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Author’s Foreword


This novel is set in the past, a past that covers the 1970s through to 2018. It is easy, from the vantage point of the present, to wonder why characters didn’t do this or didn’t do that, especially in dangerous situations. However, back when much of this story is set, we didn’t have the internet, we didn’t have cellphones. Even in the west, communication was more cumbersome than today. Long-distance direct dialling was only then coming in; the fax machine eventually appeared, a huge leap forward!  And, back in the Soviet Union, no-one got to just pick up the phone and call overseas, or mail a letter; everything went through the censors. 



I’m mentioning this because some might read Life of Secrets and consider it far-fetched. But is it? Given some of the information now seeping out, well into 2026, about the activities covered by the Epstein files, and realizing that humans do horrible things to one another, sometimes overt, like invading another country and slaughtering people, sometimes covert, like kidnapping and abduction, and forcing people into slavery, I do not think what I’ve written in this novel is far-fetched. 



The program I reference, where young Westerners went to the Soviet Union to assist with propaganda, was real. I actually have the brochure somewhere, because I considered going to do this work. However, taking two years away, before I had finished my degree, was a deterrent so I didn’t pursue the opportunity.



I also make reference later in the novel, very briefly, to what life was like after the collapse of the Soviet Union. I had a pen pal in Ukraine and, increasingly, I only heard from her intermittently, because she could no longer afford postage to send letters overseas. She was already retired, as women did at 55, and she had resorted to translating documents as a way to make extra cash to supplement her pension. She even taught herself English to assist with this process. However much the West rejoiced when the Berlin Wall came down, there was never a long-term plan to help transition what had been the USSR to a post-Soviet world. No thought had been given to what life would be like at the grassroots level.



Finally, this is the work of a human. No AI. I always do my first two or three drafts with pen and paper, which I keep, and I also keep my printouts, once I have input my text, showing all the notes I make. Along with any background research. So, I can document it is entirely human effort. Nowadays, it seems important to say this.
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Prologue
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Somewhere on the A286, UK

October 2017

Yuri

“We should have eliminated Anya earlier,” Yuri fumed. “Back in April.” Delayed by a lorry rollover and filthy driving weather, he kept his eyes on the road, the wipers slap-slapping, the glare of oncoming headlights stabbing his eyes. He had driven down towards Ealing, trusting the satnav was offering the best route suggestions, given all the problems on the road. His route had taken him onto the A406, heading for the M4. He’d been sound asleep when the alarm had gone off, indicating someone was in the cottage in Fernhurst. Good thing they’d put sensors in place. They thought Anya had run off, so they changed the locks on the front door, and put sensors and motion detectors throughout the ground floor. So, they could both pick up on movement and record any conversation. Yuri doubted it was anyone other than Anya. So, she hadn’t gone for good. That would make it easier to deal with her. She’d outlived her usefulness anyway.

Yuri had been tasked with dealing with Anya four weeks ago. He put a wet team in place but when they got down to the cottage, there was no sign of her. Nor did she come back the next day or the day after that. That’s when they decided she must’ve done a runner. But where to? Anyone in Anya’s position would find it difficult to run away. What would she do for ID? Money? At this point, Anya was supposed to be history. Yuri was already working on another assignment, over in Wiltshire. Not down in the south anymore. 

At most times, the drive from Kentish Town in the north of London down to Fernhurst, would take no more than a couple of hours, at busiest times possibly three. But the delay and then the detour due to roadworks meant it would be late morning before he got to the cottage. He just hoped it would not be too late to confront Anya. How did she get in? Did she pick the lock? He couldn’t remember if Anya’s training had covered picking locks. Certainly, he and the other team members knew how to do it but Anya? Is it possible there was another door into the cottage they had overlooked? One for which she had kept a key... As it is, they’d left Anya in the cottage way too long. Over two years now. Although once someone higher up got the idea that they should take up the floorboards and search underneath, the assignment had been lengthened considerably. And Yuri had been diverted to planning for this other mission. One set for next year, in Salisbury. Dealing with a traitor. Requiring precision planning. Gathering the necessary intelligence had been consuming most of his time. He was lucky his superiors hadn’t reprimanded him. He must do better going forward.

