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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Traveling in the Soviet Union, I was surprised to find, every now and then, KGB and Intourist representatives who could unbend a little and temper their reflexes of suspicion and defensiveness toward Americans. If I named them, it would not help their careers, but this book is dedicated to them, with gratitude for adding a humane dimension to what was often a rather bleak and scary experience.


Special thanks to the KGB man (or woman) who went to lunch (or was it dinner?) with us in Moscow (Leningrad? Kiev?) and, sitting down smiling, pushed the small flower vase toward me and said in a droll whisper, “Speak clearly.”


I hope that humorist finds a bootleg copy of this book. I wouldn’t hold out for a Russian translation.




Have you noticed that the most subtle shedders of blood have almost always been the most civilized gentlemen?…if civilization has not made man more bloodthirsty, it has at least made him more hideously and abominably bloodthirsty. Formerly he saw bloodshed as an act of justice, and with a clear conscience exterminated whomever he thought he should. And now we consider bloodshed an abomination, yet engage in this abomination more than ever.





—FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY 
Notes from the Underground




PROLOGUE: NICK


They would be watching the airport. Couldn’t go back there. Try Amtrak? The bus depots? I stepped out of the grubby phone booth and tried to collect my thoughts.


They had Valerie. The man who picked up the phone told me so, in Russian. That was fast work. A good thing I’d had the cab let me off here, several blocks from home.


They won’t hurt her. Not until they can get some mileage out of it.


The air was crisp and smelled clean for Boston, traffic staying home with November’s first snowfall waiting heavy in the starless sky. Using my hand to occult a streetlamp, I could just see a few flakes darting in the light breeze.


Driving would be hazardous. They say the first snowfall’s a bitch even if it’s just a flurry. And me not having driven in snow since Iowa, twenty years ago.


Maybe I should take the T up to South Station and get on the first train to anywhere. No. They might have had time to cover it They might have had time to figure things out. So they could be frightened enough to kill me on sight. Which might be best for all concerned. Might might might. I would find a car.


I could just flag down the next cab and have him take me a few hundred miles. Too conspicuous, though, a hired cab on the interstate at this hour. The KGB couldn’t mobilize the Massachusetts Highway Patrol, but it wasn’t just the KGB I was worried about. A nice anonymous car would be best. I remembered there was a large parking lot behind the grocery store here on Central Square, and headed toward it.


There was a bar slouching next to the parking lot, not the kind of place I normally frequent, but the broken flickering EATS sign made my stomach growl. I’d only picked at the excellent meal on the Concorde, jetlagged and nervous, and had been running hard since it landed at Dulles. Nobody would be looking for me here, not yet. I could spare a few minutes for a beer and a snack.


The air in the bar was hot and rich with cooking smells—Greek smells, onion and garlic fried in olive oil. The bar had seen better days, probably when Hoover was president. The only remaining sign of elegance past was the long bar of dark oak, expensive detailing slowly eroding under the bartender’s cloth. Otherwise the place was all aged Formica and linoleum, dull under the muted glow of plastic pseudo-Tiffany lamps advertising cheap beer. I sat down on the end stool. The brass footrail had holes worn in it from a half century of scuffing.


The woman behind the bar shuffled over and leaned heavily toward me. “What’ll it be, honey?” she asked, instantly endearing herself to me. I ordered some pretzels and a beer and, on impulse, a shot of ouzo. There were several brands behind the bar, Greek neighborhood; I picked the one whose name was hardest to pronounce. I said it with a perfect accent and she nodded, unimpressed.


I watched thirty seconds of Gilligan and his island while she drew the beer and selected the proper package of pretzels. She poured a generous shot of ouzo and slid it over. “You’re a pr’fessor, right?”


“It’s that obvious ?”


“Educated guess.” She laughed.


I touched the watch and stared at her. “Tell me why.”


“You, uh, you said ‘please’ and, well, you look like the kind of guy who don’t go to places like this. You know, tie and all. Like you’re, like you’re slumming?” She looked confused and moved to the other end of the bar.


