as they drank countless mugs of tea after a tiring day. After one such ferocious assault Victor said:

“Valya dear, it’s no use. You’ll never make an orthodox dissident of me.”

“Why? Are you really content to be a slave? It’s unnatural. No educated and intelligent person will want to be that. And you are both. Intelligent and educated, I mean.”

“Well, I’ll try to explain why. You want me to fight for freedom, right?”

“Right. Everybody should. They must.”

 “Not me. Let me tell you a story. I was just a kid, and one day I heard a woman reading her Bible aloud. Carefully, slowly, line after line. Well, you know how a kid’s memory works. Words fly in one ear and out the other, but some things get stuck forever. What stuck in my mind was this line: The Kingdom of God is within you.”

“Luke 17:21,” Sergey put in. “Funny, but this one struck me, too, rather early in life.”

“See? Well, that line certainly stuck in my head; later I began to think about it; and now I live by it.”

“I don’t quite understand,” said Valya. “Do you mean to say you’ve found a hideout in religion? Escaped into faith in the Good Old Man up there?’

“No, not up there. Right here,” said Victor, pointing to his heart. “And I don’t think I’m religious. Agnostic, perhaps. What I do know is, The Kingdom of Freedom is within me. So why fight?”

This enraged Valya so much she practically spat out the words:

“That’s slave philosophy! That’s cowardly! Utterly! The nomenklatura treats us like muck, they have all the good things in life – travel abroad, and their goddamn Kremlin rations, and special service everywhere… And what are we supposed to do? Cringe and smile and console ourselves with your grand illusion – Nothing matters, as long as I’m free inside! Is that what you mean?”

“You’ve put it in a nutshell, dear gal. There are those who want to have, and others who want to be. Personally, I don’t mind having a few things, but not if I have to bite and scratch for them.”

“Well, how about those lines from Faust – Only he is worthy of life and freedom who goes to fight for them every day… Some such lines. How about them?”

“But Valya, you were not exactly talking about life and freedom. Just the freedom to have things. Travel, Kremlin rations, and such. I’d certainly fight for my life, but – for dead things? And every day? No. Definitely not.”

“You come to Moscow, you’ll see. You’ll certainly have to fight, and pretty much every day. For everything.”

“Perhaps. But I’ve learned to be satisfied with very little. Like most Russians. I will admit they’d gladly have more; I mean, the majority of the people would like more, that’s for sure. But I am not the majority. I am me. There have always been oddballs like me; satisfied with a minimum, or even less. It’s a very long philosophical tradition. Remember Socrates.”

“What about him?” Valya asked suspiciously.

“Wasn’t it Socrates who wandered through the marketplace, marveling at the incredible number of things a person could do without?”

“That was Socrates all right. And he was wearing a torn and patched chlamys,” Sergey put a word in again.

“Well, let Victor try and wear a torn and patched chlamys when he comes to Progress, to look for work,” countered Valya amidst laughter. “We’ll see what that Socratic approach will get him.”

Victor was quite content to let her have the last word. Frankly, he hugely enjoyed these nocturnal arguments. There was a touch of the adolescent about the philosophizing, but it gave him that pleasant feeling of being among kindred souls, doing what was natural to them. He felt he was getting thoroughly Russified, right through to the core. 

That was invaluable in his position. With two talking machines like Valya and Natina, half Moscow’s intelligentsia would soon know what a fine addition to the circle they had picked up in Karelia, of all places. A provincial, of course, but what a rough diamond – and not all that rough, if the truth were to be told.

Chapter 62. Getting Embedded

Later, Victor/Rudy sometimes marveled at the speed with which he became embedded in Moscow. His liaison with Natina helped a lot, of course. On the train ride to Moscow it was tacitly understood he’d stay at her place when they arrived, and he did. Her ex-husband was a sort of diplomatic underling, which implied KGB connections, which in the Soviet scheme of things in turn implied better access to the good things of life. After the divorce Natina and her twins, both girls about twelve or thirteen, were pretty well off for housing – a four-room apartment in a nine-storey building in a suburb consisting entirely of such buildings. The houses were jerrybuilt, the rooms small, the kitchen tiny, and still having an apartment like that was then pretty chic.

That first night Victor had a room to himself, and Natina came to tuck him in the moment the kids were asleep. The night proved very turbulent indeed, as first nights tend to be. In the morning Victor felt somewhat bushed, but his lady-love was as fresh as a daisy. She said right off he could stay there as long as he wished, but he would have none of that. A room in a communal apartment in the center of Moscow, where his comings and goings and all his doings would be no one’s business, suited him much better.

“No, Nata,” he replied. “It’s bad for your girls, a strange man living here, and us not married. What sort of example would we set them?”     

“Well, let’s get married. The simplest thing to do. Why not? Why do you laugh?” 

“You’re nuts, you ninny. Do you happen to remember how many days we’ve known each other?”

“Enough for me to know I like you. I simply adore you. Maybe I’ve wanted all my life, to meet someone like you. Remember Gershwin?” She sang, softly and somewhat off key: “Some day he’ll come along, The man I love, And he’ll be big and strong, The man I love…” 

“Honey, I love Gershwin, I love you, but this here isn’t a musical. This is real life. Your kids are real. And at a damn difficult age, at that.”

 “The girls like you too. I can tell.”

“I like them, too, and I like the idea of settling down, but I also like to behave as a responsible citizen. Let’s see if this Progress thing pans out. Let’s see if I can earn enough to support a family. Right now I’m not sure I have enough to support myself. I can’t go to the Moskva, to catch some fish for my supper. Our supper.”

He had his way, and the room in Suvorovskiy Boulevard, right next to the House of Journalists, was soon his – for a measly seventy rubles a month that made the owners positively happy, especially as he paid for three months up front. The communal apartment was inhabited almost exclusively by older women whom he kept at arm’s length, merely inclining his head politely to them if he passed them in the corridor, which was rare. The kitchen was the hub of communal life, and Victor never went there; the Praga restaurant, one of Moscow’s best eateries just a stone’s throw away, was good enough for him. He lunched there most days, and for breakfast and supper he had some sandwiches with tea that he made in his room with the aid of an electric water heater, a bachelor’s essential equipment in Russia. Back home, if it had entered his head that he’d settle in central Moscow, less than a mile from the Kremlin, in under three weeks after wading through that damned border marshland, he’d have dismissed it as wishful thinking not worthy of a pro. Yet there he was, all set to start worming out the secret of the Plotkin report, or whatever it was.  

The Progress thing panned out beautifully, too. Someone dubbed Progress Publishers, or rather its English department, a dunghill for cashiered British spies. That was true, but not as true as all that: there just were not enough blown spies to translate those mountains of stuff Progress kept churning out, and not all spies were good at translation. Bob Daglish worked hard, Victor was told, and turned out book after book, whereas Kim Philby was no good at all, a full-time alcoholic since his escape to Russia. There was always a shortage of good translators, and right at that time, with everyone thinking of nothing but vacation, Victor was an answer to the department head’s prayer. Besides, he simply charmed the middle-aged lady, without in the least exerting himself.

He bought a second-hand German type-writer from an acquaintance of Sergey’s and banged away at it in his room till his back ached. Ever security conscious, he had hated dictating his reports and other stuff to his secretary, and had always typed them out himself; this came in handy now, for his typing speed was pretty good. For him, doing an eight-hundred page volume on Dialectical and Historical Materialism was no more than a typing job, a page each quarter hour, four pages an hour, between thirty and forty pages a day. 

He did not know how long his assignment would take him; it could be a year, it could be more. So he did his utmost to make his cover as solid as he could. The Progress cover was foolproof, an inestimable boon in every way. With diplomatic or journalistic cover he’d come under immediate, close and incessant scrutiny; with his past, that cover would be blown in a matter of days. The way he was set up now, he was just another of the thousands of provincials who kept fighting or worming their way into the capital in search of high living. A position that could hardly be bettered. A cover to beat all covers it sure was, and he was not going to jeopardize it by some silly slip or lassitude.

He therefore sometimes spent whole days at the Lenin Library, a few minutes walk away, reading up on Marxist philosophy, stuff that normally he would not touch with a barge pole. But Rudy prided himself on being a thorough, conscientious worker, taking infinite pains to excel at anything he tackled. The German blood in him, clearly. If his job demanded that he should know the writings of Marx and Engels inside out, he would do just that – or go batty in the attempt.

It wasn’t just the rigors of learning an entirely new profession. There were other pressures, too. His love life at that time he compared to a forest fire in strong wind. It was as if Natina had been starved for love – or just sex – for months, perhaps longer. She came to his place nearly every night, leaving the care of her kids to her unmarried sister, the ugly one in the family.  The sofa on which Victor slept took some really hard beating. He felt he had to be accomodating, of course, but sometimes yearned for a more staid companionship.

There was plenty going on on the social side, too. It was dead season in the theaters and the Conservatoire, but the galleries and museums were full of holiday-making provincials, and the two of them joined the crowds when there was a particularly interesting exhibition – of which Natina was among the first to know. Her range of acquaintances was immense, and she spent endless hours on the phone, the main source of news and of all the latest gossip.

They did a lot of visiting, as Natina was intent on showing him off to her entire circle. Among others, she introduced him to her artistic friends – nonconformist, underground artists, naturally. Victor bought her a couple of paintings from them. One was a portrait of the artist’s wife with an impossibly elongated neck and no semblance to the original’s face that he could detect. The other depicted some brightly colored fish of a species unknown to natural science, of that Victor was sure; but that did not matter much to Natina, who was pleased as Punch. She said that a color splash like that was all that a wall in her living-room needed. Besides, she was dead sure time would come when those masterpieces would be worth millions. Perhaps she was right and they are, at that.

Most of Natina’s acquaintances had moved to their dachas for the summer, and that was where our couple often spent their weekends. Victor thoroughly enjoyed these Chekhovian scenes – a samovar on the veranda every evening, endless cups of tea with homemade jam and talk and more talk, to which he was a distinguished contributor. Well, he ought to be, for he absorbed his views and counterviews from the same sources as everyone else – the two “fat” monthlies, Noviy mir and Znamya, obligatory reading for anyone with intellectual pretensions. And, of course, the Literaturnaya gazeta or, more familiarly, Literaturka, the one weekly in which ideological strictures did not quite apply, and where plenty could be read between the lines, if you knew what to look for and generally mastered the art.

With Victor’s generous help, Natina gave a couple of parties for everyone who was still in town – mostly to show off her acquisitions, Victor thought: the two paintings and himself. To one of these, an underground singer-songwriter was invited, and he conscientiously entertained his public, to the company’s delight. These singer-songwriters were known as bards, and they all did their singing to guitar accompaniment which sometimes sounded a bit sloppy, to Victor’s ear. He was told that this particular bard was terribly subversive, only for the life of him he could not see why: the lyrics were pretty tame, and it needed an effort to discern something dark and subversive there. But no one asked for his opinion, and he merely smiled knowingly – just like everybody else.

Thus it was that in a matter of weeks Victor became a familiar figure in a very wide circle where he was well known and well received – a self-made polyglot who spoke perfect BBC English, a brilliant translator, a man of definite and often original views, a terrific raftsman, fisherman, and hunter, and – perhaps most importantly – Natina Belova’s prospective husband. If there were any informers in that circle – and there most definitely were – that was all they could write of him in their reports. If they bothered to write anything at all about such a transparent figure. He was thus white and downy, as the phrase went, in the eyes of the First Department, a KGB appendix to absolutely any institution in the land. Wasn’t he working hard on disseminating Marxist ideology throughout the world? He sure was, and that was the main thing that counted.

In short, things ran smoothly. They ran too smoothly for Victor’s taste. It was too good to be true, he thought, and it could not go on like that indefinitely.

Well, it didn’t.

Chapter 63. Streak of Lousy Luck. Strike One

Rudy was no gambler. His view was that passion for gambling, just as inordinate love of booze and other vices, were weaknesses fiction writers allowed their super-spies as reward for single-handedly saving the Free World between bouts of heavy drinking and tumultuous love-affairs. Well, that was their privilege, the writers’ and their heroic spies’; a sort of convention, just like the invariably well-developed physique of the female lead. 

 If he had any passions, Rudy kept them well in hand. For him, any obsessive habits were marked in red: Danger! But he shared one attitude or rather conviction with gamblers: that both good luck and ill luck come serially, so to speak. His favorite quote from Shakespeare was, “When sorrows come, they come not single spies, but in battalions.” In plain English: if you’ve had an uninterrupted run of good luck, stand by to hit a stretch of the lousiest luck imaginable.

Since crossing the border – also a smooth, if damn exhausting exercise – he’d had weeks of plain sailing. However, tension inside him kept rising; this in turn irritated him, and he sometimes asked himself: Aren’t you having the jitters about absolutely nothing at all, old man? Crying over milk that hasn’t been spilt, nor showed any signs of being spilt soon? Aren’t you losing your nerve, in your old age? But this soul-searching and rising anger with himself was no help, either. The tension was there, and it refused to go away.

The first crack of doom came in surroundings that could hardly have been more serene, and from a totally unexpected quarter. The scene was idyllic – tea and talk around a samovar on the veranda of a dacha of Natina’s friends. Masha, their hostess and Nata’s chum from her school years, was a violinist, her husband a researcher with some R&D institute. The talk was about Solzhenitsyn’s In the First Circle, a samizdat copy of which had just reached this couple. Both their hosts and Natina had a great deal to say about the book and its author, exchanging crumbs of information about his life in Vermont that reached them via VoA. 

Victor, warmly welcomed on their arrival, just sat there sipping tea, listening to the chatter, and enjoying the beauty of the setting sun and the vista. The dacha stood on the edge of a village, and there was an uninterrupted view of a vast cranberry marsh, with a dark forest beyond. Pure Levitan
. Masha, a highly strung woman with a face that missed being ugly by a hair’s breadth, was saying something about Solzhenitsyn’s profound insight into the soul of a man facing the awful dilemma – to act or not to act, and by inaction, to betray. She turned to Victor, either intrigued or vexed by his apparent indifference to such a burning issue.

“Don’t you agree?” she asked.

“You’re right, I guess. Frankly, I read the book quite some time ago, and have forgotten much of it,” Victor said evasively, unwilling to admit that he had thought the novel a run-of-the-mill pot-boiler whose only redeeming feature was its dissident flavor. Brought up on Russian classics, he found its dialogues wooden, and its general style pretentious to the point of absurdity. The Me and Leo Tolstoy posturing.  

“Forgotten it?” Masha stammered, aghast. “What else is there to remember, if not a great masterpiece like that? I just can’t believe it!”

“Well, apparently it did not strike me as so great a masterpiece. No accounting for tastes, you know.”

“Taste! The book hits at the very foundations of this inhuman social system, and you talk of taste…” She nearly spat the word.

“Well, The Gulag Archipelago hits at those foundations even harder, but you are not going to say its drumbeat of statistics lends it great literary value, are you?”

“The Gulag is the greatest book of the century, and its author, the world’s greatest writer!” Masha virtually exploded. “No other book, and no other writer can compare with Solzhenitsyn! Think of the effect on the whole mankind! On the way the whole world thinks…”

Victor sensed he was stepping into an unexpected danger zone, but something – most likely his exasperation at this intolerance toward a different point of view – egged him on.

“Oh, I quite agree about the impact,” he said. “But even the author himself says The Gulag is political journalism, not high literature. And we are talking about literature. About the quality of the product of a writer – as a writer. Are we not?”

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” Masha was practically hissing. “All I’m saying is that Solzhenitsyn is a great man and the greatest writer alive…”

“Well, that’s one way of looking at it. There are other ways, you know. Say, Vladimir Nabokov coined a neat little phrase about this sort of literature: topical trash.”

That was a bombshell. After a moment’s silence, their hostess enunciated clearly, cuttingly:

“There’s an ongoing, vicious campaign of slander and denigration of Solzhenitsyn, and you know that very well. It is organized by the Party bosses, the KGB, and all that kind of riffraff. Anyone disparaging his work simply joins in that campaign…”

Anything Victor might have said was drowned in the vociferous intervention of both Masha’s husband and Natina. But the harm was done. No member of the intelligentsia could swallow the charge of being on the side of the KGB “and all that kind of riffraff.” An insufferable insult. The only thing to do would be to get up and withdraw with dignity. Unfortunately, there was nowhere to withdraw, as they’d missed the last bus, and Natina clearly had no wish to break off relations with an ancient friend. The quarrel was somehow patched up, Masha said she didn’t quite mean what she’d said, and they stayed the night, sleeping right there on the veranda on a hard trestle bed. They left before breakfast, by the first bus.

Natina was pretty cold with Victor, but that did not worry him unduly; he knew of a way to cope with any huffiness of hers. Still, he was furious with himself. Letting himself be drawn into a silly squabble over some rubbishy book, for Christ’s sake… He knew how gossip worked. In this perpetually scared, jittery environment dominated by scandal-mongering women, it would be just a tiny step from rumor about his being on the side of the KGB to suspicion that he was a KGB informer, a smart seksot. And that would mean ostracism in this milieu – in which he proposed to do a job of work. Like a silly jerk, he jeopardized his chances of pulling off a coup. For nothing. For getting into a slanging match over a book by that megalomaniac, that prolific mediocrity whom these poor souls have built up as their idol. Oh, the pity of things…

Chapter 64. Streak of Lousy Luck. Strike Two
As people invariably do in such cases, Victor swore he’d be more careful in future, mind his Ps and Qs in any situation that might conceivably turn ugly. An inner voice told him, though, that such good resolutions were never any good, really; you just cannot beat a streak of bad luck. And wasn’t that inner voice right.

Igor and Sergey thought they’d had enough of white-water rafting, that in future they’d stick to the larger lakes, where one could spend weeks drifting from one nice spot to another. Space enough for that in Russia. Even in its European part there were quite a few vast lakes, not to mention those sea-like water reservoirs on the Volga.

To save themselves the trouble of rowing, they decided on a collapsible sailing dinghy. Of course, there were none on sale, but they found some retired officer who had served in Germany, had brought such a dinghy over here, and was now selling it. Sergey asked Victor to accompany them to that officer’s place, to give his expert opinion on the craft.

Victor went, took a look at the boat, and resolutely pronounced his verdict: no good. The craft was too heavy, the sail too small, and so was the center board. The ugly thing would be too likely to roll over like a kitten if the weather turned the least little bit fresh. 

Disappointed, the guys decided to drown their sorrow in beer; right then they were passing the famous beer joint in Maroseyka. The day was wasted anyway, so Victor went along. He was also curious about this place of ill repute as a possible venue for meeting people on the quiet. No better spot for a secret rendezvous than a noisy, crowded watering hole.

Well, the vast basement was noisy and crowded all right. Also dark, with rare wall brackets obscured by a dense pall of cigarette smoke. The place was so full you could barely squeeze your way between drinkers sitting on upturned barrels around tables laden with countless mugs of beer and the remains of dried fish or crayfish that ritually go with beer in Russia. The waitresses were big, brawny, foul-mouthed, and for the most part half seas over, slopping beer all over the place. There was a notice at the entrance forbidding guests to bring their own liquor, but no one paid the least attention, freely mixing vodka with their beer.

With difficulty, they found three empty seats at a table, ordered a couple of pint-sized mugs each, and were just being served when Victor’s ill luck struck a second time. Sergey reached for his glass and jostled the arm of his neighbor at the table. The guy, thoroughly plastered, dropped his glass, the beer splashing down the front of his shirt. Sergey opened his mouth to apologize, but in the same instant got the guy’s elbow in his face. Blood streaming from his nose, he jumped up, swung at his attacker, and that was the start of a typical barroom free-for-all. The drunk’s friend in turn aimed his heavy beer mug, a pretty murderous weapon, at Sergey’s head, but missed as the entire contents of Victor’s tankard hit him in the face.

The next moment Victor himself had to duck as his neighbor swung that heavy weapon of thick glass at his head; Victor responded in kind. Thereupon the whole place erupted in a gigantic brawl. Victor landed a few powerful kicks and punches with fists, elbows and knees, but he felt he might soon go down under the sheer weight of the assailants in that confined space. One blow with that lethal weapon, the beer mug, and he’d be a goner, his skull hopelessly shattered. Ducking again, he grabbed a vodka bottle off the table, smashed it against the table edge, and now had an even more terrible weapon in his hand, a bottle neck with sharp, jagged shards protruding, something known in these circles as rozochka, a rosette. Victor raised the rosette to the level of the enemies’ faces, aiming the jagged ends at them, and thundered, “Well, come on, you swine!” The mob shrank back.

Hard to say how it would have ended for him, if a couple of policemen had not burst at that moment upon the scene, yelling and lustily hitting anyone within reach with their blackjacks. A burly muzhik who’d got a slashing blow in his face swung at the cop, but went down as the two bulls worked their truncheons like windmills. Then one of the policemen grabbed him by the collar, pulled him up, got an armlock on him, and frog-marched him up the steps and out the door. The other yelled:

“Everybody sit! Hands on table!” When everybody obeyed, he asked, in the same stentorian voice, shaking his blackjack: “Who started it?”

All the drinkers sat grim-faced, mouths closed, staring straight before them. There’d be no squealers in this crowd. The cop apparently knew that, so he turned to the burly waitress: “Who?” Well, the goddamn bitch pointed straight at Victor, screaming: “It was him! Him with the beard!” Beards of that shape were a sure mark of an intellectual, and there must have been a touch of class hatred in the waitress’s gesture.