Progress had picked up on the M25, once he’d left the crush of traffic near Heathrow Airport far behind. All he had to do was keep driving along the motorway, as it cut through some of the more pastoral countryside in England. The traffic was sluggish. Each time they slowed down, Yuri couldn’t help noticing, among the hedgerows at the side of the road, plastic sheets strewn here and there, soaked and entwined among the branches near the ground. Crushed empty drink containers, grimy Styrofoam food containers in various stages of emptiness. Otherwise, he could have called the route he was on ‘scenic’. Each time the vehicles slowed, he idly glanced at the other drivers, his fellow sufferers. Most were jowled, balding men, slumped behind their wheels. Had any of them glanced at Yuri, they would have spied a sharply pointed chin, pallid skin, tiny ears, and small close-set eyes, stuck in a permanent squint. Rodent-like.

He was not sure why Anya had come back, but perhaps she didn’t suspect what they were planning for her? They had moved her in, back in 2015, to keep an eye on the woman writer who owned the cottage. That maddening creature and her tell-all tales. A problem that should have been dealt with, back in the Soviet era. Anya’s task was to find everything the woman had written, published or not. All the notes, all the diaries, all the drafts of her work. Find it and destroy it. To date, Anya had failed miserably at the mission. All she’d found were essays and tests, corrected, as if the woman had once been a teacher and kept old student work. As far as they knew, the woman had never been a teacher, so the material had obviously been planted. To waste their time. To delay their objectives. As he understood it, the writer had once lived in the USSR; she must’ve learned too much. Learned their methods. How to thwart operations.

Yuri was now on the A286, getting closer to Fernhurst. The fields stretched on either side of the road, hedgerows not yet bereft of their leaves, copses dotting the horizon. The rain had also eased up a bit. Visibility was better. He’d driven this road so many times over the last couple of years that its familiarity had marred any of the surrounding beauty in his eyes. He knew most people would call it ‘pretty’ but he saw the location mainly as a nuisance. But it’s where the damn writer had decided to settle, so they had no choice but to keep going back and forth.

The writer also kept getting in the way, stopping Anya from doing anything significant. So, they had to deal with the stupid woman, arrange things so that she had to be moved out of the cottage, for medical reasons, leaving Anya to get on with the work. Except it hadn’t helped. Anya had not been able to find the material they were after. They suspected she was slacking. So, the directive to get down to the cottage in Fernhurst, to see who had broken in, would allow him to complete his other mission, eliminating Anya. Too bad they had failed to do that, several weeks ago. If they had taken care of Anya then, he’d have been able to sleep in this morning.
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The North Americans:


Darby Littleton:  One of the world’s leading literary biographers, currently sleuthing as never before, to write a biography of UK novelist Angela Ashton




Ed Cunningham:  Darby’s husband. Currently serving a sentence at a US federal prison camp, due to being caught up in a Russian money laundering scheme 




Elaine Rogers:  Canadian friend of Angela’s from high school and college days, currently living in Toronto




Pamela Jablonski:  Another pal of Angela’s from the University of Toronto, also Toronto-based



Adnan Roy: Darby’s editor at Coates and Jeremiah in Brooklyn, NY; has his suspicions about the Ashton biography



Jacob Reisman:  Publisher at Coates and Jeremiah; keeps his cards about the Ashton biography close to his chest, tends to be cynical




Dr. Joseph Ponderosa: University at Buffalo toxicologist consulted by Darby as part of her research





The English:


Angela Ashton:  Novelist, short story writer and creator of radio plays. Born in the UK, lived in Canada, now in long-term care in the UK.