I knocked back the shot of ouzo in one hard stab of licorice fire, and shuddered. One brandy after dinner doesn’t train you for this sort of thing.


“Stuff’ll grow hair on your throat,” the other man at the bar said. Late twenties, unshaven, swarthy, wearing a rumpled army-surplus field jacket and incongruous sunglasses.


“Celebrate the first snow,” I said, shrugging off my overcoat.


“Teach at Harvard?”


“MIT,” I said.


“Engineer?”


“No, psychology. Mechanics of language acquisition. Through semiotics.” That should encourage conversation.


“Sem-me-autics,” he said, sounding it out. “What’s so dangerous about semiotics?”


“What do you mean?” I said, knowing what he meant.


“How come a psychology professor carries a gun?” He had the sort of “directed whisper” that British men cultivate, though his accent was coastal South Carolina. I could hear him clearly from eight feet away, but I, was sure no one else could.


“That’s annoying,” I said softly. “The tailor charged me a great deal. He claimed that only a real pro could spot it.”


“There you go,” he said with a small proud smirk. “Come on. What’s your real racket?”


“Psychology,” I said. “Teaching and writing, some consultant work.” I actually did publish a paper or two every year on language acquisition and semiotics, but that was a smoke screen, or protective coloration. The Institute would not approve of my most important work, since they have a policy against conducting secret research in defense matters—even if the country you are defending is the United States. In my case, it was not.


“Sure, psychology. If you say so, Doc.” He carefully poured beer right up to the rim of his glass.


I stared at him. “And what line of work would you be in? To know about such matters?” He laughed sardonically. “No, really,” I said, and kept staring.


He laughed again, nervously this time. “I—this is crazy.”


“Yes,” I said, and didn’t blink.


“I… I do lots of things.” Dots of sweat appeared on his forehead and upper lip. “I deal dope. Heroin and coke, mostly. Got three girls down in the Zone. Used to do some wet work there. You know.”


“I don’t know. Tell me about it.”


“I-I messed up some people for the, for the local, you know. The Family. Killed one, piece a cake. Piece a fuckin’ cake. Back a the head, one shot, pow. From across the room, one shot.”


“That’s good,” I whispered. “Do you have a gun with you now?”


“Sure. In this business—”


“Give it to me.”


“Hey. I couldn’t.”


“Walk over here and slip it to me under the bar, where no one can see.” He shook his head hard, then eased off the barstool, sidled over, and passed me a small bright-blue automatic. I never took my eyes off him. It works better that way. “Now. Do you have any heroin?”


“Yeah, five bags primo.”


“Do you have the means for injecting it?”


“The works, yeah.”


“Good. I want you to go into the men’s room and inject all of it into yourself.”


“Hey. I couldn’t take that much even when I was on it. Kill a fuckin’ horse.”


“Nevertheless, you will do it. Inject it into a vein. In the men’s room. Now.”


He shook his head but his eyes returned to mine. Then he went back to where his beer was and looked at it, but didn’t get back on the stool. “Now!” I whispered sharply. He shuffled back toward the men’s room.


An unusual degree of resistance. Probably an approach-retreat confusion due to being an ex-addict Like I feel about cigarettes.


I gave him a few minutes, finishing my beer. A man stood up and headed for the john; I quickly followed him. I got there just in time to block the entrance as he came backing out. He touched me and spun around, agitated. “Hey there’s a guy—”


I put a finger to my lips. “Shh, I know. There’s a man throwing up in the toilet. That’s what you saw. Disgusting, isn’t it?”


He nodded slowly. “Yeah. Guys oughta learn how much they can handle.”


“You are going to leave and never come back to this place.”


“Yeah. Right.”


“Don’t forget your coat. Don’t forget to pay.” You have to cover details like that.