“Get up!” yelled the cop. “Out! March!!”

Victor got up and moved toward the steps. As he was passing the policeman, he got a stinging blow to the kidney area; it only wanted that to make him murderously, terminally mad. He slowly climbed the steps at the top of which the other cop already awaited him, ready to grab him and push him into a police van. Well, nothing doing, friend. As the copper reached out to get an armlock on him, Victor bent down sharply, one hand going for the man’s crotch while the other grabbed the front of his tunic; in the same flowing movement he pulled the heavy body onto his shoulders, then straightened up and threw it over his back down the steps. There was a mighty thud, screams, yells, but Victor had already sauntered out the door, looking for all the world as if nothing untoward had happened.

A police van stood there indeed, close to the entrance, with yet another cop by its open door. This one just stared uncomprehendingly as Victor quietly walked away, but then the yelling from below reached him, and it was time to show what a fine Olympic champion Rudy might have made in another life. He streaked along the street as if his life depended on speed – which it certainly did. A pistol shot rang out, then another, but that was nonsense, they must be shooting in the air, too many people about… Victor knew the area pretty well; he swung into a narrow side street which, he remembered, went steeply down, any car would have to slow down there. But there was no sound of a van nor of thudding feet behind him; the cops’ high boots were too heavy, and so were their bellies. If there were any pursuers, Victor left them far behind. 

He slowed down to a walk, fighting to get his breath. One thing was certain: he’d committed a terrible crime, attacking a “representative of power,” as they called themselves. In a few moments, the whole area would be crawling with police sidecars; anyone with a beard would be grabbed and taken to the police station; what would then happen to this particular bearded fellow was too grim to imagine. 

He had to get off the street damn quick, and he knew just the place. The History Library was just a few hundred paces away, and he walked straight there, at a Muscovite’s ordinary pace, which meant pretty fast. Those few minutes in which he covered the short distance were probably the worst. He’d practically gotten away from a fate worse than death – and here, just a few steps from his refuge, there might come the roar of a motorcycle, and he’d be told, at pistol point and in choice Russian, to lie face down on the pavement, to be then handcuffed, beaten within an inch of his life, thrown into a cell, then – worst of all – thoroughly investigated…

Nothing like that happened. He slipped into the quiet, cool interior of the library, got a temporary pass, and was soon sitting at a table in the half-empty reading hall, where the only sounds were the rustle of pages. Hard to think of a safer place. A couple of pistol-packing cops breaking in here? Unimaginable.

So lucky, his face being unmarked. His knuckles were swollen, the pain in the kidney area was still sharp, and he would certainly piss blood for a couple of days, but that was nothing compared with what could have been.  Who could guarantee that his fingerprints would not be matched against those of someone with a string of different names, from a couple of decades ago... That would be the end. Finis. Curtains for Rudy Hart. If the cop he’d thrown down the steps broke his neck, there’d be the additional charge of murder, of killing an officer of law, and that would mean a death sentence. If he lived to hear it…  

Better not think about things like that. Better get immersed in Engels’ Anti-Duhring. How nice of Herr Engels, to have provided such a compendium of Marxist philosophy. Very useful for a budding translator. All that pretty Marxist phraseology…

Victor wrestled with the pretty phraseology for a couple of hours, then remembered he hadn’t had anything to eat since morning. Not even a pint of beer; all spilt. He went to the cafeteria, munched a couple of sandwiches, drank a bottle of lemonade. On the way back to the reading hall he noticed a pay phone, and decided to call Sergey – merely on the off chance. He must surely be at the police station now, along with all the other drunks, thoroughly beaten up. If the guy starts to sing… Better not think about that, either. 

But Sergey picked up the phone on the second ring.

“Yes?”

“Um, I just wondered how you were…”

“It’s you! Well, man, you’ve really—” 

“Better not talk about what I really, old man. Like I say, I wondered how you fared.”

“No problem. Everyone simply up and left after you’d done your stunt. A real stampede.”

“As a matter of fact, old boy, I’d be eternally grateful if all this remained strictly entre nous. I mean absolutely. Get it?”

“Oh yes, sure. I understand.”

“I’ll explain the ugly details when we meet. How about Igor?”

“Oh, he slipped away right at the start. Slinky bastard. Always been that way.”

“That’s a load off my mind. Well, that’s it, I guess. Just remember: strictly entre nous. Absolutely no exceptions.”

“I’ve promised, haven’t I. Silent as the grave.”

“So long, then. And thanks.”

“So long, man. And thank you.”     

Well, that was that. The thread by which Victor’s fate hung was now thinner than ever. Would Sergey talk, or wouldn’t he? These guys were so vain. For them, a set-to with police was truly something to boast about. If tongues started wagging, this bit of gossip would inevitably reach some informer’s ears, no doubt about that. His only hope would then be to smell danger before being hit. He was good at that, but it would mean failure. The riddle of the Plotkin report would remain just that, a riddle. Rudy Hart’s swan song would not be a song at all. Just an unmelodious sound not to be made in polite company.

And it was no use swearing. Study Engels, if only as punishment for being so many varieties of a goddamn fool…

Chapter 65. Streak of Lousy Luck. Strike Three

He studied Engels until closing time, ten at night, then took a bus home. No Metro for him, from now on – too many police and KGB watchers at each station. He spent just a few minutes in his room; packed a bag, grabbed his Adler type-writer, and traveled by two other buses to Natina’s place; an unexpected joy for her. He said he missed her too much; a thin, sentimental lie. He simply had to get out of Moscow’s center crawling with what the KGB called “outdoor watchers.” For the next couple of weeks at least he would have to stay away from that area. With time, the outdoor watchers’ alertness inevitably gets blunted – he hoped. 

This accursed, treacherous beard would have to be shaved off. He’d grow a moustache instead. Quite a different face. What else… A summer cap with a visor, to hide the upper part of the face; also a pair of hideous plastic sun glasses, the only kind on sale. 

But that was just the face. He’d also have to develop a limp, his whole bearing would have to change, shoulders sagging, back bent. No kind of man who could do a hundred yards in eleven seconds flat. To Natina, and to anyone who asked, he explained that a few years back he’d had a bad fall in the mountains, and from time to time the knee became inflamed. Nothing serious.

On the whole, his stay in the suburb proved not unpleasant. He gave Natina some more money, and she sent her girls to a Young Pioneers camp for a month. The area that was now a suburb used to be collective farm land, and a vast abandoned orchard lay a five minutes walk away, an ideal spot for taking early morning runs. His limp temporarily forgotten, Victor did a few hundred-yard spurts each morning; a very useful part of one’s training, as recent events had shown. Generally, he took those morning workouts very seriously: a two-mile run, push-ups, chin-ups, karate kicks, chopping at dead branches with the calloused edge of his hand, and all the rest of it. The way things were, he had to be ready for sudden, violent action. 

Both the police and the KGB would be after that hyperactive guy with a skipper’s beard, that was for sure; an incident involving shooting in the capital’s streets, if only in the air, was a serious affair. Too close to the Kremlin. Despite the changes in his appearance, a particularly sharp-eyed, ambitious KGBist might still spot him, and he’d have to fight his way out. He was sure he could cope with two or three opponents in hand-to-hand combat, but what about a couple of agents pointing their guns at him? Shooting back was out, he had no gun, nor would he have any. If he tried to close up with them, they’d shoot his legs from under him, and that would be that. Well, he knew what he needed.

Natina had introduced him to a sculptor friend of hers, and one day they took a suburban train to his place. There, Victor bought a beautiful white-marble statuette of Lady Godiva sitting side-saddle on a horse, demurely naked as per legend; apparently a copy from an original that Rudy had seen in Coventry but failed to identify now. No matter. This gift to Natina was very handsomely paid for, and the sculptor eagerly complied with Victor’s request to make a couple of bronze stars the size of a child’s hand. For showing juggling tricks, Victor said. The artist happened to have a good supply of bronze, and Victor soon had two fine throwing stars, the shakens. At that time, the general public in Russia knew nothing of ninja and their weapons, and possession of them would attract no one’s attention. Victor worked out with them in the orchard, and they proved excellent. Just the thing for distances up to fifteen paces.

To make his limp appear more noticeable, he needed a stick, and he made himself one of applewood. He cut it off a tree in the orchard, polished it, bored a hole in the lower, thicker end, fixed a bolt and nut in the hole, then painted the heavy stick unobtrusive light brown. He thought grimly that, if he had space enough to swing this weapon, he was now ready to crush quite a few KGB skulls before they got him. In for a penny, in for a pound.

Victor hoped dearly he would not have to use any of his formidable, low-tech weapons. Except for his morning runs, he stayed indoors most of the time, working hard on the translation, as if chained to his typewriter for hours on end. Still, Natina had to be entertained in ways other than romping in bed. He had to accompany her to the cinema, to her friends’ places, to a local café. It was especially the latter that he came to dislike intensely. He found that this girlfriend of his could not hold her liquor at all. A glass of wine, and she started flirting with anything in pants, while the way she did the shake, the most fashionable dance at the time, struck Victor as positively obscene. 

These were mere trifles, of course. Main thing, he was constantly on the qui vive during these outings, unobtrusively scanning the crowd all the time, ever ready to slink away or to strike out. That was all very tiring and, as he was soon to learn, quite useless. When the blow came, it came from a totally unexpected quarter. A stab in the back, in fact, against which all his preparations for close combat were no use at all. Nothing to throw a shaken at, and no faces to smash with his club.        

The faces that triggered the danger signal in his brain actually looked quite friendly at first sight. To show off her new possession, the Lady Godiva statuette, one evening Natina invited some guests, just a few close friends. There was her sister Zina, the facially challenged one; the Levins – Igor and Valya; Sergey and his new girlfriend Nina; and a couple of American interns working for Progress on an exchange program. Nata already talked to Victor about these last two, Avigail and Ronald Prune, who’d been told to edit Victor’s translation. They were so impressed by the unusual quality of the translation that they refused to believe Victor was a self-taught polyglot who’d never been out of Russia. He was sure to be just another of those Brits who’d spied for Russia and had been thrown on the Progress dunghill, they said. Well, they wanted to meet Victor, and see for themselves. Also, they wanted to hear all about the adventures of Natina and her friends in Karelia. This whole subculture of hiking in the wilds, the intelligentsia’s favorite pastime in a bid to find freedom, even if it was a temporary escape from Soviet reality, was new to them. 

Curiously, Rudy’s ESP early warning system failed him this time. It would be easy to prove he was no Britisher with a record of spying for Russia, he thought. All he’d have to do was talk fast, colloquial Russian to the other guests; no Brit he’d met at Progress could do that; all spoke slow, broken Russian or none at all. That American couple would certainly see that. Even if they thought he was some kind of Englishman who used to spy for the KGB, what of that? Let them think whatever they liked. Not to worry, Victor told himself.

Nor did he worry; not at the beginning of the party, at least. He’d bought half a dozen bottles of Soviet bubbly that went by the name of champagne, plus a couple bottles of Armenian cognac. Thus primed, the five ladies present were soon talking up a storm fit to lift the roof. The prattling was mostly about Karelian adventures, which in retrospect seemed a wonderful series of episodes alternating between the funny and the heroic. Victor came in for a great deal of rapturous praise; he in turn was modesty itself. When he talked at all, he chose the more stilted English turns of speech, as if he’d learned them from a phrase book.

Avigail – thin, tall, plain, and aggressive – still had suspicions about Victor, despite his obvious Russianness. Cutting through the other ladies’ chatter, she asked, looking directly at him:

“Where did you learn all that Marxist phraseology? It all seemed such gobbledygook to me.” 

“Yes, that was tough,” he replied. “But everyone with a higher education in Russia has had a thorough grounding in a subject called Scientific Communism.”

“Yes, but that’s in Russian, I suppose.” Avigail persisted. 

“Sure. So I had to sit on my fanny for days on end, mugging up Engels and stuff like that. In English. Anti-Duhring was a great help.”

The others joined in; the talk turned to the absolute uselessness of all the propaganda Progress was churning out. Sergey spoke of some diplomatic friends of his, serving in Australia. The embassy regularly received consignments of such literature, only no Australians would have it, not even for free; when the cartons began to clutter up the available space, embassy workers would hire a boat and drop them in the ocean. Everybody laughed at the story. 

“Yes, that’s funny indeed,” said Ronald. “All that waste – and pollution of the ocean into the bargain.”

The babble continued, while Victor busied himself with opening one more bottle of bubbly. He was feeling uneasy; something had been nagging at his memory ever since the American couple stepped through the door. That something had to do with Ronald, or just one feature of his face. Those flaring nostrils, he was sure he had seen them somewhere. The rest of the man was unremarkable – a lightweight, about five foot five, his wife was taller… He had definitely seen the young man, or someone like him. Rudy had well-trained, nearly total recall memory, but this must have been too far back in time, or just a brief, unimportant encounter…

As Victor was pouring out the champagne, he caught Ronald’s sideways glance at him – and then his memory machine gave an almost audible click. He squeezed the bottle hard in order not to drop it, while inwardly he groaned, and just one obscene word kept throbbing in his mind. He’d seen that face in his class as he gave a series of lectures on who the hell cares what during his brief stint at the training center. He knew he could even recall the boy’s name if he strained his memory hard enough, it rhymed with Prune… 

Ah, to hell with the name. He was too busy behaving naturally, as if he hadn’t just received one of the nastiest shocks of his life. As bad as, if not worse than throwing a cop over his back, then running away from Moscow’s entire police force plus the KGB. His former trainee was clearly on assignment here. Was the wife witting? Part of a working twosome? Would he tell her, if they were not? Anyway, the guy would certainly have to report the encounter to his minder. Standard practice. In that case, Rudy might as well pack up and go home, all his efforts to keep Operation Icicle to just the three of them – the Admiral, Sam, and himself, with H.H. in the offing – gone by the board. The rumor that the famous Rudy Hart was no old-age pensioner raising chickens in Costa Rica but an active operative doing his stuff in Moscow would spread and keep spreading till it hit the ears of some rat inside the system – of whose existence Rudy was practically certain; he had told Sam as much.

Ah well, what was there to do but try and be philosophical about it. Victor smiled and drank and made jokes in Russian or English; he thus wondered if any of the women present would be prepared to emulate Lady Godiva. Avigail, who’d taken part in anti-Vietnam War marches, said she would certainly do so for a worthy cause – except these days the entire populace would turn into Peeping Toms, which would rather divert attention from the cause. To this Valya retorted, perhaps somewhat bitchily, that to play Lady Godiva, you’d first have to have Lady Godiva’s physique, if you did not want to make a laughing stock of yourself.

They broke up around midnight, as all the guests had late buses to catch. At parting the ladies went through the usual allround kissing routine. It was then that Victor took Ronald somewhat apart and, squeezing his hand somewhat harder than politeness demanded, said with a winning smile:

“Listen, I know I made some mistakes… in my translation. Don’t tell anyone, okay?” More pressure of the steely hand. “Not the bosses. Not your wife even. You just haven’t seen anyone, I mean anything. Okay?”

“Oh yes, sure,” said Ronald, feebly tugging at his mangled hand. “Of course I shan’t. We all make mistakes.”

With this, Victor had to be content. He knew that a promise like that guaranteed nothing at all; Ronald was only answerable to his case officer, and only this officer’s orders and instructions would he obey. Victor’s only hope, a flimsy one, was that Rudy Hart was in Ronald’s eyes a legendary figure whose plea for help must be respected. But suppose Ron suspected him of turning a double agent? A very natural suspicion. The first thing that Rudy himself would think of.

There was one thing to be done, and one thing only: immediate contact with H.H., alias Vadim Palm. Thank God the three months Rudy had allowed himself for striking root in Moscow had elapsed, and Hackermeyer/Palm must have received his postcard. The date mentioned in that postcard was three days ago. Another three days, and they would rendezvous at the Pushkin Museum.

Trouble was, a great deal could happen in three days. If Victor’s luck ran true to form, Fate might have another piece of shit up its sleeve to throw at him.

Chapter 66. Rendezvous in the Woods

As events showed, Fate must have run out of nasty tricks to fling at Victor, or simply got bored, or something. Nothing untoward happened in those three days, and Victor even thought it safe to return to his room in Suvorovskiy. 

The rendezvous on the appointed day passed smoothly, too. Well, more or less smoothly. As Vadim Palm got slightly jostled at the counter selling Pushkin Museum catalogues, he sort of hiccupped and had difficulty keeping his jaw from falling off. The man with a limp who had apologized politely looked very much like his old mentor – and at the same time completely different. But the voice… It was Rudy Hart’s! Absolutely! Vadim cast several glances at the man, until the latter took off his dark glasses and, while apparently engrossed in a catalogue, made a gesture of shooting at him from the hip, thumb up, index finger pointing – an old signal between them meaning, roughly, Behave yourself, you puppy, or I’ll murder you! 

They bought their catalogues and drifted apart. Both men were accompanied, and the two couples sometimes caught sight of each other as they sauntered from hall to hall, but never came close or paid any attention to what the other duo was doing. True, Victor noticed with satisfaction at one moment that Vadim apologized to his vivacious, ginger-haired companion and went in search of a “little boys’ room,” as he called it. Safely seated in a cubicle, he pulled out of his jacket pocket a postcard with a couple of lines on it in a simple, Pig Latin-based code he and Rudy had used on a few occasions in the past:

“Tomorrow Savyolovskiy Station. 8.15 suburban train to D. Last car. Detrain at N., follow me at 100 paces.”

The postcard torn to bits and flushed down the toilet, Vadim emerged from the cubicle in an almost radiant mood. The days of journalistic drudgery, of listening to the dissidents’ monotonous whining and pleas for “assistance” were over. Where Rudy Hart was, there was sure to be action – and what action! Oh boy, oh boy…

It was smart of Rudy to have chosen an early train, Vadim thought. He was not important enough to be under round-the-clock surveillance; he wasn’t sure he was under surveillance at all, unless it was during his meetings with known or suspected dissidents. Still, if there were any “outdoor watchers,” they must keep regular hours like everybody else, and by starting early he was sure to give them the slip. He did not even bother to make certain he wasn’t tailed. He was developing that very useful, if mysterious, faculty to sense danger; right now it was dormant.

On the train he felt even safer. It was the incoming trains that were overcrowded at this morning rush hour, while the outbound ones were more than half empty, with just a few tired, sleepy figures here and there on the hard wooden benches; men and women who’d done the night shift in Moscow and were riding back to their homes in Submoscovia, sometimes two or three hours away. Vadim found a seat next to a bulky, middle-aged woman who was already half-asleep; he followed with incurious eyes the man with a limp wearing uncommonly gray, drab clothes walk along the aisle to a seat at the front.

At the end of a ride of some forty minutes, no hint of trouble either. Just the two of them got out of the last car. Victor stepped off the platform and limped along a footpath toward a group of houses on the very edge of the township. Vadim loitered a few minutes on the platform, studying a train schedule, then followed the figure in front. The footpath led past those few houses straight into the woods. When Vadim reached the edge of the forest, a narrow glade opened before him that stretched as far as the eye could see – and no one in sight. He stood there in indecision until a familiar voice hissed from behind the bole of a giant tree nearby: “Pass, friend. Not too fast, please.” 

So Vadim walked on for some fifteen minutes, at the end of which Victor caught up with him. They shook hands, smiling rather awkwardly.

“The coast seems clear,” Victor said. “No other stragglers. The whole KGB must be sleeping off last night’s hangover. Let’s find a nook where we can have a quiet heart-to-heart.”

He must have studied the area carefully, for he led the way off the glade and into a part of the forest where a recent or not so recent gale had left a great many trees lying on the ground or leaning at crazy angles on other trees. The dense undergrowth, the brushwood, and the dead branches sticking out anyhow from the fallen trees made the place nearly impassable. Walking was out of the question; all one could do was crawl over or under the uprooted trees, avoiding as best one could the sharp ends of dead boughs that seemed to be reaching for one’s eyes and other vulnerable body parts. 

But it was all worth it. When, breathing heavily, they sat down at last on a convenient fallen trunk, they were as safe as they could ever be from being heard or seen by anyone they did not like, or better say by anyone at all except perhaps a particularly curious fox.

“Well, chief, tell all,” Vadim said. “I know it’s just a metaphor, but you really could knock me into next Sunday with a feather, the way you popped up yesterday.”

So Victor told all about Operation Icicle, sketching the background for it, the strong feelings the Plotkin report had stirred up behind the scenes. 

“The big question is: Did we, meaning you and me, bring our top brass a piece of artistically wrapped deza, or is the P-report straight? Einstein says it’s straight, but he can only vouch for Plotkin’s handwriting, which isn’t much, as we both know. TECHINT says, positively no evidence, but again we know that no evidence may simply mean a gap in evidence. Nothing conclusive again.”

“So it’s an even bet either way, and we have to find out the truth of it, right?” 

“We-ell, that’s one way of looking at it,” Victor drawled.

“Frankly, I don’t see any other way,” Vadim said, puzzled.

“There isn’t, if we accept your basic premise – that it’s an even bet.”

“And it isn’t?”

“Not to me.”

“Why?”

“I’ve got a feeling.”

“Oh.” H.H. knew something about the way his old coach’s hunches invariably proved right. “Do tell,” he pleaded.

“My feeling tells me our side has been duped by a cleverly designed and neatly carried out operation.”

“And the basis for the feeling?”