Maggie Coddington:  Angela’s cousin, also lived in Canada, living in St. Albans

Soraya Ahmed:  Angela’s caregiver at Jubilee House in Godalming

Joan Gardiner:  Resident of Fernhurst and Angela’s former neighbor 


Malcolm Vincent:  Another neighbor of Anegla’s in Fernhurst; knows where the evidence is kept



Penny Ashton:  Current occupant of Angela’s cottage, tells everyone she is Angela’s niece

Alex Johnson:  A regular visitor at the cottage to see Penny, always arrives in a black car

Colm O’Riordan:  Angela’s publisher at McIntosh Jones, now retired, lives in Ipswich 


Andrew Morton-Jones: Former colleague of Angela’s at the Foreign Office, now retired, lives in Oxford




Sir Peter Maltby-Smith: One-time senior director at the Foreign Office, now retired in Malmesbury



Roger Havisham: Formerly with the UK Embassy in Moscow, now retired



Dougal Robertson: His partner; also formerly in the diplomatic service, now retired.



The Russians: 


Sergei Abramovich:  Communist Party member and sometime enforcer, rather too fond of vodka



Alexei Igorevich:  Communist Party member and sometime enforcer, vain about his looks

Maria Kirillovna:  Young Russian woman, with high-level family connections

Yuri Petrovich:  Russian operative, based in the UK, in the country illegally

Anya Dmitrovna:  Russian operative, also in the UK illegally

The Vietnamese:

Nguyen Binh Trung:  Doctor at Bach Mai General Hospital in Hanoi

1970-1976
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Moscow, USSR  

1971

Sergei and Alexei

“Of course we can pull it off, Sergei Abramovich! No one will notice.”

Sergei eyed his companion through a haze of steam and vodka, coddled by the waters of the pool. What was the accepted wisdom? First banya, then vodka. Not the other way around. He had done it all wrong again, too much booze before the bathhouse. They were lounging in the pool at the Sanduny Bathhouse, at the corner of Neglinnaya Street and Sandunovsky. A Moscow institution, the bathhouse had been operating since 1808. While it was by no means late in the evening, no one else was in sight. Very quiet. Unusual that.

Sergei knew he was not as sharp as he should have been. What was it Alexei Igorevich had been talking about? He’d better be careful; while Alexei was not his superior, really just a colleague of equal rank, Alexei had greater standing in the party, which needed no further introduction. Everyone knew ‘the party’ did not mean a good time but always referred to the Communist Party, which held all of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics in an iron grip. The antithesis of a good time.

“So, once more, in a nutshell, what is it that we are going to do?” He asked, squinting, grasping for focus. The turquoise waters of the pool shimmered around him, while the Corinthian-capped columns lining the pool, wavered, threatening to topple. The statue on the plinth at the end of the pool seem to be leaning heavily to the left.

“The girl is now with the ambassador in Hanoi. But the assignment ends soon. So, she will return to Moscow. When she does, she can stay in Russia while a counterpart returns to the west.”

Sergei squinted some more, trying to resolve the wavering green-lit ceiling overhead with the pulsating pink tiles around him on the walls.

“A counterpart?” Sergei Abramovich didn’t recall this detail. “And, once again, that is?”

Alexei Igorevich stifled his impatience. He took a hard look at Sergei, who was slumped at the side of the pool, his sparse hair plastered to his skull. He’d not previously noticed how pudgy Sergei had become, his face flabby, punctuated by a poorly mended broken nose. A legacy of their days as street thugs. So, maybe he’d plied Sergei with too much vodka. 

“Little Maria Kirillovna. You know, Kirill, Deputy Head of Counterintelligence. His kid.”

“But why her?” Sergei struggled to speak, his brain warm and numb. Meetings in steam baths were a time-honored Russian tradition but, increasingly, he felt they were inappropriate. It was the wrong time of day – night really – and wrong conditions for serious strategy discussions. He began to scrutinize Alexei. The guy was all taut muscles, perfectly tanned skin, neat wavy hair. Was Alexei getting his hair permed? He’d always struck Sergei as being a bit vain.