“Sure.” I watched him retrieve his coat and reach for his wallet and then turned my attention to the men’s room. It was an ugly place, thick purple paint rolled over walls and partitions, the porcelain appliances yellowed and cracked. Smell of old piss and too little cheap disinfectant. I used the urinal from a safe distance.


He was slumped on the toilet with his head between his knees, knuckles on the grimy floor. The hypodermic was still stuck in his forearm, its reservoir full of blood, and a thin trickle of blood ran down to pool in his palm. I put a finger to his carotid artery. The pulse was shallow and irregular.


It stopped. I shoved the body back into a more upright posture, so it wouldn’t be discovered right away. Like hauling on a bag of grain, hard work for a man my age. There was some blood on the floor but I scuffed it into amalgamation with the background dirt. A wad of paper served to jam the stall door closed.


I went back to the bar and signaled the bartender. She came over, and I leaned close. “What do I look like?” I asked softly.


“What?”


I stared at her. “Describe me, please.”


“Tall guy. White, bushy white beard, well dressed—”


“No. I am black, short, bald, and wearing work clothes. Greasy jeans and an Exxon shirt that says Freddy on the pocket. Right?”


“Exxon shirt with Freddy on the pocket.”


“Good.” I looked down the row of booths and found a likely prospect, a young man with a parking-lot ticket sticking out of his shirt pocket. He was sitting next to a pretty girl who was drinking diet soda from a can; he had a draft beer. They were talking quietly.


I sat down across from them. “Hey,” he said. “What—”


I turned it up. “How much have you had to drink?”


“Just this one beer.”


“Good. Come on, we’re going for a drive.”


He scratched his head. “Okay. Where to?” Good question. They’d expect me to go to New York; especially the KGB. They seem to think all the rest of the country is a suburb of Manhattan.


“North. Up to Maine.”


“What part?”


“I don’t know. I’ve never been there.”


“What about me?” the girl said. “Can I come along?”


I hesitated. It might be slightly safer for me that way, if not for her. Willing hostage. “If we left you here, could you get home all right?”


“Sure. My father’s the cook.”


“You go home with your father. Tell him—what’s your name?”


“Richard.”


“Tell him Richard had to leave early, to pick up some medicine for a sick friend. He’ll be out of town for a few days. And you never saw me. Never at all.”


She looked vaguely through me, focusing on the TV set at the end of the bar. “Uh-huh. Bye, Rich.”


I left a couple of dollars on the table. Then we put on our coats and walked out into the swirling night.




CHAPTER ONE


The man who calls himself Nicholas Foley—Dr. Nicholas Foley, a full professor in MIT’s psychology department—was born Nikola Ulinov, in Leningrad, in 1935. It was not the best time to grow up there.


Leningrad is the most European of Soviet cities, partly from cultural tradition and partly from simple propinquity to Europe. Finland is not too long a drive away, and today, people who are allowed to can cross over into Helsinki and buy computers and jazz records and play roulette for Finnish charities. Finns seem to like Russians now, or at least tolerate them.


But they were not fond of the Russians after Stalin’s 1939 invasion, and so it was Finnish soldiers who reinforced Hitler’s battalions, converging on Leningrad on the eve of Nikola Ulinov’s sixth birthday. Leningrad was ready for them. There weren’t many Soviet soldiers there—Stalin, having no love for the European city, had drawn most of the troops toward Moscow for the coming winter—but the civilians had been trained in street-fighting techniques. Molotov cocktails were mass-produced and distributed. Weapons oiled and ammunition portioned out. The people were ready to defend their city street by street against the implacable enemy. If the Nazis wanted Leningrad badly enough, they would no doubt have it. But they would first pay a terrible price.


Hitler, or his advisers, outmaneuvered the Soviets. They saw there was no need to go into the city and fight. All you had to do was cut off all avenues of supply, and let the natives try to live through a Russian winter without food or fuel. Throw in some artillery. At least a third of the city’s three million would die. And then when spring came, simply lift the siege, and push the survivors out to disrupt the rest of the Soviet Union.