“Several points. Point one: the P-report contains a dire threat but no specific details to support the threat. Nothing to explain or help verify it. A lot of extraneous info, but nothing essential regarding the main threat.” 

“Yeah, I thought as much as I read it. But the author did not mean to be obliging to us. He wrote what was on his mind, right? No need to explain to the recipient what he knows anyway. What’s point two?”

“Points two, three, and four can be rolled into one. They form a pattern. A gestalt, if you’ll pardon the expression.”

“How?”

“First, take Nevsky, I mean Einstein. An obviously bona fide article – used ‘in the dark,’ I’m convinced. The use of the smugglers’ ring – also in the dark. Unwittingly. Then, the master stroke: a double or triple mopping-up operation. Someone croaks Kote the smuggler, then he himself gets croaked, and finally the two long knives sent to clean up the mess, get cleaned up themselves. Beautiful. To cap it all, the guy who performed the final clean-up disappears into thin air. Simply dissolves, leaving no trace at all if we discount that important distinguishing mark observed by Hailey’s brilliant secretary, the thick black moustache. Like Hercule Poirot’s, I suppose. If there’s no masterly hand behind all this, I’ll eat my furhat.”

“I see… Looks pretty convincing, if you look at it from this angle. Didn’t it convince the top brass?”

Victor snorted. 

“I wasn’t idiot enough to put my feelings and speculations in writing. No, we just bear all I said in mind, but we start with your basic premise: it’s an even bet. It may be smoke, and it may be straight. We find out which. If it’s straight, we try to find out more about the Plotkin gadget.”

“As simple as that,” Vadim grinned.

“Yeah, simplicity itself. Plotkin dead, Givi dead, Einstein a long way away and unwitting. Like I say, beautiful. Well, let’s count the assets we have. There’s Dina  Plotkina, the widow. Let’s call her W. There’s Nonna Nevsky, the grass widow; call her GW. There’s the General, or G. Last but not least, there are our modest selves, with you getting the star billing.”

“Doing what?”

“Doing quite a lot. Item one: send a signal to our CO. For his eyes only. Re Icicle. Paul Pitkin (that’s me) safely arrived, solidly embedded. Wants you, Vadim Palm, to establish contact with G. Purpose – to find out the exact section of the ‘mailbox’ where Einstein’s friend P. worked. Especially the name of the department head. I have some interesting plans regarding that gentleman. G. is retired, but he must still have contacts. Besides, it’s not too much to ask. Just a name and the guy’s position.”

“I’ve got my instructions on contacting G., but the procedure isn’t simple. This may take time.”

“Sure, only we won’t be sitting idle. Next asset, GW. I hear she is fighting mad, renouncing her parents, appealing to the world at large to help her get reunited with her precious hubby. Meat for foreign journalists. You are a foreign journalist. Arrange to see her privately. I mean, in absolute privacy, get it?”

“Sure. What do I do to her, privately?”

“Not what you may be thinking of, you young goat. Tell her you are in contact with her husband, via a secret channel. Where things can be said that can’t be talked about on the phone.”

“Pardon me, but she may want to use that channel herself.”

“Can’t be done, period. No explanation. Shrouded in secrecy.”

“I see.”

“Let me outline the job for you. Einstein and P. worked on the same problem in theoretical physics; both women know that. The two physicists shared their findings; the widows know that, too.  So what you tell GW is this: Einstein wants to know if Plotkin left any papers for him. That’s the first question GW asks W.  If Plotkin did leave any such papers, GW asks W to please hand them over to her, she’ll find a way to pass them on to her husband in America.”

“Suppose Plotkina has no papers?”

 “If W has no such papers, GW’s next question is this: Did W hand them over to anyone else? Like Givi, perhaps? Incidentally, Einstein doesn’t even know Givi’s surname; hard to believe, but there it is. You ask GW to ask W to supply that surname.”

“A curious gap.”

“It is, isn’t it. Next question GW ought to ask: What sort of person is he, that guy with a Georgian name? Einstein wants to know – for reasons of his own. What those reasons are, you don’t know, you’re just a messenger. You ask GW, she asks W, and then we will all know. Or we won’t.”

“Phew… Quite a tall order.”

“This needn’t come out in one session. Let GW do it gradually, over a period of time. We can only hope she is smart enough to work it smoothly, on a woman-to-woman basis. Two widows commiserating with each other over their loss. First thing they’ll do, they’ll cry the moment they see each other, if I know anything about women; then cry some more.”

“That, for sure. But how are they going to get in touch? I mean, technically?”

Victor sighed.

“Vadik, you’ll never make an authentic Soviet citizen. Never. You just don’t appreciate living in a totalitarian state. There’s a body called City Information, with kiosks on every corner. You pay five kopecks, in a few minutes you have the address at which the person you want is registered. Here.” He handed the crimson-faced Vadim a piece of paper. “That’s Dina Plotkina’s new address. She has moved from her old apartment in the suburbs to what is known here as ‘the quiet Center.’ Memorize the address, burn the paper.” 

“Sorry, chief. And thanks.” He burned the slip of paper on his lighter. “We arrange a totally accidental encounter between the two women, right?”

“Right. Then we sit and pray. I remember Einstein saying the two girls liked each other on sight.”

“Yeah, I remember that, too. Well, great. How do I report? Poste restante? Another trip to the woods? I like it here. Safe as houses.”

“That’s one way. Too cumbersome, though. If you have something urgent to report, go to the Praga restaurant. I take my midday meal there around two.”

“Aren’t you lucky. That’s Moscow’s top class eatery, I hear.”

“We oldies have to take care of our creature comforts. My current earnings are in that kind of bracket. Now listen. Go there only if there’s something urgent. Just appear in the doorway of the dining-hall on the second floor, remember something suddenly, and disappear. I will have seen you, and I’ll call you.”

“Call me?! But— ”

“You’re a foreign journalist, right? You know other foreign journalists, right? Any Britishers among them?”

“Well, there’s Sandy Owen…”

“Good. Sandy Owen will call you. About an hour after I’ve seen you. Hope you’ll recognize my voice. We’ll chat, and I’ll mention some place – the Bolshoy, the History Museum, some restaurant. Any old place. Add three hours to the time of the call and be at that spot. Follow me like today. If I take a bus, you take that bus. I take the Metro, you take the Metro. In fact, you tail me, and see you’re not tailed yourself.”

“Tail you where? To some dead drop?”

“Don’t be silly. You still don’t appreciate life in totalitarian society. There’s hardly any crime here. No locks on entranceways to apartment buildings, no doormen, no concierges. I enter a building I like the look of, start walking up or take an elevator. By the time you enter, I’ll be coming down. A chance meeting on the stairs, you hand me your report – in today’s code – we greet each other politely, in passing. I leave first, you next. Just loiter a few minutes on the stairs.”

“Look, chief, you really ought to give lectures on these things. No one ever told us anything so simple and practical. Dead letter boxes, with signs and countersigns before and after, that’s simply idiotic.”

“I hate lecturing, and with reason, man. The other day I was spotted by a guy who had attended those lectures of mine, and for all I know he may be reporting it to his case officer right this minute. Blowing my cover, in fact. Or at least endangering Icicle, the silly bugger. This whole operation was to be kept to just four people – and now this…”

“Can I do something?”

“You’re the only person who can. Get hold of that guy, today, if possible. Name of Prune. Ronald Prune.”

“I know him. He’s at Progress. His wife, too.”

“Well, I am at Progress, too, if you must know. Grab him and tell him he is to forget completely the man bearing the name Victor Pavlov, or any other name whatsoever. Describe the situation in your signal to the CO. Request, in my name, that Prune be properly gagged – or withdrawn from the field. He can’t be doing anything serious here.”

“No. Just the same nonsense as I do. Mobilizing the dissidents. Miserable lot, if you ask me.”

“But useful. Okay, Vadik, I guess we’ve covered all I wanted to. Any questions?”

“What’s the fallback if you aren’t at the Praga?”

“Drop a gob of ice-cream at the gate of that club, the House of Journalists. I take a walk there each morning.”

“I know the place. And if you want me?”

“I just call you, you Estonian numskull. The same old Sandy Owen trick. What’s the best time to call?”

“Early-ish.” 

“Like today, then. One last thing. I have a cache here. Let me show you.”

Victor got up, went to a heavy, broken-off limb of a tree a few paces away, and with a mighty heave lifted it. In a little hole under the branch lay a parcel wrapped in fold upon fold of a black, large plastic bag, the kind used by street cleaners.

“See that?”

Vadim nodded.

“What’s in it?”

“My money belt, some fourteen thousand rubles. My other identity – passport, workbook, the lot. Some other papers. A mini-camera. Tape-recorder rig. Everything that can’t be left lying around in an apartment.” Victor carefully replaced the big chunk of wood.

“What do I do with it?”

“Whatever needs to be done – in case.”

“In case you’re caught?”

“A boil on your tongue, as Russians say. In case a brick drops on my head. Anything. Will you be able to find the spot?”

“I’ll try to.” Vadim did not sound at all sure.

Victor sighed. Woodcraft was one of a million things that he hadn’t had the time to teach the boy. 

“Okay, chop-chop now, Mr. Palm. Be sure to get hold of that Prune fellow today. Will you find your way back to the station?”

“Sure. And you?”

“I’ll head for another station. Not too far off. You get a move on.”

“Okay. And chief…”

“Yes?”

“Glad to be working with you again, sir.”

“Same here, son. Now git!” 

Totally relaxed, Victor sat there on the trunk a long time after Vadim disappeared from view. He loved the woods. Ever so safe… What was it Vadik said? Safe as houses… Well, they could have their houses. He would take the woods any day. 

With a grunt, he got on his feet. He still had to gather some mushrooms. Without them, a solitary figure in a forest makes folks wonder. Anyone with a bag or basket of mushrooms is simply part of the scenery… Just another point that never gets mentioned in those lectures at intelligence training centers.

Chapter 67. “A Slav Woman’s Farewell”

For a couple of weeks no signals of any sort came from Palm. This did not worry Victor unduly; he thought it best to give the boy all the time he might need; after all, he had quite a lot on his plate. Victor went so far as to spend a weekend at Natina’s, away from his backbreaking task of plugging away at the typewriter; he thus skipped two lunches at the Praga. In these two days Vadim – or Sidney Kemp, to call him by his work name – might have left the agreed sign at the House of Journalists gate. Victor did not think there would be any, but he was mistaken. As he strolled by on his way home, he noticed that someone had dropped a cone of ice-cream right where he had told Vadim to leave the sign. The ice-cream had been swept away, but the greasy white stain remained. Good. The boy had something to report.

Without much hurry, Victor went in search of a public phone that had not been vandalized, and called Sandy Owen’s good friend Sid.  They gossiped a few minutes; Sandy mentioned, among other things, having seen a girlfriend of Sid’s the day before on the steps leading to the Lenin Library. Must be a nice, intelligent chick, he said, spending a fine summer day at the library. Three hours later Victor hobbled past those granite steps, turned right, toward the Embankment, then right again. 

The third building facing the Moskva had its door hospitably wide-open, and he stepped right in, why not. It was a walkup, so he walked up, quite slowly, with his game leg. There was no one home on the top floor, apparently, and he walked down, merely stopping on a landing to let a young man, who was obviously in a big hurry, pass. With a polite nod, the strapping young man slipped by, flinging a newspaper he had in his hand on a handy windowsill.

Victor picked up the paper, stuck it in his pocket, left the building, and walked a hundred paces or so along the embankment at the same unhurried gait. It was the first time he had tried that technique for getting in touch with a colleague, and it had passed off without a hitch, which delighted Victor no end. As he walked, he even whistled an olden-time Russian march, “A Slav Woman’s Farewell,” an old favorite of his. 

Walking must have been hard on his knee, so he soon leaned against the parapet. Looking pensively at the river, he spread the newspaper on the granite, then read the message on a slip of paper concealed inside today’s issue of Izvestia. 

The message was in a code Rudy had invented a long time ago and taught H.H. to use. It was a language only the two of them corresponded in, which made it pretty secure. The code used English words inverted on the Pig Latin principle, but they were written in Russian characters without any breaks, with the Russian letters for sha at the end of words instead of Pig Latin’s ay.

The message was concise, to the point – and fair devastating. Victor read it a couple of times, committing it to memory, then rolled the flimsy slip of paper into a ball and sent it with a fillip into the river. He leaned his chin on a fist and froze in the thinker’s classic attitude, looking at the slow-flowing river without seeing much. He really had a great deal to weigh, and a lot to decide.

Item: G. The General did not respond to any signs requesting a meeting or an exchange of messages through a dead drop. That was one asset less. On second thoughts, it might be to the good. G. may have spotted a shadow, or other signs of unwanted attention. After all, he’d spied for the Agency for twenty years, and it was nigh impossible for him not to have left some identifiable traces of his activities; that would be simply unnatural; something out of bad fiction. Persisting in attempts to contact G. could only lead to Vadim’s cover being blown – and where would he, Victor, then be? Forget G.

Asset 2: GW. This one proved fractious (Vadim’s word). She flatly refused to do any playacting, to arrange an accidental meeting with W, or anything of that sort. If her husband wanted some papers from Fima’s widow, she would simply go, knock on the door, and ask for them. Everything straight and aboveboard. All that a terrified Vadim could do, he persuaded her to go visiting only when he gave her the sign that she was not being tailed; and to take W somewhere safe, like a park or public garden, where there’d be no danger of microphones. 

Women, thought Victor grimly, suppressing less parliamentary expressions his mind readily came up with. He knew he should be grateful rather than mad, though. The woman was headstrong and stubborn, a pretty dangerous asset to use. For the rest, she was worth her weight in gold. 

Just as he had thought, the two women embraced and burst into tears the moment GW crossed the threshold. They sobbed and babbled and wiped their eyes and noses for a minute or so, then moved with one accord to the kitchen, where they had tea, then some more tea, and exchanged their life stories. 

Only months and months after Fima’s death had Dina  revived enough to resume her studies at the medical school. She was now serving her internship at a hospital; the job was tough, but she welcomed the pressures and hardships; they distracted her from brooding incessantly over her loss. Seeing so much suffering and death made her realize that Fate had dealt her an awful blow, a crushing blow, but there were so many people who were worse off. After all, she wasn’t dying, like some of her patients, and she did not suffer from any debilitating illness, after she had shaken off most of her depression. It was all nonsense, that about time being the great healer; the wound was there, the pain did not abate; but she had to think of others who needed her care and help; she had to go on living.     

Nonna’s position wasn’t that bleak, but bleak enough. Her husband, with whom she was very much in love, was thousands of miles away, with no close prospects of them being reunited. She was fighting, of course, staging hunger strikes and such; in the meantime the best years of her life were slipping by. That was bad enough, but there was also the torment of inflicting pain and distress on her parents, whom she loved dearly, like any normal child.

They talked for about an hour, at the end of which the guest asked if Dina could see her to the bus station: she said she wasn’t feeling well at all. Dina’s new apartment was not far from Patriarch’s Ponds, and that was where the two ladies went, to sit on a bench, watch the ducks, and talk; that was where Nonna asked those all-important questions – and received some hair-raising answers. 

No, Dina never gave any of Fima’s papers to Givi, but Givi was KGB, didn’t Nonna know that? Didn’t Ilya? Yes, he was, just like his father, Colonel Chorgashvili, retired. Givi might therefore have received some of Fima’s papers from his KGB superiors, but Dina doubted that very much. True, the KGB had scoured their apartment and taken away every scrap of paper they could find, but there could not have been anything of importance there. Fima, bless his soul, had always been a very secretive person. Since childhood, in fact. All the really important things went into a secret notebook – which was still in her, Dina’s, possession, safely tucked away. Could there be something there that Ilya was asking for? Dina did not know that, but she knew one thing: she would not part with that notebook as long as she lived, not for anything in the world. Why? Because Fima used to write down not just his theoretical ideas there, but also intimate messages, for her eyes only. Funny chastushkas and other nonsense, which made that notebook Dina’s most precious possession. Nothing, absolutely nothing would make her part with it. Nonna saw a stone wall when it was right before her nose, and she did not press.

That was the gist of Vadim’s report, and it was a punch to make a heavyweight reel. No wonder Victor Pavlov stood there staring at the quietly flowing Moskva with unseeing eyes. Talk of a Slav woman’s farewell, he thought irrelevantly. This was more like a Slav woman’s how-de-do…

Of course, this intelligence bore out wonderfully Rudy’s hunch about the Plotkin report being the fruit of an exquisitely planned and skillfully executed operation. That was fine, only who would care about him being right and everybody else wrong? The bare fact was that the Agency had set a whole bunch of very important, very busy people in Washington and elsewhere scurrying hither and thither in a sweat – over nothing. Over a lot of smoke. Disinformation. Crucial steps that could have been taken, had not been – because of the threat represented by the P-report. Heads were sure to roll. Rudy could congratulate himself on his own head having rolled already; to all intents and purposes, he was retired, and no one could court-marshal him. Hallelujah… 

Victor spat into the river. It was no time to be thinking of Rudy Hart’s personal affairs, or even those of the Agency. GW brought them yet another fact of Himalayan proportions: Plotkin papers did exist, and who the hell could say what was in them? The whole KGB operation could have been mounted with one purpose: to divert attention from the real P-report, the one whose draft was now in possession of the bereaved widow. Who would rather die than part with it. That was what he should be thinking of, not personal or personnel affairs.

Okay, let’s stop woolgathering. Let’s formulate some conclusions. Operation Icicle has been successfully completed, the P-report has been conclusively shown to be KGB deza. Some independent confirmation would have to be provided, like the two Chorgashvili’s KGB membership, but that was routine; Vadim’s numerous irregulars, the dissidents, could easily do that, now that they had Givi’s surname. Victor was well aware of that old adage about Moscow being one big village, where everybody knew, or at any rate could find out if really interested, everything about everybody else. 

Those were mere trifles, though. The really important part of Sidney Kemp’s next signal home would be Paul Pitkin’s request to mount Operation Icicle-2. Purpose, finding out what Yefim Plotkin had really worked on – whether by getting hold of his secret notebook or by some other means that came to hand.

It was wonderful what a clear-cut decision could do to a person’s spirits. No longer brooding over the Moskva, Victor Pavlov swung his stick right jauntily as he walked back to the Lenin Library Metro. If you want to know, he even resumed whistling “A Slav Woman’s Farewell.” A really catchy, rousing tune it was. 

Chapter 68. Extramarital Affairs

That same day Sandy Owen made another call, this time to ask Sid whether it was true that a bunch of literati with dissident tendencies were going to foregather at a certain café. Sid replied, rather curtly, that he did not know, and wondered why Sandy couldn’t rustle up some news about town for himself, instead of relying on colleagues to do his job for him. 

There was a bus stop opposite the café Sandy had mentioned. Victor took a bus there, observing with satisfaction that a tall young fellow barely caught the same bus, after a headlong spurt. The rest was a repeat of the morning’s performance: a leisurely walk along a quiet street, a chance meeting on the stairs in an unfamiliar but entirely hospitable building. As Victor stepped out of the entranceway, he could be sure that the text of today’s signal home, written down in Russified Pig Latin, would be decoded, then encoded again, and lie on their CO’s desk come  morning or even earlier.

He looked after Vadim’s disappearing figure in some indecision. By rights, he ought to go back home and put in a few more hours at the typewriter, to bring the apparently endless translation job closer to completion. He felt, however, that he would not be much good at the task right now, will power or no will power. Too tense inside. He was damn sure that response to his request to mount Operation Icicle-2 would be positive; he therefore had to think through, starting now, a whole mass of moves and possible countermoves on that particular chessboard. 

Ah, to hell with Marxism-Leninism. He’d go back to Natina’s, do a really long, tiring run in the orchard tomorrow morning; jogged thoroughly, his brain might come up with some bright ideas as to ways and means.

The decision was all the easier since her place was just one bus ride from where he now loitered. In some forty minutes he stood before the door to Natina’s apartment, pressing the doorbell. Well, he pressed and pressed, but no one answered, though he could distinctly hear soft music inside. That’s funny, he thought. Natina wasn’t all that fond of music; for relaxation, she talked on the phone, her principal life line.

A minute passed. Victor gave the bell one last push and turned to go. Might as well take a stroll, then come back.

At that moment the soft music stopped, the lock clicked, and the door opened, not too wide. “Oh, it’s you,” said Natina uncertainly, standing there in the doorway, one hand on the door. Her face was visibly flushed, her expression far from joyous. 

“Who did you expect, Marlon Brando?” asked Victor.

One sniff, one look was enough. She wasn’t drunk, but she had drunk. She was barefoot, and all she wore was a housecoat, with nothing underneath, Victor would bet on that.

He pushed past her, not bothering to listen to her babbling about not expecting him back so soon, about Misha having just dropped in to…

“To look at your etchings, naturally. I see,” said Victor.

What he really saw as he stepped into the living-room was a coffee table with a bottle and glasses on it; sitting in an armchair was a heavily-built, red-faced young guy wearing slippers (must be a neighbor, thought Victor; face seemed familiar), a T-shirt inside out, and very thin, positively obscene tracksuit pants leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. Through a doorway leading to the bedroom he could see a bed with rumpled sheets from which the pair had obviously jumped up a minute or so ago. But the most interesting feature of the landscape was a wet stain on the young gentleman’s pants, in the crotch area, which was visibly spreading. As he looked at it, Victor felt, physically felt, that the brakes that had kept him in control of himself in the teeth of all the tensions of the past weeks were giving way; that he was going to explode.