“Haven’t you seen the resemblance? She looks so much like the girl they shipped to Hanoi; they could be twins.”

“So, you want to Maria Kirillovna to go to the West?”

“Exactly!”

“For what purpose?”

Alexei stared at his colleague. Was it too much vodka? Or was Sergei losing his grip?

“A young college graduate. She returns home. She now has overseas experience from her time here in the USSR. She applies for a job in the UK, such as their Foreign Office. She works her way up. She ‘sleeps’ until we need her,” Alexei smirked, referring to the time-honored practice of setting up sleeper cells in the West. “And she will always be ours!” Alexei rolled the Russian syllable triumphantly over his tongue. Nash. Nash!

“You mean, you are planning for Maria Kirillovna to go overseas and infiltrate?”

“Exactly!”

“And how long is she supposed to be there for this task?”

“Who knows? Besides, who cares? Two years, ten years, twenty years. It is a long-term proposition. Putting people into place until we need them. You know how it works!” Alexei began to consider having a word with someone, pointing out that Sergei was not up to it anymore. 

“Besides, we will not need to forge any documents. Makes it easier. Maria Kirillovna can use the foreigner’s passport.”

“But why can’t the girl now in Hanoi go work for us in the UK?”

“Because she is a foreigner. She is not Russian.” 

Sergei struggled to focus more. Even to a drunk, this did not make sense. Why couldn’t they just ‘turn’ the foreigner as they had before with so many others? It was a time-honored practice. My God, they had done it with people who had never set foot in the USSR! Another fact troubled his resurrecting brain. 

“And then how the hell did she get sent to be with our Ambassador to Hanoi?”

Alexei shrugged. In truth, he had no idea. It was highly irregular. The ambassador, Ilya Shcherbakov, had requested her. “Maybe she speaks the local language. Maybe she is an exceptional interpreter. Or maybe it is for kompromat.”

“Kompromat? Who the hell is she? Does she have valuable assets for relatives?”

“I have no idea.” Alexei pulled himself out of the swimming pool and grabbed his towel. “I do not know who her father is, her uncles, her grandfather...” It would never have occurred to either of them that it might be a mother or sister, or other female family member, who held enough power that kompromat could be useful.

“Is it perhaps someone in government?” Sergei also hauled himself up from the pool, more clumsily than Alexei, and, after a few swipes, managed to connect with and lift his towel.

“Maybe.”

Sergei draped the towel around his shoulders. Something was off about this plan. He couldn’t quite decide what.  “And this has all been approved?”

“At the highest level.”

“And what about the Westerner? What do we do with the real Westerner when we send our fake Westerner overseas?”

Alexei shrugged, tied his towel around his waist and started off towards the change rooms. He looked back over his shoulder. “Why is that a concern?”

Sergei stumbled after him. “Well, we will have an extra person.”

“So, we will dispatch her somewhere. To a closed city, so she won’t encounter any foreigners. Find her a job. That is your task. You’ll figure where she can live and where she can work. She speaks Russian.”

“And if she objects?” Sergei stared at his companion, suggesting Alexei had not thought it through.

Alexei merely roared with laughter.
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Hanoi, Vietnam  

April 1972

Angela

I’m just giddy right now. Going home! Yes! And, even better, I managed to speak to my parents a few days ago. The fact they are in Canada helped; I doubt the call would’ve been placed to a number in the United States.

Of course, it had to be operator-assisted, not just because I was reversing the charges, but because in Hanoi, as with Moscow, the state has to be involved. Listening in. When I called Mum and Dad a couple of times from Moscow, you could hear the bored breathing of the eavesdropper on the line! My parents actually didn’t know about my stint here in Hanoi, it all came together so fast, so I’ll fill them in when I see them. Hanoi! Such a relief! I had become thoroughly bored with the work I was doing in Moscow so, when the bosses offered me the chance to work in Hanoi, I leapt at it. Not sure why they chose me but I don’t really care. Job experience, first Moscow, then Hanoi? Two opportunities of a lifetime!