The strategy did take Leningrad by surprise, but it didn’t work out quite as neatly as Hitler had hoped. More than a million did die, but the others didn’t cave in. They lived on moldy grain and shoe leather and hope and hate—until three Russian winters finally did to Hitler what one had done to Napoleon. Leningrad and Russia won, even if the price they paid would warp the city and the country with grief and fear for the rest of the century.


(Leningrad’s reward for heroism was to become a noncity populated by nonpersons. Malenkov and Beria implemented Stalin’s distaste for the Western city by destroying, or hiding in inaccessible archives, all written records of the Siege.)


Five-year-old Nikola knew there was a war going on, and like most boy children, he vaguely approved of the idea. Even when the artillery and bombs began dropping into the city, when sleep was pinched off by air-raid sirens—even then, it provoked excitement more than fear. An interesting game with obscure rules.


Then one day at noon an artillery round or a bomb fell across the street, and Nikola ran outside breathless with excitement, and saw his best friend’s father stumbling bloodsoaked out of the wreckage of their flat, carrying cradled in his arms what was left of his son, blown to bloody rags and dying there in front of Nikola with a last bubbling moan. From then on he would remember the war as quite real, and terrible. And some parts would be too terrible to remember.


The Leningraders tried to get their children out of the city before the fighting started in earnest. Nikola loaded a suitcase almost as big as he was aboard a boxcar headed for the relative safety of Novgorod. They never made it. Nazi Messerschmitts, perhaps thinking it was a freight train, bombed and strafed the children unmercifully. Nikola’s suitcase may have saved him; at any rate, the clothes and foodstuffs inside absorbed two bullets while he cowered behind it in the screaming dark. (Forty years later Nick Foley would still have trouble facing a locker room, or any such crowded sweaty place. The source of the small anxiety attacks was a mystery to him, which he accepted along with other small mysteries.)


The Messerschmitts finally ran out of ammunition. A nearby farming community took care of Nikola and the other surviving children for a couple of weeks, and then a night convoy of blacked-out trucks and ambulances took them back to Leningrad. The children were to be rerouted east to Kirov and Sverdlovsk, and most of them did make it. Nikola didn’t. He found himself suddenly without a family, and while that problem was being straightened out, the last train left.


His mother and father might have been alive at that time, but Nikola would never know. They had been arrested by the NKVD, imprisoned as spies for Nazi Germany.


It was not impossible. His father was a German citizen who had immigrated to Russia in the twenties, declaring great sympathy for the Revolution and even changing his name from Feldstein to Ulinov. He had been a philology professor at Heidelberg; in due course he joined the philology department at Leningrad State University.


So to a certain cast of mind, he was triply not to be trusted: an intellectual, a German, a Jew. Why would a German Jew, however lapsed in his religion, want to spy for Hitler? This was not the kind of question that much bothered that cast of mind. Ulinov and his wife were locked up pending transfer to Lubyanka, the forbidding prison in Moscow, but they never made the trip. Sometime during the siege, they either starved to death or were executed. The records claimed execution but, perversely, that status was sometimes conferred after the fact. An informal quota system.


It would be many years before Nikola would know any of this. The authorities explained that his parents had been taken from him by the Nazis, and he had no reason to question that.


Having missed the exodus, Nikola wound up living with Arkady Vavilov, who had been his father’s elderly boss, and the old man’s wife. He could hardly have found better surrogate parents than the Vavilovs. Missing their own grown children, they showered love and attention on him. What was more important to Nikola’s tortuous future, though, was the fact that Vavilov was a linguist and a language teacher. And both the Vavilovs spoke English—American English, having spent years in New York.


Foreign languages were nothing new to the boy. Nikola’s parents had brought him up to be equally fluent in German and Russian, and found that he was a thirsty sponge for languages. Professor Ulinov had amused himself by teaching the boy basic vocabularies in French, Japanese, and Finnish. His surrogate father added a little to two of those, but concentrated on the language of those strange folks who would eventually bring the Soviet Union the Lend-Lease Act and other problems.