And he did explode. The stupid bitch had no idea about the blessings of silence; she started jabbering something about them all being civilized people, but that was as far as she got. Victor turned her round and gave her a slap on the bottom that sent her across the room and under a huge TV set (bought with Victor’s money, by the way) that stood on rickety legs against the far wall. The weight and impetus of her body shattered one of those legs, the set crashed on her prostrate form pinning it down.

The young lady-killer jumped up with a yell, grabbing a bottle off the coffe table, but before he could take a single step or raise the hand with the bottle, Victor’s toecap caught him exactly at the spot where the stain was spreading, and he collapsed, both hands holding the overactive organ that had led him into this adventure. It was hard to make out whether he was moaning or retching; perhaps both. Victor gave his massive buttocks several mighty whacks with his murderous stick. Then he wrapped a handkerchief round his right hand and, to put the writhing, groaning adept of free love out of his misery, gave him a bone-crushing punch on the jaw. KO. The body subsided and lay still. Out for at least half an hour. 

Victor then stepped over the remnants of the coffee table and bent over Natina, who was feebly trying to crawl from under the heavy TV set. With the woman’s housecoat bunched up somewhere between her shoulder blades, the sight instantly triggered in Victor, for about the third time in his life, a veritable hormonal explosion, totally uncontrollable. His faculty of acting rationally completely eclipsed, he pushed the set aside, grabbed her by the arm, jerked her upright and, paying no attention to her incoherent babbling, dragged her to the bedroom. She ceased babbling as Victor stood her on the bed on all fours and thrust in, just a few times. It was all over in ten seconds; well, maybe fifteen. Zipping up, he stepped back, while Natina rolled over on her side, and her awestruck face was the last Victor ever saw of her. 

His limbs still shaking, he headed for the door, then stopped. As he passed that young goat still showing no signs of coming to, he remembered who the guy was: the husband of Lera, the neighbor whose friends’ room in the communal apartment he now occupied. Well, well. This would settle Natina’s hash for good. She would be lucky if she got out of this scrape with her eyes still in the sockets, and her hair on her head, not pulled out in tufts. 

He tore the cable from the telephone, picked up the bunch of keys from a shelf under the mirror in the corridor, and locked the door – that lock which could only be opened from the outside. As he passed the row of the residents’ mailboxes downstairs, he dropped the keys and a note in the proper slot. The note read: “Lera, please liberate the lovers in apartment 345. Your hubby’s apparatus won’t be functional for some time. Ever so sorry. V.P.”

That was vicious, of course. It was also extremely unprofessional, endangering a vastly important operation by a prank over sex matters. Too stupid for words. By rights, he ought to be court-marshaled over this little episode; if his superiors ever learned about it, he added wryly to himself. And still, he felt… Well, how did he feel? Disgusted, that was true, but also elated, perhaps – if this wasn’t too grand a word for it. This little row relieved the tension that had been building up within him. A tangential reaction, a psychologist would probably diagnose it as. Hitting out at something totally unrelated to the real cause of one’s tension and frustration. 

Yes, a tangential reaction. And what a reaction… He had difficulty walking; a bad case of what they called blue balls, when they were kids. Painful as hell. There must be some scientific explanation of this link between physical violence, especially in the shadow of Death’s wings, and this attack of sexual madness. He’d really have to read up on this some day.

Violence was the key, to be sure. He remembered reading Konrad Lorenz’s On Aggression. That shrewd German thought it advisable, once in a while, to step out into the backyard of a night and smash a bottle or two, as an outlet for aggression accumulated within. Well, he had broken his couple of bottles today, no doubt about that. Mustn’t make a habit of it, though… 

He limped briskly toward the bus stop, but halfway there he slowed down, his face clearing, as if he were struck by a sudden bright idea. That thought brought an almost perceptible smile to his lips. His recent explosive behavior wasn’t all that unprofessional, after all. On the contrary, it was absolutely in character, and thus highly professional. He was Victor Pavlov, that rough diamond, a real Russian muzhik – and he had acted like one. Ever so many Russian males went to jail for behaving in precisely the same manner, often with much more grievous consequences. 

That such muzhik-like conduct happened to be perfectly in tune with Rudy Hart’s rather Victorian ideas about the way ladies, especially ladies who professed undying love for him, ought to behave, was neither here nor there…

Chapter 69. Icicle-2. First Move

Victor did not have long to wait for orders to proceed with Icicle-2. In a couple of days, as he was munching his beef Stroganoff, one of his greeds, at the Praga, he spotted Sid Kemp appear in the doorway, stop, then turn abruptly, and head back for the stairs, apparently remembering some urgent journalistic business. Maitre-d’ merely shrugged his shoulders. These foreigners…

A few hours later Victor, sitting on a bench in a small public garden after yet another chance encounter on an empty stairway, was reading Pig-Latin encrypted response to his own signal. Translated into words of one syllable, it read simply: “Get on with it, you bum. What did we send you out there for?”  Well, he had asked for it.

He had long discovered that the best solutions of thorny problems sometimes came when his mind was seemingly occupied with something entirely unconnected with them. These days, as he sat pounding typewriter keys, such solutions surfaced from the depths of his subconscious one after another. Some he discarded at once, others were worth further contemplation. 

His line of reasoning was something like this. Okay, we swallowed a lot of bogus stuff labeled Plotkin; now we’ve shown it for what it was: a pile of crap. Question: does that mean that Plotkin himself was bogus? No, it does not. Ilya Nevsky is absolutely genuine; people who should know, including luminaries like Edward Teller and others of the same stature, say so. And Nevsky says that Plotkin was a bit of a genius; that he worked on problems that could affect the entire human civilization, change the course of history: laser fusion, also that curious bumblebee principle for overcoming the force of gravity; stuff like that. Could he have invented something in the ICBM line equally as important? Sure he could. Or, putting it more cautiously: he might. 

Next question: who would know what it was that Plotkin invented in this line, if he did invent something? One answer was, his colleagues at the “mailbox,”, and most certainly his superior. Department head, or whatever his position was. The other answer lay in that secret notebook that the widow kept God knew where, and was not going to part with even on pain of death.

Logically, Victor’s next objective must be Plotkin’s boss. The widow and her secrets would come later; she was a dainty, tender plant that must be cultivated with special finesse. Handling the boss could be a simpler, cruder affair.

The boss, now. There were several ways of finding out who he was; Victor chose the simplest. He paced the room a few minutes, then sat down to write a message in his and Vadim’s private code. Vadim would talk to GW, GW would talk to W, and W was sure to remember that department head’s name. 

Victor nearly finished writing the message; suddenly he swore under his breah, tore up the slip of paper into minute pieces, and stuck them in his pocket. He jumped up and started pacing again.

Simple… Of course it was simple. To the point of idiocy. Was he going dotty in his old age? Doing absolutely foolish things, like beating up people who posed no threat to the national interest of the United States of America. That poor cop. Or the horny neighbor. And now planning to use this GW woman. A person who was certain to be under surveillance, and an obstreperous one to boot. Fractious – wasn’t that Vadim’s word for her? Using her once might be justified, perhaps; but a second time? Madness, sheer madness. Rudy Hart was losing his magic touch, his animal instinct for sniffing out danger; that was all there was to it. Too accustomed to things going his way. Living too easy, pulling strings from a safe distance. Time he stepped out of the shadows, and did a job of work himself. He might even kill two birds with one stone. Well, not two, perhaps. Let’s say one and a half…   

Thus it was that Victor went sleuthing, as thoroughly as he liked to do everything he took up. In a couple of weeks he knew all there was to know about Dina Plotkina’s way of life. It might be that of a nun, except that he never saw her pray. A one-woman nunnery. She spent her whole days at the hospital, and sometimes nights, too. That was when she had night duty, Victor assumed. Each week she went to the cemetery, to change the flowers at the grave and generally to keep it tidy. Dressed in black, she would sit for about an hour on a bench inside the enclosure, before the tombstone – a vertical marble slab with Fima’s name and dates of birth and death, and a really good, lifelike portrait executed on the polished marble. 

The routine was interrupted only once, when she went to the family dacha, a tiny plot of land and a shack where her mother and her sister’s two kids were spending the summer, the sister and her husband visiting them during weekends. The trip was clearly a tiring undertaking for Dina; first an overcrowded suburban train, standing room only; then a bus that was even more crowded; and finally a three-mile walk through the woods, bent under a rucksack with foodstuffs for her mother and the kids. No wonder Dina’s beautiful face looked perpetually tired to Victor’s eye, especially through eight-power binoculars, when she thought no one was looking at her.

The approach Victor decided on was corny; he would be the first to admit that. But then so many things in life were trite beyond belief. He bought himself a new suit; nothing chic, just decent and proper. It wasn’t too good a fit, but then men who’d spent most of their lives in uniform seldom could wear civvies with good effect. That was the role he chose to play in the coming human comedy: an officer recently out of uniform. After all, he was an officer, wasn’t he; even if the days when he wore a uniform, and a sailor’s uniform at that, were way, way in the past.

Thus it was that on a Saturday, toward evening, as Dina was walking slowly toward the exit from the cemetery, a man with a stick in one hand and flowers in the other caught up with her and stuttered, rather shyly:

“Excuse me… I saw you leaving Yefim Plotkin’s grave. You must be Fima’s wife… I mean widow…”

She stopped and looked up at him with those sad, enormous eyes in her small, tired, beautiful face; a look that made Victor cringe inside.

“Yes, I am,” she replied. “You must have known my husband…”

“Yes, we met… several times. He used to inspect the unit where I served. My name is Victor Pavlov.” He made a somewhat old-fashioned bow, nearly clicking his heels. “But I don’t think he mentioned the name to you.”

“No, he seldom talked about his trips, or what he did there.”

“That’s understandable. Boring stuff. But out there, we talked a great deal. About… all sorts of things…”

“Oh, Fima mentioned that.” Her lips curved in a shadow of a once mischievous smile. “You would have a drink or two, then exchange… confidences.”

Seeing that smile, Victor felt his face reddening, as if he had indeed been that uncouth, drunken captain who had told this beauty’s husband of his affairs of the heart.

“Well, yes, that was exactly how it was,” said he, scratching the ground with the tip of his stick. “There isn’t much to do at a base except drink, but that was… not important. I mean, the drinking. You should have heard him speak of you. I guess I would have recognized you even if I hadn’t seen you by the tombstone… The way he spoke of you, one could fall in love with you, sight unseen.”

“You mustn’t say such things.” Dina looked up at him with mock reproach.

“Sorry. Idiotic of me. It’s all from living out in the wilds, year in, year out,” Victor said contritely. “Here… these roses. I wanted to put them on the grave of my great-grandfather… He was a rear-admiral, you know. In the Czarist Navy. But I couldn’t find the grave. I used to remember where it was – and now it isn’t there. Will you take the flowers?” he said pleadingly.

“Yes, they sometimes do these awful things with old graves… clearing the space for new burials,” she replied. “I’d take the roses, they are beautiful. But you know the old superstition – you mustn’t take anything from a graveyard. You brought them here, and they must remain here.”

“I didn’t know. There’s so much I don’t know. Spent all my life in the army. Invalided out now.”

“An accident?”

“Yes,” he replied shortly. “Well then, Dina… sorry I don’t know your patronymic…”

“Grigoryevna. But Dina will do. Patronymics make me feel old.”

“Old! To me, you look like a child… But, about these flowers… Maybe we could go back to Fima’s grave, and leave them there?”   

They did so, and Victor bared his head and stood there at attention a full minute, silently, left arm in the regulation position, at his side, bent at the elbow, hand holding cap. In some unaccountable manner this minute of silence brought them close to each other, and they walked to the Metro as two old acquaintances, talking of this and that. Among other things, Victor asked her for her telephone number.

“You know, I would like to invite you some place one of these days. To remember Fima properly. I mean, the way it’s done according to custom.”

She hesitated slightly, but only slightly, and Victor wrote down laboriously the number he had known by heart for quite some time. In front of the Metro station, his face reddening again, he swept off his cap, bent ceremoniously over Dina’s hand, and kissed it reverently.

After that he marched toward a bus stop, feeling the world’s worst heel. Well, second worst, perhaps. He had really wanted to kiss that small, exquisitely shaped hand; he had really wanted to make those enormous eyes look less sad, less lost and forlorn…

Chapter 70. At the Sophia

After that first contact Victor waited a whole week before making the next move. Slow but sure, that should be his motto, he decided. A headlong storming would be foolish and indecent. Only a long, unhurried siege would do. 

On Friday night, he at last dialed the cherished number.

“Hello?”

“Dina Grigoryevna? This is Victor, remember me?”

“Yes, of course I remember.”

“I thought we might meet like last time. And then go some place. To remember Yefim Lvovich. Like I said last time. Will that be agreeable to you?”

“Well, I will be there anyway. You know that.”

“What time?”

“Say about six.”

“All right. I’ll be seeing you, then. Goodbye. And thank you.”

“Goodbye.”

Victor stepped out of the public telephone booth feeling more excited than he ought to be feeling after this simple, ordinary exchange. He was actually sweating, he noticed. This made him ask himself an extraordinary question, one he dared not face seriously: was this business, or was it becoming… personal? He shrugged. Rudy Hart always thought of himself as a shrewd, level-headed fellow, accustomed to consider all problems in the cold light of reason and experience. Not this one, though. He simply hoped this little matter would sort itself out by itself. Quite unlike him, but there it was.  

More professionally, he noted that Dina had followed his lead and had not mentioned the place where they were going to meet. Good girl. Careful. Mindful of microphones, or tapping. Of course, that would be no safeguard against being tailed, but that was a risk that would have to be taken – and dealt with as circumstances indicated.

Just like the previous time, he brought some roses, and they spent a few silent minutes inside the enclosure. Unlike last time, he had come in a taxi, and promised the cabbie a royal sum if he agreed to wait for him at the cemetery exit. 

The car took them to the Sophia restaurant. This, too, had been chosen after some deliberation. It wasn’t as chic as the Peking across Mayakovsky Square, and the food was good but ordinary, none of the Chinese seafood nonsense that would be strange to Dina. When they were seated, she said she would have whatever Victor chose, so he ordered caviar, assorted lamb meat, and coffee with liqueur; simple, if expensive. He had reconnoitered the place, and knew what might impress the lady. To drink, he said he would have some Stolichnaya and a bottle of Georgian wine, to go with the lamb.

“I remember Fima saying he liked Georgian wines, so you must be accustomed to them. Or would you like something else?” he asked.

“No, I see they have Mukuzani here. Mukuzani will be fine. Fima liked it with shashlyk. It’s rough but kind, he used to say. I still don’t quite know what he meant,” Dina said softly, twirling the stem of a glass.

Victor poured himself some vodka and, glass in hand, made a brief speech, talking slowly, sometimes stumbling like a man not used to handle words.

“I did not know Fima well, you know. We just met a few times. Worked together, talked, and drank together. A bit. But I can tell you this, he was one of the nicest men I’ve ever known. Sort of… sort of ray of light. In a pretty beastly environment.” He fell silent, as if marveling at what he had just said. “And it did not matter that we only met a few times. Sometimes you can live with a person for years, and not know what she… or he is like. Fima was not that kind. He was… transparent.” He fell silent again, then finished with that well-worn, ritual, yet ever touching line: “Let earth be like down to him.”

He slowly emptied the glass, and they sat there awhile silently, Dina wiping a single, small tear running down her cheek. Then Victor sighed and, pushing the dish with caviar and herbs toward her, said:

“Have some caviar. I’m sorry I made you cry.”

“No, no,” she protested softly. “It does me a world of good, hearing you say this – and mean it…”

So they had some caviar, talking desultarily. Dina became quite excited when the main course arrived. A brazier was set up on their table with assorted lamb on it – chunks of shashlyk, lyulya-kebab, ribs, kidneys, heart, and what not. Dina had never had lamb served that way; it was all ever so interesting, if terribly wasteful – they’d never be able to eat half of it! Victor quoted the Army saying: Waste good grub?  Sooner let no-good belly bust.. And indeed, they nearly cleaned up the whole dish, with Mukuzani flowing the way it should, with lamb. Victor felt inordinately proud to see Dina’s eyes begin to sparkle, and her cheeks lose their customary pallor. He could not understand why he felt that way, but he felt it most distinctly.

Their conversation became livelier. Victor asked her about her work; why was it that she looked so tired, whenever he saw her? She spoke of her internship, and how dreadfully tiring the job was, but at the same time how rewarding, and sometimes even funny.

“How d’you mean, funny?”

“Well, there are some men there who are really ill, you know, and still they… they see me as a woman first, a doctor second, if at all. Give me flowers, and ply me with chocolates, and… and talk all sorts of gallant nonsense. You know.”

“I can imagine. Well, they wouldn’t be human if they did not act that way. Seeing someone who looks like a film star in their midst.”

“Now you are talking gallant nonsense. Better tell me the story of your life.”

“Not much to tell. I’m a child of the war. No parents to speak of. Brought up by my granny. Military school, the Army. Then this… little explosion situation, as official reports put it. And here I am. An old-age pensioner at thirty-nine.” 

He could physically feel the talons of pity striking at his listener’s tender heart. What a lousy job, spying.

“That’s awful. But there must be lots of places where you can find work. After all, you’re a professional.”

“And a good one. Yefim said if ever I was demobilized, he’d talk to his department head, and he’d snap me up. Forget his name. Mikhail something.”

“No, Maksim. Yudin, Maksim Abramovich.”

He noticed that her eyes darkened as she pronounced that name, so he went on:

“That’s him. But I remember Fima didn’t quite like the man.”

“He’s a louse. Stealing Fima’s ideas all the time. He wasn’t the only one, though.”

“Well, and you want me to join that thieves’ den. Not on your life.”

She smiled.

“Not unless you want to. But it’s natural for a man to work.”

“Oh, I’m sure I’ll find something. But it’s a bit complicated. You know, I’ve been in harness all my life. Now I miss the harness, that goes without saying; but it’s only a part of me that misses it. The other part wants to catch up with what I’ve missed all this time. Galleries, museums, music, theaters. Intellectual company. I’ve done a lot of reading, of course, but it’s mostly been the classics. Old hat, you might say. Now I hear about these samizdat books; I hear names like Pasternak, Solzhenitsyn, Bulgakov, Nabokov. But I don’t know where to get these books.”

“Oh, that’s easy. Everybody reads this stuff. I could give you some. But it’s mostly the forbidden fruit effect.” Dina realized she was quoting one of Fima’s oft expressed opinions, and colored slightly. 

At this point, talking became difficult, as an all-female band struck up, and couples moved onto the dance floor. Victor could not forget all of a sudden his newly acquired limp, so they just sat there, listening to the band and watching others dance. Dina obviously enjoyed it all – the music, the couples whirling on the dance floor, the strikingly good-looking, young musicians on the dais, all in white, long, low-cut, flowing dresses. Above all, the admiring, even adoring face of this strong, attractive, earnest man opposite her, exuding unmistakeable masculine power; that she could sense most distinctly. All this felt like stepping back into life as it was before the horror had struck that killed Fima, and half-killed her. Now she felt life bubbling up within her again. I am like a birch-tree after a long, harsh winter, she thought; may start sprouting buds any minute now.

It was all very nice, but they had to leave after a while. With all the drinking going on around them, one young man after another plucked up enough courage to sidle up and ask Victor’s permission to dance with his lady, and the lady had to say “Sorry. I am not dancing tonight” to all of them. One son of a bitch actually asked Victor if he could dance with his charming daughter. To Victor, this was the crowning moment of the whole evening: Dina simply choked with laughter; that was the first time he heard her laugh, and it was a revelation. He too smiled, rather wryly: “It’s nice he didn’t take you for my granddaughter.” 

They took a taxi to her home, and Victor asked her if she would permit him to see her to her door. There on the landing he repeated his somewhat old-fashioned performance, taking off his beret and reverently kissing Dina’s hand. That looked for all the world like something he had been taught as a little boy by his granny, obviously a relic of ancien regime. Dina thanked him for a wonderful evening, and he nearly spluttered:

“Heavens, you thanking me. This was the happiest night of my life, and that’s God’s truth!”

“Thank you anyway.” Dina touched his cheek lightly with the tips of her fingers and disappeared behind the door.

Well, it was true what he had said about feeling happy, but it was only a half-truth. He also felt like the worst kind of a lousy louse. As he limped across one dark courtyard into another dark courtyard, he wished most fervently he might be attacked by a couple of hoodlums, no, better three of them. Every city quarter had them, and they preyed on nocturnal strangers straying into their territory. If there were any there, they gave Victor a wide berth, and that was very lucky for them, for Victor felt not only happy but also a touch murderous. 