According to my mother, all my correspondence coursework, which I’ve dutifully completed and sent in over two years, did arrive and, with the credit I’m getting for my “overseas experience”, I will be graduating this spring. I told my parents I would attend Convocation – think it’s either in late May or early June. I’ll be home, well before that. Then, after short breather, I’ll decide what I want to do next. Someone suggested foreign affairs but I’m leaning more towards journalism.

My two years spent living variously behind the Iron Curtain or the Bamboo Curtain have shown me how dangerous it is when the truth is bent or buried. I sensed it while walking the streets of Moscow last year and also here in Hanoi. People are told what is going on but they don’t know if they know what is going on. Communist environments are stifled with paranoia and a high level of distrust, so it’s always assumed the news is inaccurate. What is that expression I heard back in the USSR? About their papers, Pravda (Truth) and Izvestia (News)? Oh yes: “There is no truth in the News and no news in the Truth.”

It’s all because they don’t trust the citizens. By ‘they’ I mean the few who claim to govern but actually rule. I don’t think much has changed; the USSR is as oppressed today as Russia was during tsarist times.

Sitting here, waiting for the flight back to Moscow, I just looked around and realized, for the first time in many months, I don’t stick out like a sore thumb. Most people around me are fair-haired, with lighter eyes; in other words, Caucasian. My own hair is a lot blonder than it once was, thanks to being in the sun so much; I know when I was out and about in Hanoi, I drew a lot of curiosity. I wasn’t the only foreigner by any means, but we were still in a minority. Surrounded by darker haired people. Any time I went out pedaling on my bike, mine would be the only blonde head bobbing along in a sea of dark heads. And my light green eyes also drew a lot of curiosity, not hostile or anything, just friendly, as if I was suddenly exotic. That makes me laugh! We always think of the Orient as being exotic but obviously, it depends on where you are; in the Orient, they must see Caucasians as being the exotic ones. I’ll have to remember this. Once I’m back home in Canada, I will no longer be a visible minority. But I think it’s important to remember what it’s like being in that position. 

The airport is very basic; spartan really. More correctly an airfield. I was told the official name is Gia Lam and we’ll be flying out on a Soviet plane. Someone told me it is likely an IL-62. I have no idea what that means! There isn’t much here; some tatty old hangar and then a newer white building, squat, functional. The waiting area is rudimentary, spartan really. Certainly, no shops or other comforts. 

But, back to my parents. They both seem to be well. Dad hurt his arm late last year and used his time in a sling to loaf – in Mum’s view – and be waited on hand and foot! I find it hard to picture my dad taking it easy; he gets up at 6 AM whether or not he’s going to work. He always has a project on the go.

The rest of the family are well; I am so looking forward to seeing them after all these months. Apparently, there’s a big family party planned for July 1, Dominion Day. Mum wasn’t sure if it’s to be held in Toronto or whether the entire Ashton clan is all going to stream up north to Aunt Lila’s cottage. In which case, the young fry like me will be pitching tents, as there aren’t enough beds inside the cottage to sleep all 20 of us. Bet there’ll be lots of hijinks.

I’m also looking forward to reconnecting with my friends, Elaine and Pamela, along with cousin Maggie, although I may have to wait to see Maggie. Apparently, her whole family moved back to the UK again.  I did manage to get a letter off to Elaine the other day but, as it has to travel back via Moscow – in the diplomatic pouch, how absurd! – before being posted, I’m not sure if she’ll get it before I see her. The flight back to Moscow will take several hours and I’ll be there two nights before I fly back to Canada by way of the UK. 

Of course, if Maggie really is already in the UK, maybe I can at least talk to her? Or perhaps she could come to the London airport and we could have a quick meeting in person? Wouldn’t that be fun! I wonder if I can schedule a call to her, while I’m in Moscow, so we can set things up? I remember, years ago, while we still lived in the UK, having a wonderful day at London Airport − as it was before they named it Heathrow − waiting for my aunt’s flight from Canada, and playing on swings and slides in a rooftop play area, before tucking into a fish and chips lunch. I’m sure there are places Maggie and I could have a get-together, but probably not on the swings! If they’re even still there. Anyway, whatever else, my time in Moscow will be enough to pick up the pieces of clothing I left with one of my colleagues from the translation work. And then, homeward bound.