Vavilov had lots of time, since his part of the university had been shut down. They made a game, if a rather grim one, out of the English lessons. When Arkady or his wife finally came home from the long ration line, they would take Nikola’s portion of the bread (and much of their own, which he would never know) and carefully divide it into sixteen equal portions. Each piece would be a reward for a lesson properly recited. Hunger turned out to be an effective aid to what would later be called “the acquisition of languages”—especially during the hardest times, when an individual’s bread ration was down to four ounces a day. When the siege lifted after nine hundred days, Nikola was not quite nine years old, but his English was better than that of most Americans a couple of years older. This did not escape the government’s attention for long.


During the course of the war, for reasons that were important at the time, the NKVD that had presided over Nikola’s parents’ deaths changed its initials to NKGB. In March of 1946, it became the MGB, and it was the MGB who came looking for young citizens fluent in English. In 1949 it latched on to fourteen-year-old Nikola Ulinov, with his huge vocabulary, impeccable grammar, and pronounced Bronx accent.


They would have to work on the accent, but otherwise he was perfect. A leader in the local Komsomol, he was an almost fanatic patriot. (In the jargon of his ultimate profession, you might say that he was fixated on Soviet Communism as an outlet for the militant enthusiasm that was the external manifestation of the tensions generated by his frustrated adolescent sexuality and ambiguous self-image.) Other factors: He didn’t look at all Russian, with his mother’s Aryan features and blond hair. He had no living relatives. He had been toughened by war and privation; like all Leningraders he had seen a thousand faces of death, and you either learned to live with that terrible knowledge or went mad. Nikola seemed to be bleakly sane.


He would make a magnificent spy.


The MGB had gone to a great deal of trouble and expense to build an ersatz American small town in the middle of an Azerbaijan wheat field. It was called Rivertown and was supposed to be in Kansas.


The people who went there were only allowed to speak Russian once a week (a “self-criticism” session, but most of them looked forward to it). A few older ones ran shops or taught school or acted as policemen, firemen, and so forth. Seven of the school-teachers were transplanted Americans who had grown up in the Midwest. They taught English and history, but mainly they taught:




How to sit in a public place
When to defer to adults, and when to be rebellious
How to use a knife and fork
The various kissings and touchings appropriate for different stages of a relationship
How to behave in a public bathroom or shower
How to spend money
What things a small-town boy or girl from Kansas would not know





It was a stressful life, but had its advantages. Meat at least twice a day, when most Russians were lucky to see it once a week. American cars for learning how to drive. A library full of books, most of which were not available to the rest of the country’s school-children. Coke and coffee, imported at some expense.


Nikola, who was now called Nicky or Nicholas, grew to dread seeing those seven hawk-eyed American mentors. When they weren’t around, he could play his part perfectly, but as soon as one of them looked at him, his accent would slip or he would stand too close to someone, talking; hold his coffee cup wrong; forget to cross his legs; cuss or not cuss in the wrong situation. All seven of these foreigners reported directly to the MGB, and Nicky had no illusions as to what the MGB could do to people who disappointed them. He didn’t know the seven considered him their star pupil.


He had useful talents aside from playacting and academics. One that could have cut his espionage career short was marksmanship: he had uncanny ability with a pistol. He was almost drafted for the 1952 Olympics, but the MGB held on to him. Linguist, pistol shot, ballroom dancer—if he could only tell one wine from another, he could have been a regular James Bond.


They couldn’t make a mathematician out of him, though, which frustrated the MGB’s plans. They had wanted to insert him into the United States after he’d finished Rivertown High, to excel in physics or engineering and eventually wind up in a sensitive research position. But calculus was a smooth unclimbable wall to him. Reluctantly they decided to let him follow his natural leanings.