The cause of that emotional turmoil was, of course, the bastard whose name he had so casually plucked off Dina’s tongue. Maksim Abramovich Yudin. Damn him to hell and back. Oh yeah, Victor was a big hero, a fine professional, he had got what he wanted, achieved his objective – by pumping dexterously the nicest woman he had ever met in his long, not uneventful life. Absolutely the nicest – and the only one who has been able to cause that odd, tugging sensation in the chest area, left of the breastbone. It came whenever he thought of Dina – and she was practically never far from his thoughts…

Chapter 71. Greetings from GRU 

In the days that followed, translation of a textbook on Marxist-Leninist philosophy was inexcusably neglected. Victor conducted himself toward Dina in the best traditions of old-fashioned courtship, taking her each week, sometimes twice a week, to theaters, art galleries, classical music concerts, ballet performances by touring companies, and the like, never without a fresh bouquet of flowers for the lady. Once, she objected timidly that he must not be so extravagant. To which Victor careully explained that he had more money than he knew what to do with; there was all that pay accumulated over the years which he had spent in out of the way garrisons where money was no use – nothing to buy with it; not to mention his current pension, also nothing to be sneezed at. He begged Dina not to deprive him of the great privilege and pleasure of spending a fraction of that pile on their innocent outings. No more was said on the subject.

That was the brighter side of his days; that side for which he lived, if he were honest with himself. Much of his time, though, was devoted to tracking down Yudin, M.A. At the cost of the same old five-kopeck piece he learned the man’s home address. Patient, unobtrusive observation showed that a regulation black Volga sedan waited for subject each morning by a certain entranceway and delivered him there at the end of the day. On Saturday mornings the same car took him somewhere out of town. No prizes for guessing where: to his dacha and the family that had moved there for the summer.

Was there anyone left in the apartment? That was easy to check. Victor simply went to the door and pushed the bell. If anyone answered, he would apologize for confusing apartment numbers, or entranceway numbers, or something; but no one did. On weekday nights, therefore, Comrade Yudin was at home and alone, and could be tackled there. But Victor decided against it. Too big a risk of being overheard through hidden microphones; there might also be a panic button hidden somewhere. No good. 

The only other choice was the dacha, and for that he needed a car. Sergey Sovinsky had a car, one of those ubiquitous Zhiguli, and Victor borrowed it for just a few hours. Ever since the beer joint episode, Sergey treated Victor with considerable respect, and did not even ask what he needed the car for. Victor followed Yudin’s Volga to his dacha, a spacious house in fenced-off, fairly extensive grounds that even had some pine-trees growing, not just the usual half-dozen fruit trees. Definitely in a different class from Dina’s parents’ hovel.

Sergey’s car was no good for what Victor planned to do. He would need a black Volga with low-digit license plates; a car that was in itself a symbol of officialdom; that no traffic cop in his right mind would dare stop; and that would properly impress Yudin, rule out any suspicions on his part. And anyway, the person whose part Victor was going to play would not dream of traveling in any other sort of car.

Such a car was a problem, but not an insoluble one. Victor thanked his stars, or rather his own foresight, that had prompted him to come out to the land of his old adventures well prepared for all kinds of contingencies. He visited the spot in the woods where his cache was, and returned armed with what he would need in the coming operation. 

Official sedan drivers were only too human, and one could often hitch a ride with them, when their boss was not there. On a Friday night Victor stopped one such car by the simple expedient of holding a tenner in his raised hand. A tenner equaled three bottles of vodka. Victor climbed in, put the bill in the glove compartment, and named an address in a quiet street on one side of which lay one of the biggest parks in town. When the car stopped, he thanked the driver warmly and, even as he spoke, threw his steely left arm round his shoulders, while his right hand stuck a syringe in the stupefied man’s neck. The guy ceased struggling even before the plunger was driven fully home.

Victor went round the car, opened the driver’s door, pulled him from his seat, and carefully led him across the street to a hole in the park’s fence, a hole which the management had for years been trying to stop and which the inconvenienced citizens just as diligently smashed through. He gently pressed the driver to lie down on the soft grass under the dark trees among even darker bushes. The man would come to in about twelve hours, and would not remember how he had ended up there, and what had occurred before that. He might be kicked out of his job, but that could not be helped. And anyway, there was always a shortage of bus and truck drivers. He would not starve, that was for sure. Not in a workers and peasants state.

This, and perhaps not quite this, was what Victor was thinking as he drove through the night out of the city toward the nest of the nomenclatura gentry where M.A.Yudin would be relaxing come morning. All Victor could do now was pray that nothing should interfere with that worthy’s routine. 

He made only one stop – to pick up Vadim Palm at a prearranged spot. After all, Colonel Troshin of GRU could not deal with a suspect all on his own, without some underling to give orders to. Unthinkable.

A mile or so before their destination, Victor turned off the highway onto a dirt track that led into the forest. He stopped the car in a clearing, and there the two men spent not too uncomfortable a night; they did not even take turns to sleep – who would they be afraid of? Victor had the foresight to bring a tracksuit to sleep in, and had told his aide to do the same, not to rumple their suits. That was important. GRU officers could not look like tramps, not even in mufti. 

In the morning they breakfasted on sandwiches and beer. Victor told the younger man all, or nearly all, that had led to this latest move, and explained, in the tiniest detail, what they were going to do. At about eleven, they moved.

The car stopped in front of Yudin’s dacha, and Vadim, who was at the wheel, honked, stepped out of the car and went to the back door, where Victor lolled. As he saw the man hurrying toward the gate, he opened the car door, and Victor climbed out, very slowly, as befitted an important official. He straightened, took a deep breath, then made a step toward Yudin, hand lazily held out.

“Maksim Abramovich?” He actually used a slurred, more familiar form of the patronymic, Abramych. “Colonel Troshin.” He held his GRU identification briefly before the other man’s eyes, then slipped it back in his breast pocket. “You can call me, uh, Arkadiy Petrovich.” A slight smile to indicate that that was not his real name, and that Yudin did not need to know what the real name was. In fact, would never know it.

“So pleased to meet you,” Yudin gushed. “Quite a surprise. Please come in, come in.”

“You know, I’d rather not,” drawled Victor. “It’s such a fine day. Let’s take a short walk in the woods instead.” Without waiting for an answer, he gestured: “Get in.”

Yudin obediently got in; Victor took a seat next to him. Vadim closed the door, then hurried to the driver’s seat. Victor said, in a tone of voice that was unmistakeably that of a superior officer giving orders to a subordinate:

“Fomenko, find some dirt track leading into the woods. I’ll tell you where to stop.” He used the second person singular, as would any Russian officer talking to the lower ranks.

As Vadim drove to the clearing he knew so well, Victor made small talk, in the same lazy drawl:

 “I’m ever so sorry to disturb you on your day of rest. Duty is duty, you know.”

“Oh, I don’t mind at all,” Yudin continued in the same gushing tone. “I will enjoy walking in the woods. It seems years since I went gathering mushrooms…”

“Fine, fine. I have one little matter to discuss with you, then we can go picking mushrooms. It’s inhuman, the way one is driven to work, work, work…”

Once in the clearing, Victor led the way to a spot he had picked in the morning. He seated himself on a tree stump and gestured for Yudin to sit down on a fallen tree in front of him. Yudin crouched there in an uncomfortable posture, and he had to look up at his interrogator’s face. Vadim also settled on the tree trunk, a pad on his knee and a pencil in hand. 

“First, a warning, Comrade Yudin,” Victor began in the same slow, measured manner, with an undetrtone of deadly menace. “I am not going to make you sign anything, but this conversation is absolutely top secret. Not to be discussed with any living soul. Not even with our sister service. Perhaps I should say, especially not with them. Is that clear?”

“Yes, yes,” stammered the man, his face turning ashen.

“I don’t want to scare you, but you must be aware that my service is totally ruthless toward betrayal.”

Yudin wanted to say something, but could not. Victor was afraid the guy might have a stroke or something, so he continued in a quieter tone of voice. 

“I hope I’ve made the position clear. Now to the matter in hand. We have been getting intelligence reports from our agents abroad that the U.S. military, as well as the top political circles, are in a sweat over some revolutionary improvement in Soviet ICBMs. An invention that makes them undetectable to enemy radar. On our part, we don’t know of anything so revolutionary – and we ought to know. Are you aware of anything of this sort?”

“No, of course not.” Yudin said in a firmer voice, now that he was speaking of professional matters. “There have been some improvements, but nothing what you could call revolutionary. We mostly work on multiple warheads. You must know that.”

“Sure we know. Everyone knows. But the flap on the other side of the ocean is considerable. At every level, they keep yelling once again about a missile gap. There must be some fire, where there is so much smoke.”

“Well, if there is, it’s on a completely different level from where I sit, Comrade Colonel.” Yudin was obviously regaining his ability to think rationally, and make his position clear. “I’ve heard nothing from what you call your sister service, either.”

This was Yudin’s cautious way of hinting at the obvious question: Dear Colonel, if you suspect something and don’t know what you suspect, why not go to the KGB top brass? Victor interpreted that gambit correctly; he waved a hand:

“Ah, it’s no use talking to them. With Comrade Andropov now the country’s leader, and a new man at the helm of the KGB, they are in a state of total confusion. That’s common knowledge. You talk to someone, and they don’t know whether they are coming or going. New men everywhere.” He turned to Vadim: “Fomenko, be careful what you write down there, okay? Use your brains.” Fomenko nodded without opening his mouth.

Victor was silent a minute or so, staring into an infinity of officialdom that is in a state of mindless agitation, then looked Yudin straight in the eye:

“There is a simple reason why we decided to talk directly to you, Maksim Abramych. This panic in the enemy camp over our new, revolutionary missiles is connected with one particular name. Someone you know, or rather used to know. Your subordinate, in fact. Yefim Lvovich Plotkin.”

There was no mistaking it: Yudin was dumbfounded, and it was straight. He would have to be a Moscow Art Theater genius of all time, to do that bit of playacting.

“Plotkin? Yefim? It… it just can’t be! He was a talented young man, I grant you that. Very talented. But he was simply not in that class… You see, things like that, I mean major, revolutionary inventions, they are conceived and worked out at quite a different level, under the General Designer. Not at our important, but still very modest laboratories. We mainly work on guidance systems. Plotkin made his contribution, of course, but…” Yudin did not bother to finish, merely shrugging his shoulders. “Do you see that?”

“That was exactly what I thought, myself,” lied Victor. “But you understand that we had to hear it from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.”

“Yes, I see it all now,” Yudin sighed in obvious relief. “Plotkin… Of course, I had great respect for the young man. Your sister service, as you call it, was also interested in him. Mostly because of his critical attitude toward the state of affairs on the ground, I suspect. In the missile forces, I mean.”

“Was he really critical?”

“Well, yes. He was a true perfectionist. And things are very rarely perfect on the ground.”

“I see… So the KGB used him to find out the real state of things in the field. Yes, he might be useful to them,” said the colonel meditatively.

“To me, that was obvious. Frankly, I always thought there was something…” He wanted to say fishy, but changed it in time. “Something mysterious about Plotkin getting that Lenin Prize. But then it’s none of my business,” he added hastily.

“Why mysterious?”

“Putting it quite frankly, I always thought that, as an inventor, Plotkin achieved nothing that would be worth even a Third Class Lenin Prize. That was also the opinion of all my colleagues.” Yudin must be marveling at his own temerity, criticizing decisions made at some incredibly elevated level, thought Colonel Troshin, who lost no time in snubbing the critic.

“I would have thought that the Lenin Prize Committee was a better judge of that,” he said sternly. 

“Oh yes, yes, quite. Like I say, it’s none of my business,” Yudin gushed again, sweating profusely.

“But you obviously have your doubts. Out with them. They won’t be known to anyone outside my service,” prodded Victor. Meaning that Yudin’s KGB minders would hear nothing of his treacherous speculations.

“Well, you take Plotkin’s, uh, accident. To me, this is also mysterious. Very. We’ve been in business for quite a few years, and we’ve never had anything like that before. Never. And Plotkin was such a careful young man. Very knowledgeable, very professional.”

“Do you mean to say that the accident was a put up job?” asked Victor, looking Yudin piercingly in the eye. The worse this worm got scared, the more assured his silence.

“Oh no, of course not! Nothing of the sort,” protested the worm feebly.

“Then what exactly do you mean?”

“I just thought… many colleagues of mine thought… that there were wheels within wheels,” stammered Yudin, obviously groping for something to say without saying anything.

“There always are,” said Victor, philosophically and vaguely. “I would just advise you to keep your… mmm … doubts to yourself. This whole conversation, too. But I don’t have to repeat what I said at the beginning.” Victor rose to his feet.

“No, of course not. I understand,” gibbered Yudin in vast relief, hurriedly rising, too. 

“Come on. We’ll give you a lift home.”

Neither of the men mentioned gathering mushrooms.

Chapter 72. Thoughts and Afterthoughts

The rest of the day was quite busy, full of movement, but on the whole something of an anticlimax. Yudin was released, with an absent-minded nod from the GRU colonel as salutation at parting. Back outside the settlement Victor took the driver’s seat and headed, using only secondary, pot-holed roads or mere dirt tracks, toward a different highway, leading from one of Moscow’s satellite towns toward the city. As he drove, he instructed his aide on the wording of his next signal home. 

“Give them the text of today’s conversation, verbatim. Then my comments. Pretty obvious ones. We have driven the last nail in the Plotkin Report hoax. The case is burnt out, completely. My personal opinion is, we need not expect a sequel, or anything in that line. The KGB is in disarray, with all the personnel changes, shifts in the balance of influence of different departments, and all that bureaucratic crap. Neither is Comrade Andropov interested in this affair any longer. Can’t be. Too busy trying to pull the country out of an economic morass by the hair. And fighting his illness. From all word-of-mouth accounts, a hopeless fight.”

Victor was silent a few minutes, navigating a particularly tricky bit of country road consisting almost entirely of ruts.

“Icicle-2 can safely be said to be over. Dead and done with.” He continued. “What may be started now would be Icicle-3: an attempt to get at that ultimate mystery, Plotkin’s secret notebook. The real thing at the bottom of it all. From what we know to date, that notebook has little, if anything at all, to do with the P-report hoax. Some of its material may have been used in the deza, to provide verisimilitude, but this is merely an informed guess. No one can tell what’s in it.”

“Why go after it at all? Looks like a black cat in a dark room to me.”

 “It sure does, and that’s a good reason for doing nothing. You don’t want to do something, you can always find a reason. You do want to do it, the reasons may be even more cogent. In our case, there’s plenty in favor of doing something. There’s Einstein’s conviction that Plotkin was a highly talented theoretical physicist. A genius, Einstein says. This may be an exaggeration, but the guy may have generated some ideas that would make our scientists happy.” Victor mused awhile. “The military, too. Yudin says he was very critical of the state of affairs at the installations he toured; he could have written down those critical remarks in that notebook; otherwise why keep it secret?”

“GW says he wrote naughty chastushkas there. For his wife’s eyes only.”

“And feared the KGB would laugh at them? Rubbish. I repeat, he was, above all, a theorist; and a gifted one. That secret notebook might be a treasure-trove. We’ll be working strictly on spec, I grant you that. Anyway, it’ll be the Admiral’s decision. Whether we go on with it or not. Ours not to reason why.”

“Ours but to do and die. What’s that Russian saying? A boil on your tongue.”

“Tennison’s, not mine.” 

Victor fell into moody silence. Then shrugged, and changed the subject.

“I guess we’ve worn the Sandy Owen trick thin. Let’s drop it for a while. Simplify things.”

“I liked it. What could be simpler?”

“Lots of things. If I want you, I’ll call your number and click on the membrane, twice, like this.” Victor tap-tapped on the dashboard. “Rendezvous in three hours at the big bookstore in New Arbat. The Geography stall, second floor. Then the usual run around town. The Arbat is famous for its quiet, quaint side streets. Repeat.”

Vadim repeated the instructions, then asked:

What do we do if there’s a tail?”

“The same old routine. If I notice a tail, I bend to tie a shoelace, you disappear. If you notice something, you disappear. Simple.”

“What’s for fallback?”

“Meet me at the fountain in the GUM, five sharp.” The fountain is the usual place where parties arrange to meet if they lose each other in that vast emporium. “Line up at some packed counter, I’ll slip a message in your pocket. Simpler still.”

“And what do I do if I have something for you?”

“Do like Huckleberry Finn. Miaow at my window at midnight.”

“Seriously.”

“I am serious. Except no miaowing, and make it eleven, not twelve. From my window, I can just see the garbage cans in the courtyard. Be there at eleven, look at my window. If I click the light off and on, leave volume two of Lenin’s Selected Works, with your message at page 179, in our code. I’ll pick it up in three minutes after you’ve left.”

“But where do I get volume two?!”

“At any secondhand bookshop, you illiterate clod. They’re awash in Lenin’s works. Also Brezhnev’s, cluttering up space. Booksellers are obliged to carry this stuff; gives them nightmares. Best buy a three-volume set. Might use the others another day.”

“The things I have yet to learn…”

“Stick around another year, and you’ll be so Sovietized, you won’t recognize yourself. Now hop it.”

Vadim got off at a bus stop on the road toward which they had been heading. Frankly, Victor was relieved to see him go. Even as he instructed the younger man in tradecraft best adapted to Soviet realities, he kept turning in his mind, over and over, the same nagging thoughts about what he was going to do if orders came to start Icicle-3. A depressing line of thought, yet it wasn’t something that he could just switch off.

He kept mulling over it as he drove through fields and woods, bypassimg all villages, toward yet another major road. Not quite reaching it, he turned into the forest and squeezed the car into a dense stand of young fir-trees, as far as the powerful motor could take it. There, he changed into his track suit and for nearly half an hour worked fast and assiduously, wiping every surface in and on the car where any fingerprints might be left. He hoped it would not be discovered soon, and when it was found and reported to the police, the first idea that the latter might entertain would be of a pack of young hoodlums having stolen the car, taken a joyride in it, then abandoned it, leaving no trace. 

It was a long way to the road, but he was in no hurry. There was this faint hope that, as he walked through these pleasant woods and fields, some idea might come to him that would make the prospect look less bleak. A forlorn hope. His thinking went in circles, without any conclusion that might in any sense be called satisfactory. He hoped he would be given orders to go on with Icicle-3, and dreaded it. Working on it, he would go on seeing Dina – and go on feeling like a louse for trying to bamboozle her out of what she treasured above all else – Yefim’s secret notebook. 

It was no use fooling himself: he was hopelessly in love, struck with the worst, the most virulent kind of love sickness – that of a mature man looking hard at middle age, a man whose heart had never known that sweet torment. The kind of passion that can easily make that poor, mature man run amok. And that was something he could not afford, for many reasons, the main one being that he had to keep his wits about him at all times to protect Dina, to ward off any hint of danger to her, for Dina now was… What was that phrase? The light of his eyes, yes, that’s what she was. The light of his eyes. Svet ochey moikh.       

Chapter 73. Tea, Sympathy, and Powers of Observation 

The garbage can ploy worked just fine, and it worked quite soon, but it did nothing to ease Victor’s mind. If anything, it added to the tumult in his soul. Langley gave him his orders, only they could hardly be called orders, as such. The decision was left to his discretion. If the Plotkin notebook could be got at without much risk, good. If not, abandon Icicle-3 and return to base. Exfiltrate yourself in any way you please. Langley was past laying plans for getting him out of the country, any country; they knew he would do things exactly as he chose to, himself, paying no heed to anyone’s suggestions or plans. He knew best.

In a way, Victor could understand Langley’s lack of interest in any sequel to the Plotkin hoax. Andropov’s ruse had done all the damage its orignator had wanted it to do, and probably more harm – mostly to his own side – he had not. The dilemma the Agency faced in the wake of the affair was pretty grim. They could admit they had been outfoxed, made fools of; the admission might help calm down the turmoil, the near panic sweeping through the military, political, and corporate circles. Alternatively, the Agency could save face, admitting nothing; but then the panic might grow, with unpredictable consequences for all involved, and even graver ones for the uninvolved the world over. 

A third way might also be tried; the intelligence might be explained as having originated with an overzealous asset inside the Soviet Union; that intelligence was afterwards checked out by the Agency’s more reliable, really first-rate sources, and proved… well, somewhat exaggerated. Everyone relax; business as usual; situation normal, all fouled up, but not dangerously so.

Victor went through all of these scenarios, but rather lazily, you might say absent-mindedly. It was something for the top brass to sort out. None of his business. His personal dilemma was probably more insoluble and tragic than that of the Agency, or even that of the United States’ or Russia’s government. His problem was, how to stay human, how to keep his dignity and self-respect, how not to harm a single hair on the head of that person for whom he had found that fine line, light of my eyes. How to achieve that, and at the same time carry out direct, if failrly loose orders. After all, orders was something that he had lived by all his adult life.    

He knew that, if Fima Plotkin’s secret notebook existed – and it did, for Dina herself said so, though not to him – he could eventually lay his hands on it, for he was getting closer and closer to his Most Precious One (another line of his), and she to him. For her, it wasn’t love at first sight, of course not, but she was drawn to him more and more, there could be no mistaking that. He did not need his ESP powers to see those simple signs. Just the way she sometimes looked at him told all. Hers were the eyes of a woman who had gone through inhuman suffering, and now timidly hoped to be made whole again, to live and love. 

Okay, he would grab at the chance this offered him, he would lay his hands on Plotkin’s notebook, slip it into Vadim’s pocket – and then what? Go and hang himself in some quiet, cool corner? No good. Dina would suffer, her last hope gone; his mother would suffer even worse. No good at all. But – how would he ever look himself in the eye? Avoid mirrors the rest of his life?

Of course, he could forget all about the Plotkin notebook, admit defeat, or say it had been destroyed, seized by the KGB, anything. Such an outcome would not deserve a shrug of the shoulders even. No notebook – so what? There never was much hope of getting that object of questionable, uncertain value. Not much need for it, either. It would not solve any of the urgent problems, and might create new ones.