Of course, I did make friends in Hanoi, who I’ll miss. Well, one friend. A special friend. My soul mate? It is frightening to think the most perfect person I could ever meet is based so far away from where I’ll be. We exchanged addresses. I am hoping we can keep in touch. I love him so much. Who knows, maybe these Communist mad men will one day be out of power and then the world can be friends? Until then, I will think of him each night when I go to sleep, and each morning when I wake up.

I’ve so much to share with everyone. So much so, that I’m wondering if I should write a book about it all... 
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Frankfurt, West Germany 

1976

Maria

“My name is Angela Ashton.” She keeps saying it. To make sure she remembers it. “I am flying home. At least, I’m flying to the UK and that was once my home. It was my home between 1950 when I was born and 1965 when I emigrated with my parents to Canada.” It’s important to remember these things. They impressed that upon her. Learn it all. Dates and places and names.

She already knows her story. When she goes out looking for a job, if anyone asks her what she was doing between 1970 and 1976, she is to tell them she was working in Europe. She was helping with translation. She was acting as an interpreter. If they press her, she is to say: “I originally went to the Soviet Union for a two-year contract and then, because my work was so good, they extended the contract. For another four years.” And let them think she was working for a government agency in West Germany for those four years.

And if anyone asks, her mother’s name is Maisie and she was born in Kent and her maiden name was Collins. And her father’s name is Alfred and he was born in Suffolk. It is important to remember details like this. And her parents currently live in Toronto, Canada. And she’s a graduate of the University of Toronto. Class of 1972.

Right now, she’s sitting in the Frankfurt airport. To get here, they put her on a plane and flew her to Hungary, into Budapest. From there, they had driven down to Sopron, close to the Austrian border. And then, once it got dark and the border guards had slunk off duty, shirking their responsibilities, they all walked across the border towards Klingenbach. As she understood it, they had bribed the guards anyway, so no one came out to stop them. Two of her companions carried her bags. Not that she had much with her.  

Maria was very glad she did not have to hide in the trunk of the car or under the back passenger seat, which is what had happened to other people. Once they managed to get into Austria, everything became more above board. They got into another car, one that was waiting for them, just drove, and eventually got to Frankfurt.

The passport they gave her is current. It’s a 10-year passport, a genuine document, and it doesn’t expire until 1979. It’s a UK passport.  She opens it up to the page with the photograph. It’s like looking in the mirror, so similar does she look to the real Angela Ashton. But she’s glad it’s a black-and-white photograph. Because Angela has light green eyes and Maria’s eyes are blue. The fair hair is the same, blonde, not quite platinum, but definitely more platinum than honey blonde. It’s an oval-shaped face; Maria is very familiar with that face, not because she looks like Angela but because she sat across from Angela for two years while she was being prepared to go to England. Trained. To become someone else. There are a few differences; Maria has a mole on her left cheek, somewhat lower than the tip of her ear but far enough back on her cheek that it is not readily visible. She can cover it with makeup. Angela doesn’t have such a mole. Luckily, Maria is the same height as her counterpart but possibly weighs a bit less. If anyone remarks on that, she’ll just say that she lost some weight.

As she waits for her flight, on the recently named British Airways − an amalgamation of BOAC and BEA, they told her − she has a chance to look around. The Frankfurt airport is certainly busy; she has never seen so many people all rushing to get somewhere. All the faces flashing by her are stamped with urgency. The terminal where Maria waits is also new; Terminal Mitte, it says on her travel documents. It was recently opened and features two hexagon-shaped structures, with the gates, thrusting out onto the tarmac. She went to the Transit Restaurant; she decided to start acting like a westerner and take advantage of the amenities. That allowed her time to gaze at the apron, watch the planes taxiing, being towed to the gates, pushing back. It looks like a mad game of musical chairs, as they all vie for the gates, but a game played with aircraft instead of people.