So as his eighteenth birthday approached, they assembled a dossier that gave Nicholas Foley a complete and tragic past. Found abandoned soon after birth, Nicky was raised in an orphanage in Lawrence, Kansas. The orphanage is one that actually did exist, but it burned to the ground, along with all records, in 1947. Nicky survived and was adopted by Neil and Pamela Foley, who died together in an automobile accident in 1952. (None of this tragedy was arranged by Soviet intelligence, who don’t make a practice of murdering innocent foreigners; they just studied a few Kansas newspapers.) The court appointed a guardian for Nicky, but he ran away.


A few days before his eighteenth birthday, Nick got off an Aeroflot plane in Toronto, bluffed past customs, then wandered around the city for a couple of days making sure he wasn’t being followed. He took a bus to Ottawa and a train back. He crossed the border at Niagara in a Greyhound, got on the train in Buffalo, and in three days wound up in Lawrence, Kansas, where he walked to the Selective Service office and volunteered for the draft.


Two years in the post-Korea American army did nothing to shake his faith in the Soviet system (a stint in the Soviet army might have); he was possibly the best Communist ever to earn the Good Conduct Medal and go to school on the GI Bill. And go to school he did, as prearranged: B.A., Psychology, University of Kansas, 1959; M.A. Linguistics, University of Iowa, 1961; Ph.D. Psychology, also Iowa, 1963. He settled in to teach in Iowa City and wait for his first assignment. It would be two years in coming.




CHAPTER TWO: NICK


I arrived in Cambridge more than twenty years ago, glad to be escaping the Iowa winters, looking forward to the intellectual stimulation and challenge I knew the MIT and Harvard communities would provide—and also looking forward to my first meeting with an actual American Office KGB agent. Though technically I was one myself, of course.


I’d studied and taught at Iowa for almost six years without so much as a cryptic postcard. Then one night I was working late at the office grading finals, and a woman walked in, smiled, handed me an envelope, and left without a word. In the envelope was a clipping from the Journal of Educational Psychology advertising an opening for an assistant professor at MIT. I applied and got the job right away.


(That’s one problem with this kind of life. When things go well, you can never be sure whether it’s good luck and reward for ability, or strings being pulled on your behalf. Another problem, obviously, is paranoia, and I would soon have advice about that.)


A small stack of mail was waiting for me at MIT, mostly journals and advertising circulars. There was also a note in an envelope with no return address: “We must talk. Let us have a picnic at Walden Pond on Thursday, September 9th. Meet me at noon by the ruins of the cabin. Bring a bottle of red wine—VL”


Over the past twenty years, most of my contacts with Vladimir Lubenov—or anybody else from the KGB—have been outdoors, even when it meant standing in ten-degree weather with the snow falling horizontally. This first meeting, though, was pleasant: a place of quiet beauty, leaves changing color, surprisingly few people. There was only one person at the rectangle of stones that marked the place where Thoreau had lived so economically, and he was holding a picnic basket. We shook hands American style and he introduced himself. I started to say something in Russian, but he cut me off with a sharp jerk of his head and then a self-effacing laugh. “Paranoia, Nicholas. Paranoia is its own reward.” He had a rather thick Russian accent, Moscow.


We took basket and bottle up to the top of a small rise, where we could see for quite a distance in every direction—something we certainly wouldn’t do today. They could shine a laser on a nearby leaf and pick up our conversation from its vibrations. Or something.


Over a weird lunch of Chinese-restaurant takeout food and French table wine, Vladimir gave me a broad outline of what I was to do and be for the next few years.


“Of course you are aware,” he said, not looking at me, setting out white boxes on a small checkered cloth, “you are aware that our… Committee is very changed from the time when you and I went through our training.” We were about the same age. “Less use of force. Very little use of force.”


“I know. But I didn’t miss the Stashinski trial. Nor Khokhlov.”


“Khokhlov!” He said it like a curse. Khokhlov had been a senior KGB officer who, a few years before, was given an assassination job in West Berlin and, instead of carrying it out, turned himself over to the American authorities. He brought some interesting weapons with him, things you can’t buy in a sporting-goods store, not even today. Vladimir looked at me carefully. “Perhaps I can understand his being reluctant to murder a stranger in cold blood. But he could have refused the assignment. This is not 1948.”