Victor, or rather Rudy Hart, was no fanatic. In fact, he did not have a fanatical bone in his body. That was true of his patriotism, too. He played the game, the game had its rules, but he interpreted those rules strictly according to his own lights. He simply refused to relegate that interpretation to a body of men, the ideologues and politicians – whom, like most ordinary men the world over, he intensely disliked for a bunch of self-serving cheats and windbags. 

He would therefore think nothing of bending the rules slightly, if it was to his own advantage and did not seriously harm his country’s interest. But… Yes, there was a but, and it could not be simpler: Rudy’s own character. If he took up a job, he did his utmost to do it properly, at times with a touch of genius even. It was Dina’s fate, or luck, or misfortune, or choose whatever other word you like, but she loved just two men in her life, and they were both perfectionists. They loved to do a job thoroughly, and hated sloppiness and bungling.     

For a while it looked very probable that, for once, Rudy would go against the dictates of his own character, leave his job unfinished, report failure, or find some other excuse or way out. Chance and his own gifts decreed otherwise. 

One day, as he met Dina by the gates of her hospital, ready to take her to a theater show, he saw her look more tired than usual, and he commented on it, solicitously. She replied that that was indeed so; there had been a death in one of her wards, one of the older men who had been so nice to her, a real gallant. A hero from the war times, he was ever so dignified and courageous even in his last minutes, it simply broke her heart. Could they give up the theater idea for tonight, she asked? They might simply go to her place, have some tea, maybe talk, or listen to music. 

Victor could not believe his luck, though good or bad he was not sure. If he was serious about Icicle-3, he would have to get into Dina’s apartment, sooner or later – but was he serious? Did he want to do it? No matter. The decision was taken out of his hands. He was invited, and he would have another wonderful evening with his Most Precious One. Nothing else mattered. 

He stopped a couple of young women, most likely nurses from the same hospital, and gave them the two tickets to the Komsomol Theater, where the most fashionable show of the season that had just opened was on; God alone knew what it had cost him to get those tickets. The girls at first refused to believe their eyes when they saw the slips of blue paper, then babbled their thanks, and rushed away at a canter. 

In her own kitchen, as she made tea, Dina revived miraculously, most of the tiredness gone out of her face and figure. Unwrapping the carton with the huge fancy cake he had bought on the way, Victor said something about the magic effect of tea on tired women.

“Tea alone is not enough,” Dina replied, smiling. “There was that play, ‘Tea and Sympathy.’ That’s what does it. Tea and sympathy.”

Victor nearly jumped out of his skin as he heard her say this, for she had uttered those three words in English. 

“I see you speak English,” he said. “And with a fine British accent, too.”

“I have a readymade joke about that. It’s not my accent, it’s my granny’s. But what do you know about English accents? How?”

“What was that funny word Alice said? Curiouser and curiouser.” He said it in English, too. 

“What’s curious?”

“I also learned some English at my granny’s knee, so we have that in common. I might just repeat your joke about my own accent. Only my English is unbelievably rusty. We had better stick to Russian.”

So they stuck to Russian as they talked about their grannies, Dina about her real one, Victor of someone imaginary. In truth, this granny of his wasn’t all that imaginary, for her portrait resembled too much that of Rudy Hart’s real mother. Well, she could have been someone’s granny by this time, couldn’t she. It wasn’t her fault that she wasm’t.

In all, an idyllic evening. They talked and talked, not just of their grannies, but… Well, you might say they talked of cabbages and kings; anything that would come to mind – the books they’d read, the plays they’d seen, the places they’d been to. Dina said that Victor might one day accompany her to her sister’s dacha. Autumnal woods were too beautiful for words; she quoted Pushkin’s line about woods clad in crimson and gold. There were still some mushrooms there, too; it was the right season for blewits. True, the journey there and back was too tiring – a suburban train, a bus, a three-mile walk – but in the end it was all worth it. Victor did not bother to remind her that there were such civilized conveniences as taxicabs; he just said that he would be looking forward to the trip; he actually joked that he now had something to live for. He loved blewits. 

They swapped a few mushroom stories, and it was all ever so warm and cozy – except that Victor could not switch off the spy in him. Time and again he caught himself looking appraisingly at some object in the kitchen: could it be the hiding place for that precious notebook, he wondered? He hated himself for doing it, and yet the spying machine in him went on operating on an autopilot.

He did not have to be told that the kitchen was the natural place for a woman to hide something. Next, that something would be in plain view; the trick was as effective as it was ancient. That’s what it would be: something flat, not too big, and in plain view…

His eye fell on a chopping board on top of the cupboard by the gas range. An ordinary chopping board that had seen much use, all scarred, not just on the chopping surface but at the sides, too… Why at the sides? Odd. It was also thicker than most chopping boards he had seen, and it had no handle. Most chopping boards had handles, something to hold them by as one washed them. Of course, Fima Plotkin could have sawn off a bit of an ordinary board, to save a few kopecks…      

It was at that moment that he saw Dina’s face out of the corner of his eye. It looked scared; it was as if she had told him in plain words, Don’t stare at what you are looking at, you mustn’t, you make me stiff with fear… Don’t! 

Victor stood up, picked up a carving knife that lay there on top of the cupboard next to the chopping board, touched the knife’s sharp edge with his thumb, and said prosaically:

“Needs honing, I noticed. Do you have a whetstone?”

Dina got up with painfully obvious relief, opened a drawer, and gave him what he was asking for.

“I’m always telling myself I must sharpen the knives, only I never get around to it. It’s hard to learn something one’s never done…”

“I wish I could sharpen your knives for you the rest of my life…”

The words came out as if by themselves; he had not known a second before that he would say them. But they got said, and they both blushed, simultaneously. The words were there between them; of course they were just words, they could mean something literal and trivial, but they could also be the most important words in both their lives. Absurdly important. 

Dina sighed and said:

“Let’s go to the living room, listen to some music. Rachmaninoff, I think.”

So they listened to one of her favorites, the Second Concerto. When it ended, it was quite late, and Victor left. As he was walking through the dark courtyard, an idiot Alsatian rushed at him, barking furiously, and nearly had its head staved in. Victor stopped himself barely in time, and only warmly recommended the owner to keep his so-and-so dog on a leash; otherwise there might be losses both among dogs and dog-lovers, he pointed out.

The incident took off the edge of his self-loathing, but not much. No, not much at all.

Chapter 74. A Ghost from the Past

Life is a curious potpourri, Victor often mused in the days that followed. He would not mind the oddity of it if the Chef who cooked this particular dish did not have a sense of humor that bordered on the morbid. Here he was, head over heels in love with the most adorable, most precious woman on earth; he had even announced his love to her, albeit in a ridiculously uncouth, simply moronic manner. Despite this last, he could certainly enter it on the credit side of the ledger; the bright side.

But there was also the darker side, one that made him squirm and wish he could drop everything and run away. He could not become an ordinary Soviet citizen Victor Pavlov, marry Dina, and live happily ever after. Sooner or later he’d be found out. The intelligent thing for him to do right now would be to fade out, and nurse his badly wounded heart in a more congenial climate. Like Costa Rica, though at heart he knew it would be good old Maine.  

Trouble was, the spy in him could not switch off, forget things, and be done with them. He knew where the Plotkin papers were with absolute certainty now, as if Dina had taken up the chopping board in her hands and carefully explained it all to him. He knew he could open the door of her apartment with a bent hairpin any day she was at work. He knew what he could do with the notebook without leaving any traces, leaving it where it was, and leaving Dina completely unaware that he had done the dirty job of rummaging in her dead husband’s papers which – he knew it, he had been definitely told – contained certain absolutely intimate lines for the eyes of no one but husband and wife.

He knew it all – and did nothing. Grimly, subconsciously, he simply waited for Fate to take a hand, to push him one way or another. Well, Fate obligingly did exactly that.

The first strike was pretty mild, at any rate nonviolent, if nevertheless quite scary. Every Saturday Victor ritually accompanied Dina to the cemetery. They threw away dead, wilted flowers, changed water in the vase, put in fresh flowers, then sat about an hour on a bench inside the enclosure, silently or talking quietly. Afterwards, just as ritually, they would go to Dina’s place for tea, easy companionship, and some music. Dina, who had in her childhood attended music school, took it upon her to develop Victor’s rudimentary taste for good music; she had a comprehensive collection of the classics on LPs. 

One day, as they were leaving the cemetery, Victor suddenly heard Dina exclaim softly, “Oh!” and nearly stop. Then she shook her head and resumed walking; after a few steps she looked back, then shook her head again.

“What is it, Dinny?” asked Victor. They’d got to a stage where he could call her Dunny; she was after all ever so much younger, and Dinny was the natural way to address a nice young girl. 

“Did you see that man by the monumemt to the poet N.?”

“Yes. What about him?” 

Sure he had seen the man, like he always saw most of the things and people wherever he was. He could have given Dina a verbal portrait of the man, as good as an Identikit, even though he’d seen him for a second or two: youngish, about thirty-two or thirty three, height 175 or 176 centimeters, broad-shouldered, excellent physique, most likely a welterweight, face tanned or naturally that color, presumably Asiatic, especially the eyes; a thin moustache.  But what he particularly noted was the way the man shifted ever so slightly and unhurriedly, and was instantly invisible behind the monument. Victor himself could not have done it better. That was either fine tradecraft or an unpremeditated and natural movement; but then fine tradecraft was always natural; the art lay in not making things more natural than they were.

“I thought for a moment it was a man I used to know,” Dina replied. “I mean, we used to know. He was a sort of Fima’s bodyguard. KGB, of course.”

Of course. Hence the tradecraft. 

“But you say you were mistaken? It was not the same man? Someone else?”

“I could have sworn it was Musa. His figure, the way he held himself, ever so straight and proud. But the face is different. Musa’s nose was flat, and this man’s a bit hooked. The moustache, too. Musa never wore a moustache.”

“You poor kid. Moustaches come and go, and they change shape and color. And a nose job is about the simplest kind of plastic surgery.” 

“But why should Musa go and change his face? Seems silly to me.”

“Oh no, not at all silly. You say he was KGB. Maybe he has been on a job that needed such a change, who knows.” Victor did not suspect, of course, just how close he was to the truth.

“If it’s really Musa, why should he hide himself from me? Why not come up and say, ‘Hi. It’s me, Musa.’ Or, ‘It’s me, Stepa.’ That was his KGB cover name. Towards the end, we were really good friends, him and me. I mean, very good friends. And then he suddenly disappeared. Without saying farewell. Not a nod even.”

“I could give you a dozen reasons why he is so shy. The KGB may still have an interest in you, over something to do with Fima’s work, and he may be on the job. That’s why all the secrecy.”

“But what does Fima’s work have to do with me? I knew nothing about it.”

“You know that, but the KGB doesn’t, or isn’t quite sure. They may suspect Fima told you some secret, and they fear you’ll let the secret out.”

Dina merely snorted. Just how silly could they get, she seemed to say.

 “Anyway, that’s just one wild guess. The guy may simply be madly in love with you – which I can well understand – and he dares not approach you, but is content to look at you from afar. Which I can understand even better.” 

Victor was merely guessing, but he again guessed right about Musa’s feelings and doings, and again he did not know just how right he was.

“Gallant nonsense,” said Dina primly. “You’re worse than my patients.”

“I guess Musa is, too. Look, why don’t you tell me all about this chap. If he’s on a job, I don’t think I can do much about it. But if it’s the other thing, I might talk to him, man to man, if he makes a nuisance of himself.  A ghost from the past is the last thing you need right now. Not according to Dr. Pavlov.”

They could not talk about things like that within four walls, so they went to Patriarch’s Ponds, sat on a bench there, and Victor carefully and skillfully made Dina tell him all about Musa – which proved quite a lot, and which made him think furiously.

This Musa fellow was certainly involved with the Plotkins, very close to them, and over a longish period of time. But was he also involved with Givi and Nevsky? No evidence for that at all. Could he have been that mopper-upper in Istanbul? Again no trace of evidence. There were two points in favor of this last conjecture, though: Dina’s tales of Musa’s physical prowess, and Rudy’s own remory of what he called a presence, for want of a better word.  But try as he would, he could not attach a single physical feature to that sensation. He could not conjure up any vision at all that would fit his mental picture of this man who might or might not be Musa, and who was so skilled at using poetic monuments as cover.

No, there was nothing in his memory that could be matched against this figure; in Istanbul, he had only seen Musa’s back for a few seconds in a crowded restaurant, and so much had intervened since that moment. That fleeting impression lay deeply buried among millions of similar impressions. All it did now, it created a permanent sense of unease, and an instinctual urge to flee; to vamoose; to make legs, as Russian slang has it.

Victor did the only thing he could in this fix: he redoubled and even trebled his efforts to spot a tail. If Musa and his crowd were after him, they had to watch every step of his, not to let him disappear suddenly and without saying adieu. Victor used every trick in the book to discover if he was watched or not. He also invented a few tricks of his own, not to be found in any book. The result was totally negative. No tail, no watchers, but definitely. 

That should have calmed him down, only it did not. The itch to start running, the sooner the better, persisted. Even as he fought that impulse, he knew he was acting like a fool, flouting the very side of himself that had kept him in the saddle for so long. He was running amok, he told himself; but then he added: He was not the first old fool to do that, nor would be the last; so he should take it easy – if he could.

And what of Musa? He was paddling in much the same kind of boat as Rudy. He too had seen his opposite number only once, for a few seconds; actually not the man himself but his reflection in an open silver cigarette case. That was clearly not enough for him to identify the man now. He had nothing to report to his superiors except his suspicion that here was someone who bore superficial resemblance to the famous American spy Rudolf Hart; also that lookalike of Hart’s was paying court to Dina Plotkina of the Potemkin Report case, by now long buried and forgotten. He knew that in the present climate at the “office” such a report would be ignored – at best. He kept quiet, but his antennae remained on full alert.

The net result was that the two men were on a collision course, only neither of them knew that.

Chapter 75. Fate Strikes Harder

Still, the situation could have resolved itself peacefully. Victor could have come to his senses; accepted the fact that what his heart desired was absolutely unattainable in this harsh, crazy world bent on self-destruction; he could have done what his reason and instinct bade him to do: faded out quietly, with or without discovering the secret of Fima Plotkin’s papers. Things could have happened that way, only they did not, for right then Fate intervened again. As is its foul habit, it struck with total suddenness and from a completely unexpected quarter.

That day in September was Victor Pavlov’s birthday, according to his passport, and they decided to celebrate it at the Sophia, where lamb on a brazier had so impressed Dina. The lamb was just as good as on that first day, but generally things were much, much better on this birthday night. When the young ladies’ band struck up, Victor decided that his knee had nearly healed itself, and he could try to do a few waltzes and tangos. 

Well, the knee behaved so well that they danced until closing time. It was the first time Dina danced since Fima’s death, and she felt a little giddy, overwhelmed by the sensation of becoming fully alive, by the desire to love and be loved. It was also the first time Victor held her light, slender body in his arms, and it made him, too, quite delirious with the joy of living and loving. They moved as if they had danced together for years, responding to the slightest pressure or touch. Electricity kept flowing between them freely, unstoppably, and they both knew that tonight was the night. 

It was the night all right, but not quite the way they thought. It was past midnight when they walked off the main street into one of the courtyards on the way to Dina’s place. It was a pretty dark courtyard; once there, they both stopped suddenly, clung to each other, and kissed, a long and passionate kiss, Victor crushing her slight, sweet body against his. After a while they both came up for air, Dina  laughed softly, stroked his face, and said, “Come. It’s late.”   

Victor picked up his stick that he had dropped, and they hurried on, hand in hand. Out of the darkness appeared another couple, walking towards them, also hand in hand; the woman tall and hefty, the man also on the burly side, but shorter. As the two dark figures approached, they parted, as if to let the other couple pass between them; nothing surprising about that – after all, Victor was an invalid with a stick. The next instant, though, it was clear that politeness was the least among these nocturnal strangers’ virtues.

The woman grabbed Dina, pulled her aside, slid her forearm against Dina’s windpipe, stuck a knife against her ribs, and hissed, “Quiet, or I’ll do you.” The man grabbed Victor by the throat, pricked his belly with the tip of his knife, and growled: “Your wallet, fast.”

“Yes, yes, please, here,” mumbled Victor softly, piteously, his voice shaking. He pulled the fat wallet out of his pocket, the thug grabbed it with his left hand, letting go of Victor’s throat. Victor shifted slightly to one side, so that the female bandit could not see him, and continued whining: “I have some gold, too. Here…”

He pulled a bronze throwing star out of his jacket pocket, grabbed the thug’s knife hand, and threw the shaken with all his strength and pent-up fury; it hit the female in the forehead, splitting it in two, and she collapsed without a sound; Dina fell with her, too.

The thug swore and jerked his knife hand trying to pull it free, but he might as well have pulled at the Kremlin wall, and anyway that was the last thing he did, for Victor’s fist smashed into his liver with the impact of a rushing car’s fender. The thug dropped to his knees, the edge of Victor’s hand broke his neck, for good measure, and he sprawled there in a heap.

Victor bent down to retrieve his wallet, and as he did so, the stillness of the night was split by a shrill police whistle. He looked up – the policeman was not fifteen paces away, clearly visible in the light from a window, left hand holding the trilling whistle, right one tugging at the holster. Just as the policeman pulled out his pistol, Victor’s second and last shaken hit him in the face, the trilling ceased abruptly, and the man dropped to his knees, then rolled onto his side. 

Victor rushed to Dina’s inert body, pulled her up, ran his hands over her; no blood anywhere, maybe a few drops from the female bandit’s split forehead. Dina was trembling all over, but she was quite conscious; her lips were shaking, her mouth open, but no words were coming, just a soft stuttering whine.

“You’re all right, dear, quite all right, let’s get away from here, fast. Can you run?”

Dina nodded, still whining softly; Victor grabbed his stick, and they ran. Only as they reached Dina’s home did they slow down to a walk; some people might not be sleeping; no need to attract the neighbors’ attention.

They entered the apartment quietly, Dina locked the door just as quietly, and then they were in each other’s arms, kissing, kissing as if it were the last thing they were destined to do on this earth. It was blinding, uncontrollable madness. They tore off what they could of their clothes, they somehow managed to reach the bed, and then came something of which they could never afterwards remember much except that it was heaven full of madly dancing stars; on that they were fully agreed.

They would also believe that it all happened outside time, though in reality it lasted less than a minute. After that they took off the rest of their clothes and crawled between the sheets. Victor lay on his back, his arm pressing her body against his side as if he was never going to let her go for a second even. At last Dina sighed and murmured, with a note of childish amazement in her voice:

“How… unusual.” A pale word, but it was the best she could come up with.

“Yes… very.” It was good she could not see him smile in the dark.

“I mean… it has never been like this.”

“Must be the adrenalin.”

“Adrenalin?”

“Sure. You’re the doctor, you should know. About a bucketful of it released into our blood. All that violence and excitement.”

She shuddered, and he pressed her closer to his side.

“Did you… wipe them out?” She breathed this very close to his ear, in English, almost inaudibly. Good girl.

“Those two, certainly.” He too spoke in English, right into her ear, covering the side of his mouth with his hand. “The bull, perhaps. I am not sure. He may live, but he’ll hardly come to any time soon.”

“But how did you…”

“A trick I learned long ago. Practiced it for years. I could knock an apple off your head.”

“We must try it one day. But why did you do it to the… the bull?”

“You think he was there to help us? No way. He was there to share in the loot. All three of them were in it, obviously. Bulls never patrol singly. Always in pairs.”

“You mean, he was providing cover for them?”

“Of course. Why else did he slink about so close?”

“That’s awful.”

“There must have been a fourth member of the gang. Someone at the Sophia, who saw that fat wallet of mine, and fingered me to the others.” Victor’s wallet was indeed overflowing, as he had finished his translation of the Marxist textbook, and had been paid thousands.

“That’s awful,” repeated Dina. “They could have killed us.”

“Well, they didn’t. But there’s a lot of it going on. Killings included. Especially in the provinces. These things just don’t get talked about. Not officially.”

They were silent a few minutes. Victor took her hand in his, brought it to his lips, and kissed every inch of it, very thoroughly. After a while Dina asked the big one:

“What are we going to do?”

And what could Victor say?

“We will think of something, come morning. You must sleep now, my precious.”

“Yes. I’m a working girl, have to get up early.”

“And we’ve had a rather exhausting day. Exciting, I grant you. But most gruelling.”

In a little while Dina indeed fell asleep, but not Victor. How could he? It was for his Most Precious One to wonder what they were going to do. He knew without a shadow of a doubt what he ought to do, like right now. Scramble quietly out of bed, get dressed, and start running. He’d left a couple of shurikens on the battle field. With enough fingerprints on them to fill a book. Well, some fingerprints, anyway. Then, throwing stars were practically unknown in the Soviet Union, they’d point plainly to someone “from behind the hill” – the Soviet cliché for abroad. The police would report the episode to the KGB, and he would be done for. He had not more than a few hours in which to slip out of Moscow and start rolling toward some border, any border. But – leave Dinny without a word of explanation? Without giving her some hope, even if it be false hope? Impossible.

In a couple of hours Dina woke up, and they made love again, slowly and gently, as if learning the nicest ways to please the other. After that Victor made himself fall asleep, too. He had to have at least a couple hours of complete rest, to operate at the best of his ability. Something told him that the coming day would challenge his talents and powers to the utmost.