Maria wasn’t entirely sure, as the holder of a UK passport, why she couldn’t just fly from Moscow back to the UK. Some airlines fly that route. That would’ve made more sense to her. But the people who were arranging all this didn’t want her to be so easily traced back to the USSR. She recites her mantra again: “I am Angela Ashton. I’m a UK national flying back to the UK. If they ask me where I am going, I am going to tell them to my cousin Maggie’s, in St. Albans. That I’m going to be staying with her for a few days. It’s unlikely that they will ask me because, again, I am a UK national holding a UK passport.” 

It’s unlikely that the UK border people, at the airport, will ask her what she’s been doing, her bosses assured her, because the entry stamps for when Angela Ashton arrived in the Soviet Union in 1970 have been removed. The forgers are very clever these days; it’s quite easy to remove ink stamps if you know how to do it. She’s been assured that no one will spot the fact that she’s been in the Soviet Union. Instead, they added an entry stamp into Amsterdam. And she also has train ticket stubs, dating from 1970, showing how she traveled from Amsterdam into West Germany. So, that is her story.

Maria doesn’t feel very brave. She has no prior experience in infiltration or espionage. She is now 26. Because Angela Ashton is 26. She must remember that. Forget her own age, which is 22. Wear her hair in a more mature style, so people assume she is a bit older than 22. They gave her training in self-defence. They told her about the traps to watch for. They taught her how to shake a tail. They have gone over everything. How to find the flat she is to live in and how to act like she knows the location and the part of London where she will be living. They showed her photographs of the building, so she could act like she recognizes it. They gave her maps of London and the Underground for her to study. Went over how to use the bank account already opened in her name.  They explained how to ‘cross’ any check she writes to pay her bills. How to act while she’s in the bank. 

They also explained, if she thinks her cover has been blown, who to get in touch with at the Soviet Embassy in London and how. She has a good supply of British pounds, some Deutschmark for the brief time she is in West Germany, plus a supply of US dollars sewn into the lining of her suitcase. It’s a western-style suitcase, they apparently purchased it at Selfridges, a department store. All her clothing comes from the UK or western Europe. Many items are from Marks and Spencer’s. She was not allowed to bring much of anything from home. Not even her fur cape which she loves so much. She hopes her parents will keep that safe until she returns to Moscow. Whenever that is.

Both her mother and father had sat down, at different times, to drill her about her role. Both ranking Communist Party members, they considered it supremely important work. Assume she is delirious to be making the sacrifice. Her father reviewed ideal targets for her to land a job and went over how to apply for work in the UK.:

“If you can land something at MI5 or MI6, my darling, we will be ecstatic with you. Such an achievement. But any of the other government offices will still be a plus. See if they have openings at the Foreign Office. And, a few days after you arrive, once you are in the initial flat, you will need to call Pavel Andreevich at the Embassy. He is superficially assigned to the agriculture desk but he is really KGB. So, you ask for this number-” a slip of paper was passed to her “-note the extension, and when the phone is answered, ask, in English, if Uncle Paul is there. He usually answers his own phone. If someone else answers, say “Wrong number” and then wait and try later. Only ask for Uncle Paul if a man answers, that will likely be him.”

Her mother had provided different details. “You must be careful about sex because, right now, in the UK, it is still not so easy to get an abortion, not like it is here. So, be careful in any liaisons. Best to avoid them all together unless you can gather good intelligence via pillow talk. But, if some nice fellow at our Embassy catches your eye, that is fine. If necessary, they can arrange for an Embassy staffer to perform an abortion.”