“Do you think it did much harm?”


“To the KGB, you mean, or the Soviet Union?” I shrugged. “Perhaps it’s not a bad thing for our enemies to think us capable of…excess. I suppose in that ruthless sense it serves both the Committee and the Motherland. The other side of the coin, though, is that the CIA is of course capable of excess itself. Things like this make it easier for them to justify their actions.”


“Did we actually try to kill him afterward? Thallium poisoning?”


“I don’t know.” He grimaced. “The Thirteenth Department doesn’t confide in me. Thallium does seem unnecessarily exotic.


“At any rate, your own assignment is straightforward enough and, for the time being, includes nothing illegal. No thallium assassinations. We want you to function as a ‘spotter.’ Simply keep your eyes open, looking for people who might be of use to the KGB, inside your part of the MIT academic community.”


“People who express Communist sympathies?”


“Yes, of course. Also first-generation Americans from the Soviet Union or Eastern Europe. People in financial trouble, especially. It’s easier to buy an American than to convince him ideologically.”


“All right. But we didn’t go to all this trouble just to put a spotter in MIT’s psychology department”


“No. But almost all of MIT is of potential importance. We can’t know yet what your ultimate assignment will be. Simply advance in your field and don’t do anything politically suspicious. There will come a time, maybe five years, maybe ten, when we will need a man with your credentials, and a spotless record.


“Meanwhile, I will stay in contact with you. Of course it’s best that you know as little about me as possible, not even my real name.”


“What if I need to get in touch with you?”


“You won’t need to, not at this stage of your assignment. At any rate, I don’t live in Boston, nowhere near.”


“But what if my true identity is discovered?”


“You may go to jail,” he said softly, “or be deported. Nothing worse. I wouldn’t worry about violence from the CIA or any of the other intelligence agencies, not unless our silent war becomes much noisier.


“Besides, the only law you’ve broken is that of illegal immigration, which you did ten years ago as a juvenile. And some small lies that might be considered misdemeanors, in connection with maintaining your identity. ‘Spotting’ isn’t high-level espionage; they don’t devote that much energy to countering it.”


“I suppose. So how will I get the information to you? Meetings like this?”


“Generally not. There are more secure ways. You’ll be instructed.” He got up suddenly and dusted off his trousers. “It was good meeting you.” We shook hands. He turned abruptly, took a couple of steps and turned back. “Oh. Do you still have the pistols from Iowa?” I had coached the ROTC pistol team.


“Yes… I don’t know whether to—”


“No, don’t register them. Better to take the small chance of exposure. We can’t afford to have any of our people on that particular list.”


“I should keep them, then?”


“In a safe place. One never knows.” He checked his watch and then hurried down the leaf-strewn path. I wouldn’t see him again for several years.


I sat on the hill for a while thinking and, not having shed my starving-student ways, finished all the chow mein and sweet-and-sour pork, and washed it down with red wine. I still have the basket. It gives me heartburn to look at it.


My instruction as a spotter began the next morning. There was a large MIT Interoffice Memo envelope on my desk; inside it was a pad of pale-blue notepaper, matching envelopes, and a long note, handwritten in Russian.


The notepaper was “safe,” the note said, purchased in a New York dime store and devoid of fingerprints. Most of my spotting reports would be written on it and then dead-dropped—left in a public place for another agent to pick up, unless a curious child or streetcleaner got there first.


I was to write each report with a different safe typewriter, a cheap one bought in a pawnshop and then disposed of. The respondent suggested that I wipe it clean of fingerprints and leave it inconspicuously in a public place, letting an American thief be my accomplice.


At the time, I was extremely annoyed by the cloak-and-dagger caution of the arrangements. It probably wouldn’t be smart to write the reports on MIT letterheads and sign my name to them, but this seemed to be laughably excessive. Now, I’m not so sure. Both sides in this game can be thorough.
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