Chapter 76. A Bleak Morning and a Bleaker Day

The alarm clock jerked them out of uneasy sleep, and for a few minutes they just lay there, luxuriating in the warmth and delightful touch of each other’s body. Dina’s fingers kept stroking Victor’s face, as if she was learning all its features by heart, one by one. At last she sighed and said, “Time to get up. I mustn’t be late for the morning rounds. My dear patients would never forgive me.”

It was a gloomy, rainy September morning, but her eyes were shining; Victor had never yet seen them so bright. He hated to douse this light in her eyes, but what else could he do? 

He took her into the bathroom, closed the door, opened the taps, sat down on a stool, pulled Dina onto his lap, and began whispering into her ear:

“Dinny, my darling, my sweetest, my precious, I’ll have to leave you, and leave you soon.” She started, she moaned, but he went on, in a hot, hurried whisper: “There just is no other way, my love. A double, probably triple killing rates capital punishment anyway, but it’s worse than that. You see, a long time ago I also killed a man, with this damn heavy fist of mine. It was sheer self-defense, he had attacked me with a knife, I still have this scar on my jaw; but I was young, I was afraid of going to jail, of having my career ruined, and I ran away. There were no eyewitnesses, so they lost track of me. But I left my fingerprints then, and I left them this time, too. They never close files on a murder case, you know. If they match all the fingerprints, I’ll be in for three or four killings. A death penalty, no question about that. And remember, I attacked a police officer; they’d execute me twice if they could.”

Dina’s hot tears were coursing down her cheeks and onto Victor’s face. He wiped them with his hand, he kissed her eyes, but the tears still kept rolling. Victor felt as if his heart would crack any minute now, and he just could not afford that. He had to act, swiftly and intelligently. He told Dinny so.

“I cannot leave the apartment now, dearest; the neighborhood will be crawling with plain-clothes men. They must have surrounded the area during the night already. With a policeman involved, they’ll throw everything they have on this, and then some.”

“What can we do?” Dina almost wailed.

“Here’s what. You go to your patients, behave as normally as you possibly can, leave at the usual time. Take a taxi, promise the cabbie any sum he’ll ask for, I’ll give you money; in fact, plenty of money. Tell him you’ll have to stop by your apartment, then head for your dacha. Got it?”

She nodded wordlessly, crying quietly.

“It’s Friday today, we can spend two more days together. Then you’ll leave, go back home, and I will stay there a few days. Hole up for a while, until this blows over a bit. After that, honey, you will not see me for a long time. Maybe a year, maybe more. I won’t even write to you, not for a few months.”

“Why?”

“I am afraid of that KGB man, Musa. If the KGB gets involved – and they sure may, with a ‘representative of power’ attacked – they may remember that you live in this neighborhood, and were seen with a suspicious-looking character.”

“Why suspicious?”

“They will be catching at straws. Pulling in everyone they can think of, and hoping to hit paydirt. If they pester you, you can tell them everything you know about me, but deny absolutely any knowledge of the killing not far from your home. You know nothing about it; just what neighbors told you. Get that?”

“Yes…”

“Be absolutely firm on this point. No one saw you on that spot at that time, you left no trace there, nothing to connect you with the scene, and it must stay so. Don’t let them trick you into admitting anything. Will you do it?”

“Yes, I’ll try to.”

“Do it for my sake, not just yours.” He did not quite know what he meant by this, but it must have meant something.

After that there was no time for anything but a hurried cup of tea in the kitchen, a hurried kiss, and he was left alone in the apartment. He washed and dried the cups and plates, then went and sat in the big armchair.

He told himself he had to think things through, only he knew that in a fix like this no amount of thinking would help. Events had started rolling, and they would roll on inexorably. All he could do now was hope for a bit of luck, and regret his own lapses. The lapses must have been many, but it was best to think positive. Think how lucky it was that he had had the nous not to leave his stick on the scene of attempted robbery and of accomplished triple killing. What would have happened if he had not picked it up was too easy to imagine.  Right now, right at this moment those plain-clothes artists must be talking to their informers and all and sundry around here. They’d be especially interested in a man with a stick who had probably been seen in the neighborhood. If they did hit on someone who had seen the man with the stick – say, like that moron with the Alsatian – he or she would most likely remember that man in the company of a petite young lady who lived at such and such an address, I can show you the apartment windows, comrade…

Victor got up, picked up the offending stick, and stared at it. It had to be got rid of – but how? He thought a minute, then went to the kitchen, and poked about there until he found a drawer in a cupboard where all sorts of handy tools were kept. He took up a pair of pliers, unscrewed the nut at the business end of his war club, and put the heavy nut and bolt aside. He then took up a small clasp saw, made two deep grooves in the stick, and with a mighty effort broke it across his knee into three pieces. He wiped all fingerprints off the pieces, slipped noiselessly onto the landing, and dropped the pieces down the refuse chute. Surely no KGBist would stoop to poking about in garbage. They were the chosen men, weren’t they.

He sat down in the armchair again, and tried to think of something more to do. Nothing of importance came to his mind. The fingerprints, of course; that went without saying. Well, better start on them now.

He took up a towel and began wiping all the surfaces he could possibly have touched. That was how he found himself in the kitchen, wiping things. He could not later recall taking up the chopping board consciously, but he certainly had done so, for as he held it in his hands, he must have pressed on something there, it suddenly split in two, and a notebook slipped out. He could have slipped it back and joined the halves of the board – only he did not. He read a page, then another, and another. And that was enough.

Rudy Hart saw clearly that here in his hands was a hunk of intelligence that was probably more important than anything he had obtained in his whole spying career. The realization worked on him as a trigger, and set him operating like an automaton. He pulled out his extra-miniature camera, fixed a length of thread to measure the distance from the page to the camera, started work, and kept it up for several hours. He only straightened up when he came on those husband-to-wife lines; these he covered with narrow slips of paper before he worked the camera, doing his best to avoid reading them; well, maybe a line or two, just to see that they were not for his or anyone else’s eyes; forbidden. 

When the job was done, he concealed the camera on his person – we shan’t say where; slipped the notebook between the two halves of the chopping board, and clicked it shut. He marveled at the craftsmanship of whoever had created such a neat hiding place, and at the obtuseness of KGB men who had failed to see through what to him was the most obvious ruse. Like that Purloined Letter of Poe’s. Well, perhaps KGB men did not like Edgar Allan Poe; he was indeed pretty heavy reading.

Having finished the wiping job, too, Victor stuck his hands into his pockets, went again to the big armchair, sat down there, groaned quite audibly, covered his face with his hands, and tried hard to make his mind totally blank. The day was bleak, his mind was blank, and that was all there was to say of the way things were. After a while he dozed off. He had not had enough sleep the night before, no question about that.

Chapter 77. Memory Says “Click!”

Victor’s plan might very well have worked. He could have slipped out of the city; found his way to his cache; left his mini-camera there for Vadim to pick up later; provided himself with a fresh set of papers; then made his way without much hurry to some border, Finnish or Norwegian for preference. Alternatively, he could have gone to ground somewhere in the Urals, Siberia, the Far North, or the Far East, for a year or so, like he had told Dina. There were always those weather stations in remote, inaccessible places, out of reach of either the police or the KGB; they were permanently short-staffed, and a good radioman could always find an opening there. He could have teamed up with a hunter to trap polar foxes in the middle of the Arctic tundra, buried in a cabin amidst an endless white expanse, hundreds of miles from the nearest human habitation.

Any of these, and quite a few other adventures could have awaited Victor, only none of them came to pass. The reason was Chance – and Musa.

One of Victor’s guesses about Musa was right. As we have seen, the man lived an intense life; after his return from Turkey he did some spying in Afghanistan, was wounded there. In all, quite a lot happened to him, but at no time could he forget his brief, happy friendship with Dina. He was certainly deeply in love with her, only he did not think of it that way: he simply knew there was no other woman for him. But he also knew what his Service had done to Dina, killing her husband and nearly driving her out of her mind. Knowing that, he simply could not turn up one day and glibly say, Here I am, dear Dina; at your service; you can dispose of me any way you please. The very thought of it made him squirm. 

So what he actually did was exactly what Victor conjectured: using his superb shadowing skills – which let him down only once, there at the cemetery, and even there one cannot be sure that he did not show his hand on purpose – he watched Dina from a distance, just for the delight of seeing her, and vaguely hoping that someone would attack her or at least annoy her, like those two animals in the swimming pool. Ah, wouldn’t that make Musa happy… No such luck so far; the man he had seen in Dina’s company treated her as if she were made of some impossibly fragile material. Still, Musa kept hoping. There was not much else to do. 

On that particular Friday he was on a job somewhere in that vicinity; toward the end of the day, on his way to the office he decided to take a rest on a familiar bench in the children’s playground opposite Dina’s place. Walking there, he came upon a spot where an area was roped off, with a policeman on duty, while inside the cordoned-off area a couple of specialists were making plaster casts of footprints left in a strip of turf. 

Anything in the criminal line happening near Dina’s home immediately aroused Musa’s concern; he came up to the uniformed policeman, showed his ID, and in a few minutes was told all the police knew about the incident. Those throwing stars and the way the thug’s thick neck had been broken with a single slashging blow were a matter of lively discussion among the policemen. A martial arts master, very likely a foreigner, was clearly involved, and in due course the proper report would be sent from police headquarters to the KGB. However, many precious hours would be lost while the wheels of bureaucracy turned unhurriedly, and these might prove crucial.

Musa decided he would report it himself the moment he stepped into his office. A few minutes would not make much difference, though. He went and sat on that favorite bench of his, with his back to the entrance to Dina’s building, and produced the silver cigarette-case with the specially treated inner surface that had often proved of such use to this non-smoker. 

The first thing that seemed odd to Musa was that Dina came home in a taxi. Having grown up in what might politely be called reduced circumstances, she never lost the thrifty habits of her youth, and was not much for luxuries like taxis. Now Dina disappeared inside the building, but the car was still there, waiting. Interesting. Things grew even more interesting when Dina reappeared on the stoop accompanied by the gentleman whom her secret admirer had seen a couple of times before, only this time Musa watched him the same way as in that café in Istanbul – not him exactly but his reflection in the cigarette-case lid. And the memory clicked. Actually, it all came together: that memory from the past, the vision of the figure in the cemetery, and this bit of news of a few minutes before, about a fantastic triple killing with shurikens and a karate chop to the neck.

Musa quickly weighed several courses of action, and rejected them all. The cab left, he got up from his bench and went in search of a phone. He called D.M., a lieutenant-colonel by now, at his home, bypassing his immediate superiors, to avoid lengthy explanations and perhaps mistrust, unwillingness to take responsibility, or sheer bungling. D.M. knew all about the case, and they were always on the same wavelength. In a few clipped sentences Musa outlined the situation.

“Are you sure it’s the same man?” asked D.M. The question was purely automatic, born of nearly innate habit of questioning everything; D.M. knew his pupil simply did not make that kind of mistakes.

“Yes,” replied Musa shortly.

“Why didn’t you grab him?” 

“People around. He might be armed. Hostages might be taken. Then I thought you might have other operational ideas.”

“What ideas? He’s gone. We’ve lost him.”

“No, we haven’t. I know where they’re headed.”

“How?”

“Plotkina had bags. A holdall, and a net bag. With groceries, vegetables, and such. They’ll be heading for her sister’s dacha. It stands empty now.”

“How do you know all this? Never mind that. Where are you now?”

Musa explained where he was.

“Just remain standing on that corner. A car with a strike team will pick you up. What’s the cab’s license-plate number again?”

Musa gave him the number, then added:

“It would be nice to have a road police car, too. For diversion.”

“Good idea. You’ll have one. I am closing the city. The moment they leave the city bounds, you will be told where they were spotted. Tell the traffic cops. Report every fifteen minutes.”

“Very well, Comrade Lieutenant-colonel.”

Thus the scene was set for the final showdown, and all there’s left for us to do now is see the game play itself out.  

Chapter 78. “Musa!”

The moment he saw the road police car gaining up on them when they were more than halfway to the dacha, Rudy Hart (he was no longer Victor, except to the Light of His Eyes) realized that the game was up. The highway was practically empty, the cabbie had broken no rules, and there the police car was, overtaking them, a voice blaring through a megaphone: “Car number XYZ, slide onto the the roadside and stop.” 

“What the hell…” grumbled the driver, but he slowed down and stopped obediently.

The police car cut in ahead of the taxi, quite close, and stopped, barring its way. Another car rolled up behind them, and several men sprang out of it. Rudy sighed, squeezed Dina’s hand, looked briefly in her frightened eyes, kissed her lightly on the lips, slowly opened the door, and just as slowly stepped out of the car, both hands held high above his head.

What came next happened so fast that the two traffic cops who had also climbed out of their car just stood there gawping, dumbly watching the scene. Rudy made a couple of steps toward the two powerful men rushing at him, reaching for his arms; then he stepped back, a very short step, and his open palms slapped the men on the side of the head with terrific force. The third man behind those two whipped out his formidable weapon, the kamcha, and in another half second Rudy Hart would be lying there, alive but insensate, like not a few good men before him. At that instant, though, a piercing scream came from Dina, who’d just stepped out of the car: “MUSA!”

Well, Musa froze, for just one instant, but in that instant Rudy hurled his body forward, without much finesse, butting Musa in the face and slamming him onto the ground like a rushing locomotive. In another leap he was by the door of the pursuers’ car. The fourth member of the strike team, apparently the driver, was in an awkward position, climbing out of the car. He had a pistol in his hand, but the team apparently had strict orders not to shoot, so Rudy grabbed the pistol with his left hand while his right fist slammed against the man’s jaw, and he dropped to the ground. 

The next moment Rudy slipped behind the wheel, let in the clutch, wrenched the wheel to the left, and was off like a rocket. The two traffic cops whipped out their pistols and started shooting for the wheels, but too late. 

The engine of the strike team’s car was clearly souped up, and Rudy was making a hundred kilometers an hour in a few seconds, then a hundred and fifty. He knew he had not damaged the attackers much, merely stunned them, and they’d be after him in less than half a minute, most likely in the police car, whose engine would be quite powerful, too. He had to use that half a minute to the full. A long cinematic race was just not on the cards; his pursuers would radio ahead, and there’d be a road block of cars, trucks, and what not ranged across the highway a few miles ahead, by the next police post.

He had one thing going for him: he remembered this part of land from the time of his visit to Yudin’s dacha and the cross-country drive he’d done before hiding the black Volga in a stand of young firtrees. There must be a side road not far ahead, he thought as he glanced at the rearview mirror. The police car was already in pursuit, but quite far behind. Then the road entered a patch of woods, turned slightly to the right, and the other car disappeared from view behind the trees. There was the side road! Rudy’s car went into a four-wheel skid, turned right, and dashed onto the dirt track leading into the woods. 

With grim satisfaction Rudy recalled the Russian saying: a thief has a hundred roads; his pursuers, just one. Right now Musa had a choice of three directions: left, right, or straight ahead; he would most likely forge straight ahead, and only think of the side road after, when he saw no sign of Rudy’s car on a straight. A few more minutes gained. 

That was good, but not good enough. Rudy could well imagine what an avalanche of activity his escape had touched off. Soon, there would be helicopters above; it was getting dark, the helicopters might not have time enough to spot him, but then again they might. A whole brigade of internal troops could be piling into those huge trucks in just a few minutes. A vast area would be encircled, and then the troops would start moving in, combing the country, checking every house and outhouse, looking under every bush and tree. Whether they’d shoot Hart on sight or only overpower him did not matter much; he knew exactly what was in store for him. It was a good thing he had grabbed that driver’s pistol; he’d certainly have time to pull the trigger.

The dirt track was horribly bumpy. At the speed Rudy was going, the car was sometimes thrown clean into the air, all four wheels hitting the ground after quite a few meters flight. Rudy seriously feared that an axle might simply split in two. Nothing of that sort happened, but something much worse did: going at full speed, he nearly piled smack into a huge fir-tree lying across the road. Rudy slammed on the brakes only just in time, hit his chest quite painfully against the wheel, swore, and got out of the car. 

He looked around; there was no way the car could drive around this obstacle. One good thing about it: his pursuers, if they came this way, would also stop dead here. He swore again, switched off the engine, and threw away the keys. Then he started running.

He ran for more than an hour. Next we find him in a ditch by the railroad he’d been heading for all the time. He lay there, thanking heaven for the darkness that had fallen and praying for a nice freight train to pass soon. Passenger trains were no good to him at all. At last it came, an endless chain of open goods trucks laden with timber. Timber was exactly what he had prayed for; it was sure to be coming from the forests of the north to the woodless steppe of the south, bypassing Moscow. And it was south that Rudy Hart was aiming to travel.

The next station was not far off, and the train began to slow down somewhat. When he saw the last car approaching, Rudy jumped up, let it pass, and leaped after it. His luck held, or it was his desperation that helped him catch at some stanchion, swing his body aboard, then climb high on top of the load of timber. There he settled in for a long journey, lying flat on his back and staring at the starless sky. 

And there we must wave Rudy Hart goodbye, for he has made his escape, and for the time being there is nothing more to relate. We shall have to add a few finishing touches, of course, but it’s best to set them aside for an Epilogue. Epilogues do round things off ever so nicely. 

EPILOGUE

1.

For Rudy Hart there was a touch of deja vu about that forced journey south. Some twenty years before, he had performed the same vanishing trick, using a freight train as a means of getting out of Sevastopol. This time he stayed on top of the high stack of timber all the way to Krasnodar; a night, a day, and another night. He suffered a little from thirst, but that was no suffering at all compared to what he felt about bringing misfortune on Dina’s head, about leaving her in the lurch, in the hands of the KGB, suspected to be his accomplice, no doubt.

From Krasnodar he traveled in easy stages to Poti, using only local buses, always late and always overcrowded, people standing in the aisle pressed against each other pretty much like proverbial sardines. By the time he had reached that Black Sea port in Georgia, he had shaved off his beard, acquired a bit of suntan, and got rid of his formal suit. He was now wearing what amounted to a uniform among men vacationing on the sea coast: a cheap tracksuit, pants baggy at the knees; open sandals, just as cheap; and a white pseudo-seaman’s cap. He looked for all the world like a guest from the north who’d just stepped out of his rest home or privately rented room for a stroll.

September is known as the velvet season on that coast; the sun is no longer as fierce as in the previous months, while the sea is still as warm, or almost as warm. Quite a fashionable time for vacationing; the beaches were still densely covered with naked flesh, town streets were full of promenading public, and Rudy was just another atom in those milling crowds, indistinguishable from any other such atom.

The first thing he did in Poti, he sent Vadim Palm a postcard, with a picture of a flowering magnolia. Just a couple of lines about how delightful his seaside vacation was, and how sorry he was to be leaving soon. In a postscript he said he owed W some ten rubles, maybe more. He begged Vadik to somenow dig up the necessary sum – he would know where to find it – and pass it on to W, most likely through GW, but he would know best how to do it. He finished with a phrase that literally meant take care, but could also mean a warning – beware of danger.  

This done, Rudy repeated yet another of the tricks of his youth. He spent a couple of days in the most disreputable wine shops near the port, drinking in friendly company with one bunch of merchant seamen, then another, and another. That way he learned what he needed: the date when a certain dry cargo ship sailed for Trabzon. The night before the ship cast off was particularly dark, cloudy, and rainy, for which Rudy was duly grateful to God, or Fate, or Kismet, or whatever. After doing the breast-stroke in the port’s abominably filthy water for about half an hour, he climbed up the anchor chain aboard the Sabirabad and buried himself among the huge nylon bags with mineral fertilizer that was the ship’s cargo. 

When the vessel was halfway to Trabzon, Hart climbed out of his hideout, took the shipmaster hostage, drove him at gun point to the radio shack, and sent a signal to his colleagues in Ankara. There was a flurry of radio activity, as most of those colleagues both in Ankara and at Langely were quite convinced that Rudy Hart was officially an old-age non-person, and were wary, fearing some provocation. Eventually the code-name Operation Icicle had its effect, and there was a reception committee for Rudy at Trabzon port.

A few days later he was met at Washington’s airport by another reception committee. His old pal Sam was on it, and he found Rudy a much older, sadder, and very tired man. There was talk of post-traumatic syndrome, which somewhat marred what should have been a triumphant homecoming. After all, Hart brought home the bacon, that is, Yefim Plotkin’s papers that proved to be nothing short of sensational. 

True, the sensation split the expert community into at least two camps. There were those who believed in the authenticity of the new batch of the Plotkin notes, and were in favor of shaving a few billion dollars off the defense budget, given the parlous state of Russia’s nuclear forces as indicated by those notes. These pundits, however, were predictably in the minority; the opposite camp was more powerful and vociferous; it held the new Plotkin papers to be more smoke from the same source as the previous document, and went on talking of a missile gap with undiminished, well-paid vigor.

For Hart it all meant an endless round of appearances before very secret, very august committees, where most members thought it their bounden duty to turn every word he said inside out and suspect him of every iniquity in the book, while airing their own hard-rock prejudices and exhibiting an ignorance which, to Rudy’s mild astonishment, proved simply bottomless. 

He talked of these things to Sam; his old roommate laughed and said that Rudy spent too much time abroad, that he was too cosmopolitan for his own good. It was no secret, he said, that eighty percent of Congressmen and Congresswomen had no passports; that is to say, they had never been out of the country. The United States of America was a world superpower run exclusively by small-town provincials, Sam said. Too much Washington had obviously made a dyed-in-the-wool cynic of him.