They were so strict that, other than her parents, she couldn’t tell any of her friends what she was about to do. Other than saying the government is sending her for training, no other details. Her friends, having grown up in the secrecy of the USSR, know better than to ask questions. Her father is high-ranking, if she gets an opportunity others don’t, it won’t raise any red flags. Even if they guess correctly what the plan is, they will keep their mouths shut. At the same time, that meant there was no farewell party, no last get-together. Just notes they made her write, with different dates on them. Updating her friends, one by one, spaced over a period of 6 months. They can tell each other ‘Oh, I heard from Maria’. To slowly get across the idea she won’t be back any time soon. She wonders, when she finally returns home, if any of them will remember her...

Her father had also explained that, once she lands a job, within about 3 months, she would need to move to a different address. So as to weaken the trail. Someone at the Embassy could help her if she didn’t feel up to looking on her own. “You cannot take any roommates,” he had instructed. “You must live alone. It is very important to maintain secrecy.” Her mother was also philosophical. “It’s not a life sentence, darling, most people get their cover blown sooner rather than later. And the UK is a relatively civilized place. They will just send you back and trade you for the woman you are impersonating.” None of their advice made Maria feel stronger. She sensed that, for both of them it was just a game. And that, secretly, they were laughing at her.

She wonders what the point of it all is. She certainly wasn’t given the opportunity of turning it down. Her parents made that clear. So, it’s a scheme. She wonders if it will bear fruit? Or prove futile? But she feels like a pawn. A pawn in a game that she’s forced to play whether she wants to or not. Her father had been adamant: 

“You will be making a major contribution in our ongoing efforts to destroy the West. You must remember, at all times you are in the UK, that the West is our enemy. If we are to advance the cause of communism, and bring about the Fifth International, as some still aspire to do, people like you are the ones who will make it happen. Your efforts are essential.”

Maria hears all this in her mind, playing like a tape. She remembers all that they said. It was almost like an indoctrination. “And when I get to the UK, I am to get an important job. A job that gives me access to information. But also, a job that allows me to ‘sleep’.” That is what her superiors told her. To sleep and to wait. “Be in the right place at the right time,” that was their directive. “There are others who are also sleeping in the UK and we will put you in touch with them.” Who knows how long it will take before there is something important to do? No one. “But that is what I am prepared to do, to wait, to sleep, until such time as I am needed. For the Motherland. I must be brave. To serve the Motherland. So again, my name is Angela Ashton. And I am going home.”
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Toronto, ON 

August 2015

Darby

Biography is detective work and I had vowed I’d never write another biography, especially of a living person.

Now, dead people’s biographies are another matter. Much safer terrain. Sometimes, there are living witnesses, sources to tap, but more usually it’s just files and documents, visits to libraries, museums and archives, dusty tomes and crumbling letters. And, when you write biographies of authors as I do, men and women of the pen as it were, you can nearly always count on a trove of written material, some of it valuable but often a mishmash of discarded drafts and pages of crossed-out lines. But there are always gems there for discovery, if you dig hard enough and search ruthlessly, as I do.

But with a living person, not only do you have the subject to contend with – in the flesh if it’s an authorized biography – but also a host of living sources, a shrilling, yapping horde of people in various states of cooperation, who are convinced their insights are the definitive ones.

I’ve worked as a biographer for so long now, well over 10 years, probably closer to 15, that I start to forget why I got into writing biography. What really intrigues me most about it is the pursuit of the truth; writers, especially famous authors, take on a kind of aura, a canonization that sets them apart from who they really are, leaving the public to just see that, and not the real person underneath. Writers and writing, are sometimes glorified, so people forget it’s really just a job, it’s a way for someone to make a living. Some fiction writers do exceptionally well at it. But when you start to set the work they produce in the context of their full lives, you shine a spotlight on the full person. Many of them are not saints; some of them have really obnoxious habits. At the same time, unearthing the truth is ongoing detective work. The best biography relies on the biographer relentlessly tapping numerous sources, sifting, sifting, much like a miner panning for gold. And the gold is always there. There are frequently patterns in the writer’s life that you find, and realize they are essential to understanding the writer’s work.
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