With time Hart’s replies to questioning at those committees grew shorter and more indifferent. This aroused bad feeling, and elicited remarks that were practically rude. On one such occasion Rudy responded not quite rudely but acidly enough. After that there was more talk of this distinguished, honorable officer suffering from post-traumatic syndrome, and he was left in peace. He could at last leave for Maine, hoping never to hear any more about the Plotkin case, Operation Icicle, or indeed about anything that smacked of intelligence in that curious sense of the term to which he had devoted most of his sentient life.

2.

At this point we have to skip some six years, for nothing significant pertaining to our narrative happened in that period. On his return home, he spent a few months keeping contact with his old acquaintances to a minimum. Some of his schoolmates were still around, but they found communication with Rudy tough going. He wasn’t exactly moody or glum, but you could see that talking to people was an effort to him. There were several young and not-so-young unmarried women around who found his reclusive habits definitely anti-social and much to be regretted. His mother’s few friends told her of these sentiments, but the gossip never reached Rudy’s ears. His mother had sadly reconciled herself to what Rudy once said, only half in joke: that he’d most likely die an old bachelor, for there was no woman on earth who could stand comparison with his good old Mutti. 

For the rest he behaved as if he were on a longer than usual leave of absence, doing whatever needed to be done about the house, gardening, hunting, fishing, sailing, and reading many books. He also found a tiny Orthodox Christian community near Portland, and drove his mother there on church feasts. The trips were hard on the old woman, but as she advanced in years, her need to pray among people sharing the faith she’d been born into grew stronger. Rudy, who’d seen many churches in Russia attended almost entirely by old women, could well understand how she felt.

From time to time Rudy Hart, a retired agent with long years of experience behind the Iron Curtain, was summoned to Langley and to Washington, D.C. This happened when some high official, sometimes very high official, wanted to know how matters “really, repeat, really” were in the Soviet Union. When the USSR began to crack along the seams, with perestroika and glasnost gaining strength and Russia-America space bridges becoming all the vogue, those summons grew more frequent. 

Some of the officials who listened to him honestly wanted to know whether glasnost was merely yet another KGB stratagem, as they were told by their advisors, or whether it was for real. Hart expressed an opinion of those advisors in words that were, for him, unusually crude. He said it was not the KGB but the intelligentsia, nearly a hundred percent anti-Soviet, that was behind the movement for openness and democracy; that it would eventually win; but that the victory might be quite a sad affair, and it was easy to see why. The endemic shortages in Redland of practically everything were bad but not critical; the state-owned economy produced just enough for life to jog on. With the state weakened – as it inevitably would be, for the state was the Party, and glasnost was gnawing at the Party’s unity, wherein lay its strength – the shortages would become even worse, and might quite conceibvably end in chaos and catastrophe. 

These facts appeared quite obvious to Hart, though they were just as obviously a revelation to the men who asked for his views, and as often as not refused to believe him. He did not much care whether or not they accepted what he said. What he did care about was the way those tectonic shifts inside the world’s second-best superpower might affect him personally. Fearful hopes kept stirring in his soul; superstitiously, he even tried to squash them, but they would not go. Space bridge shows were fine, but they were not enough, not for him. He wished for a less space-bound bridge that would lead… Well, he knew exactly where he wanted it to lead.

Still, he watched each of those space bridge shows, his eyes glued to the screen. At his side his mother would wipe a tear or two as she heard those almost forgotten, earthy accents. He bought a huge short-wave radio set, and spent hours listening in. With the powerful aerial he had installed, he could sometimes hear local stations, not just Radio Moscow. What he heard made him even more convinced that things would happen in Russia the way he predicted, but most likely much worse. It wasn’t just the shortages that he had talked about to the senators and other worthies. The Azeri-Armenian and other ethnic massacres, helplessly watched by the Kremlin, were to him an omen of a more terrifying future.

3.

At last he could stand the uncertainty no longer, and he called a certain number in Moscow. True to the habits of a lifetime, he did not do it from his home, but traveled to the marina at Portland, repeating in fact a trick once used by Givi and Nevsky in Istanbul. He knew that the Agency had better things to do than spy on retired spies, but apparently cautious habits are not another nature with these men; they are the only nature they have.

He hung around the marina for about half an hour mustering all his courage. Then he remembered it was early morning in Moscow, and if he lingered any longer, Dina might leave for her hospital; he dialed the number. He heard her say “Yes?” – and felt his knees turn to jelly.

“This is Victor,” he said in a hoarse voice he himself barely recognized.

“Oh,” she waid weakly, and then there was silence.

“Is it all right for me to call?” he asked hurriedly.

“Yes… yes, it’s all right. Just give me a minute, I’ll find something to sit on.”

“Are you quite sure it’s all right?”

“Yes. Things have been happening here, you know.”

“Yes, I know.”

“This is a very good connection. You could be in the next room. Where are you?”

“Far. Very far.”

“I see.”

“Dinny… Was it bad?”

“Not very. Musa helped. His boss, too. I think they were playing it down. After all, they did not come out of it with what you might call flying colors.”

“You can’t imagine what a load off my mind that is.”

“Yes, I can.”

“Dinny… Did they tell you about me?”

“Oh yes… Quite a biography.”

“Dinny… It’s hard to ask, but I’ll ask it anyway. Did it… does it make much difference to you?”

There was a longish silence, then she said:

“No, Vitya, I don’t think it does. Only I don’t know what to call you. Your name is not Victor, and I got so accustomed to it.”

“You might call me the lousiest son of a bitch on planet Earth. And a few other planets of the Solar system. And right now, also the happiest guy in this system.”     

“We must think of something more reasonable. By the way, thank you for the… the package.” It seemed that she, too, could not get rid of those cautious habits, choosing her words carefully.

“Oh, you did get it. Fine.”

“Yes, it came in very handy. I was… shall we say indisposed a few months.”

“What was it?” asked Rudy, alarmed.

“Nothing serious.” He wondered why it seemed to him that she said those words smiling. “Vitya… I’m so glad to hear you, but I must run to my patients. You know.”

“Are they as gallant as ever?”

“I’d say more so. It’s quite embarrassing. Goodbye, dear.”

“Wait!” yelled Rudy. “May I call you again? When’s the best time?”

“Oh… like today, I guess. In the evenings I am a little busy.”

“Goodbye, my precious.”

“Goodbye, dear.”

From that day on, Rudy Hart knew exactly what he lived for: those weekly trips to Portland. What he mostly wanted to know was how his Dinny was doing at a time when things in Russia were inexorably getting worse. He heard every day on the radio of shelves in foodstores getting totally empty. People had to line up at dawn to get half a kilo of limp sausage – if they were lucky, for by noon it would all be sold out. Some details simply stunned him; he had never known things to be that bad. One day he heard the story of a rumor about some meat on sale at a certain foodstore; housewives hurried there only to discover that the meat was bulls’ testicles. By that time every blessed thing was rationed, and people regularly received coupons entitling them to rations of foodstuffs – only there were no foodstuffs to buy with these coupons.

Of course, the two lovers did not talk about such things only, but they were the things that worried Rudy most; worried him to distraction, in fact. The thought that his Dinny could right at this moment go without food drove him crazy. He worried so much that he wanted to know exactly what his dearest had for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. She merely laughed and said she was quite all right, hospital personnel got the same free meals as the patients. True, there were… others who had to be fed, too, she said; he was not sure what she meant that time. 

Well, he soon found out. One day they were talking unhurriedly, for it was Sunday and high noon in Moscow. Then there came some background noises, and Dina said, “Wait a minute, dear.” She must have lowered the receiver, but the connection was really very good, the sound of her voice was faint but clear, and he heard distinctly what she said to someone in the room: “Vitya dear, be a good boy, leave Cassy alone. He’ll scratch you again, and you’ll be all covered with iodine.” Then she spoke into the receiver:

“Sorry, darling. What was it you were saying?”

“Who’s Vitya?” asked Rudy, his mouth suddenly dry.

“Oh, just a naughty boy who can’t leave Cassy alone.”

“Who’s Cassy?” he asked stupidly.

“He’s actually Cassius the Second. A big, black, quarrelsone tabby. He boxes.”

“How old is… Vitya?”

“Honey, you are pretty dim,” she laughed. “Can’t you count to six?”

“Dinny.. Dinny dearest, most precious, my one and only… you must come over here. At once! You must!”

That became his unending plea, and practically the sole topic of their conversations. He said he understood it all about the difficulty of tearing up roots, about leaving her relatives, her job, the kid’s friends, and all that. But she ought to be thinking about the kid’s future; who could say what was in store for him in a land so obviously heading for disaster? She also had to think of their own happiness, he said. He was getting quite old and infirm, and if she did not come over soon, his heart might break, and it would be on her conscience. That was childish, of course, but he was grabbing at any straw he could think of. In the end he even resorted to threats. He said he would fly over to Moscow and give himself up to the KGB. With his record, such a solution would be terminal, even if capital punishment had been suspended in Russia. 

He did not know which of his arguments worked, but one day we see him standing in the arrivals lounge at Kennedy airport, calling on all his professional training to stop trembling. Strangely, he saw the kid first, and Dina after. Come to think of it, it wasn’t all that strange: he could be staring at a seven-year-old edition of himself, as in a picture in his mother’s album: the same round head, the same eyes, the same chin, the same everything.

He grabbed Dina, kissed her gently, briefly, then turned again to stare at the kid. Dina said to the boy, smiling:

“Say hello to Father, dear. In English.”

“How do you do, sir,” the kid said. British accent, Rudy noted. It figured. His great-granny’s accent.

 The little chap was holding out his hand. He was obviously on his best behavior, a good boy who had never in his life pulled a cat by the tail. Ignoring the hand, Rudy picked him up by the armpits and lifted him high above his head. The kid squealed with delight.

Rudy put him down, still holding him by the shoulders; it was hard to let go. 

“Skinny,” he said. “Weighs practically nothing.”

“He’s growing fast,” Dina said defensively.

“Well, babushka will soon put that right. Come on, let’s get your gear.”

They were soon driving north in his big, fast car, Dina in the back, Little Vitya in the front seat, leaning against Rudy’s side and looking eagerly at all the dials and the way his father handled the car.

“Want me to teach you to drive a car?” asked Rudy.

“Yes! Oh yes… sir.”

“Don’t you sir me. Say, ‘Yes, Dad.’”

“Yes, Dad.”

“Say it again.”

“Yes, Dad!” yelled the kid, jumping up and down on the seat.

“That’s the spirit.”

In a while Rudy noticed that the outlines of a car ahead were fast becoming blurred. He pulled over onto the roadside and stopped. Delayed reaction; goddamn nerves shot to pieces, he thought miserably. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his eyes, blew his nose. Dina stroked the back of his neck, and he had to blow his nose some more, muttering:

“Damn midge. Got in my eye.”

“Mummy says not to swear,” Little Vitya piped mischievously.

“Mummy is damn right!” roared his father. “Anything Mummy says is damn right, d’you hear!”

“Yes, Dad.”

“Say that again.”

“Yes, DAD!!”

They played the game of “Yes Dad” half-way to the Pine Tree State. Then Little Vitya succumbed to jet lag and fell asleep. A road cop fined Rudy for extra slow driving, but he did not mind the fine at all. Yes, sir, it looked like Rudy Hart was taking his parental responsibilities very seriously indeed.






THE END 

A SHORT RUSSIAN GLOSSARY 

The pronunciation of Russian names is a familiar obstacle in reading books set in Russia. Readers are all too likely to stumble each time they come across one, and this takes away some of the pleasure of reading. This short glossary is intended to overcome the difficulty.

The first problem is, where to put the stress. If the reader does not know that, he or she will mispronounce the word as a matter of course. In the list of Russian names and other words below, stress is marked by a single quote symbol BEFORE the stressed syllable, like this: Iva‘nov. Last syllable stressed.

Another difficulty is the value of the vowels. Should i in Fima be pronounced as in pin or as in pine? Here, stick to the following rules:

a always stands for a in father (under stress) or the last a in Obama (when unstressed);

e always stands for e in pen, except when it does duty for the Russian letter ё, to be read as yo or *o (on the use of the star see below);

i always stands for i in pin;

o always stands for o in pore or a in pall;

u always stands for oo in pool (under stress) or u in pull (when unstressed);

y is a difficult one. It mostly stands for y in yes, but there are a couple of conventions about its use in transliterating Russian sounds that are rather misleading. These conventions are not of my making, so I have every right to regard them as silly, only it does not help much. 

Convention 1. The letter y is used to mark not a separate sound but the quality of the previous consonant which Russians call soft or palatalized. These are pronounced with the middle of the tongue raised to the hard palate. You get the effect if you try to pronounce a sound like ee in peel while you pronounce p, not after it.

The trouble with this convention is that readers do tend to pronounce this y as a separate sound, not as a quality of the previous one. I’ve heard the Russian name Polyakov pronounced as pol-yakov, which sounds to the Russian ear as “half a Yakov” and is bad enough; or even as polly-akov, which is even worse – as if there were a parrot hidden somewhere in the name. 

To guard against this error, I provide a kind of homemade transcription, with a star instead of y to indicate that the preceding consonant is soft or palatalized, like this: Polya‘kov [pol*a‘kov].

Convention 2. The second convention is even sillier: y stands for the Russian letter ы that marks a sound without equivalent in English; it’s an i pronounced at the back of the mouth, roughly where u is ordinarily articulated; difficult but not impossible to master, only one does not expect the reader of a spy novel to perform this feat. So if you see a name like Rybakov, just read it as [riba‘kov], and be done with it.

***

An‘dropov, ‘Yuriy Vla‘dimirovich: KGB chairman 1967 -- 1982

A‘ragvi: Georgian restaurant in downtown Moscow

Ar‘tem [ar‘t*om]

‘babushka: granny

bai‘darka: collapsible kayak; slang term, ‘baida  

Be‘rezka [bi‘r*oska]:  literally, little birch-tree; hard-currency shops for Soviet elite

bomzh: an acronym for “without a fixed abode”; a tramp, a down-and-out; plural, ‘bomzhi 

bo‘yarynya [bo‘yarin*a]: a woman of noble birth (historical)

chas‘tushka: four-line jingles, usually obscene or just naughty, sung to a variety of tunes

Che‘lyabinsk [che‘l*abinsk]: a city in the Urals

‘Chorga‘shvili

‘deza: sl. disinformation, “smoke”

dika‘ri: literally, savages; a colloquialism for unorganized tourists or hikers

‘Dina Gri‘gor-yev-na ‘Plotkina

‘Dmitriy Mat‘veich

‘dopusk: access to confidential materials 

Do svi‘danya! – Goodbye!

Dzer‘zhinskiy Square: see Lubyanka

‘Fima

‘finka: a knife; usually the reference is to a hood’s weapon; a shiv 

Fo‘menko

Fo‘mich

Gos‘plan: acronym for State Committee for Planning 

Gra‘novskiy:  street in central Moscow; renamed now  

GRU [ge-re-‘u], [ge-er-‘u] or just [gru]: acronym for Main Intelligence Directorate

‘Igor ‘Levin

I‘van Pet‘rov

Iva‘nov: the most widespread surname in Russia; Ivan Ivanov equals John Smith 

Iz‘vestia: second most important paper in the Soviet Union.

‘Juga‘shvili: Stalin’s real name

kam‘cha or, in some areas, kam‘sha: a kind of whip used in Central Asia; can be a lethal weapon 

‘Katya [kat*a] ‘Zhdanova

Ke‘vorkov; the man himself pronounces it as Kevor‘kov, for reasons better known to himself

‘kinto: Georgian word for a bon vivant, jokesmith, and drunkard

kon‘tora: literally, office; an insider’s word for the KGB

Ko‘te: short for Konstantin in Georgian

Krasno‘dar: a city in the south of Russia

Kro‘potkinskaya: an embankment on the Moskva River

Kur‘chatov

‘Lera: feminine name, short for Valeria

Levi‘tan: great Russian landscape painter

Litera‘turnaya ga‘zeta; familiarly, Litera‘turka

Lu‘byanka [lu‘b*anka]” a square in Moscow where KGB headquarters were located; at the time of this narrative it was called Dzer‘zhinskiy Square, but the old (and current) name was still informally used

Maya‘kovsky: Soviet poet; there’s a monument to him in one of Moscow’s better known squares  

Maro‘seyka: a street in downtown Moscow

Ma‘xim Ab‘ramovich ‘Yudin

Mi‘trokhin 

mu‘zhik: a man’s man

Mu‘sa 

Na‘tina Be‘lova; familiarly, ‘Nata

‘Nina Da‘vidovna 

‘Nizhniy Ta‘gil 

nomenkla‘tura– the Soviet term for the country’s privileged class: Party and State bureaucracy, the defense establishment, prominent scientific and cultural figures, etc.

‘Nonna

‘Noviy mir: literally, New World; name of a “fat” monthly

O‘chakovo 

OGPU [o-ge-pe-‘u]: forerunner of KGB

Os‘trovskiy, Niko‘lay: author of How the Steel Was Tempered; the book’s hero was held up as a role model for Soviet youth

pa‘yok: here, Kremlin rations (for details see text)

podpi‘sant: literally, a signer; a colloquialism denoting a person signing petitions or other papers against the Soviet regime

Po‘ka! – So long!

pri‘piski: false reports; usually, exaggerated reports of success

Po‘temkin [po‘t*omkin]

‘Poti: Black Sea port in Georgia

‘rozochka: literally, little rose; here, neck of broken bottle used as a weapon   

Ru‘blev [ru‘bl*ov]

Sabira‘bad: name of a town and a ship            

samo‘gon: self-distilled spirits; hootch, rotgut

Sav‘rasov

Sa‘vyolovskiy [sa‘v*olovskiy]: name of a railroad station in Moscow

sek‘sot: acronym for the Russian phrase for secret informer

Semipa‘latinsk: city in Kazakhstan near which many nuclear devices were tested

Ser‘gey So‘vinsky

Seva‘stopol

shur‘pa: Turkic word for potage

‘Snezhinsk

so‘vok: literally, dustpan; here: derogatory term for a person with typically Soviet attitudes

Ste‘pan

‘Stepa [‘st*opa]: familiar form of Stepan

‘Stepik [‘st*opik]: form of endearment in talking to a Stepan

‘Surikov 

Su‘vorovskiy Boulevard

Svet‘lana Ali‘luyeva

Svet o‘chey mo‘ikh: light of my eyes

Svyatoslav Richter [sv*ato‘slav ‘rikhter]

Ta‘ganka: a square in Moscow and the name of a famous theater located there

‘tama‘da: a Georgian word, much in use in Russian, denoting a master of ceremonies at a feast  

Tret-ya‘kov: founder of an art gallery in Moscow; also used as the name of the gallery 

‘Troshin, Ar‘kadiy Pet‘rovich

Tsinan‘dali: Georgian wine 

u‘kha: fish soup, preferably made of several kinds of fish

U‘stinov

Va‘dim Palm; familiar form of first name, ‘Vadik

‘Valya [‘val*a]: the name can be either feminine (full form Valen‘tina) or masculine (full form Valen‘tin)

'Vazha Ab‘rami‘shvili

‘Vera ‘Dmitrevna 

‘Victor ‘Pavlov

‘vintiki: little cogs; Stalin’s famous – or infamous – reference to Soviet people

Vol‘khonka:  a street in downtown Moscow

Ye‘fim ‘L*vovich ‘Plotkin

‘Yuriy Dolgo‘rukiy: Russian grand duke; founder of Moscow 

‘Yuriy Vla‘dimirovich 

‘Yurka Ne‘lepin

Zhigu‘li: Soviet version of the 1960s Fiat car; better known abroad as Lada

‘Zina

‘Znamya [‘zna-m*a]: literally, banner; name of a “fat” monthly

Zu‘rab

� Author’s note: a “mailbox”  (R. pochtovy yashchik) was the code name for any institution, design bureau, production facility etc. that had to do with defense. The name originated from the fact that such places had no geographical address, just a number, a row of figures. Whole cities, like Arzamas-16, were completely closed off and never shown on Soviet maps.


� Poor guy (German)


� MekhMat: informal name of the Department of Mechanics and Mathematics, Moscow State University


� Gosplan: State Committee for Planning


� My child (Georgian)


� “Hallo, hallo!” ( Georgian)


� Sam apparently refers to Sergey Fedorenko, a Soviet missile expert with the United Nations who in 1977 passed on top secret material on Soviet missiles to Aldrich Ames of the CIA (who in turn betrayed him to the KGB).


� Per os (Lat.) – by mouth


� That’s Major General Dmitriy Polyakov of GRU, who provided the CIA with information over some twenty years. Exposed by Aldrich Ames, executed in 1988.





� In 1977, Frank Snepp, a CIA operative based in Saigon, published a book, Decent Interval, criticizing the Agency and American command in general for their inept handling of the evacuation of Americans and Vietnamese at the time of the fall of Saigon in 1975. The book enraged Admiral Turner, who pushed for Snepp to be prosecuted.





� Like any other spy, Victor took care to think of himself as Victor, or whatever other alias he might take, as long as he used it. We will follow his example, except where the talk is too obviously about Rudy as Rudy. We will follow the same pattern with other characters’ names and aliases.


� Levitan: great Russian landscape painter





