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April 3, 1983

Oimyakon Province, Eastern Siberia


. . . and beside our cabin a stream rushes over the icy rocks and brave weeds fivemiles down Suntar Ridge before emptying into the headwaters of the Upper TungaRiver. But on that stretch of river before the junction, where it passes by our cabin,it has never been named. So I would propose to call it Nadia’s River, after my wife.And because “nadia” is short for nadezhda, which means “hope,” the name alsocomes out River of Hope. Oh, what irony! And perhaps all my misery could bejustified if only there were to appear on Soviet maps, in the midst of this long-suffering, hope-starved land, a river bearing such a name.


In the dim candlelight of the tiny cabin, the man with the stub nose put down his pencil and rubbed his old eyes. He had no desire to write this, to second-guess fate. What was the point? To live was to suffer. The only surprise was that any light at all should shine in the darkness.

But he wasn’t doing this for himself. It was for Nadia.

Stepan Bragin looked up from his manuscript and surveyed his cabin. It was built in the style of a Mongolian yurt — a hexagonal room with timber walls and no windows (which was why he worked by candlelight, though the sun shone outside). Furniture ringed the walls creating areas that passed for a bedroom, a kitchen and a den. In the center, an iron stove crackled pleasantly, filling the air with the scent of pine. The cabin was little more than a hunter’s hut, but in Siberia the supreme luxury was warmth, and in this respect the little yurt might as well have been a palace.

Stepan went on with his work. It was excruciating. He wrote in English, so each word had to be exhumed from the cemetery of his mind. It had been decades since his thoughts had spoken to him in his native tongue, and now, to face the strangeness of those foreign words was to gaze back across a tundra of lost years to someone he barely knew, to a man he used to be. 

After several hours, he could write no more, and he put down his pencil. He looked toward his wife.

Nadia lay on the pine bed he had built for her in a desperate bid to improve her comfort now that she was bedridden. Her eyes were open, and she was watching him.

He smiled. “You’re awake.”

“I didn’t want to disturb you,” she said. “You were so intent.”

“Yes, well . . .” he said and slammed closed the book. He didn’t finish the thought. Instead he stretched his arms and yawned noisily.

Nadia wasn’t fooled. “What were you doing?”

Stepan knew where the question was leading, and he changed the subject. He pointed at the bed. “We never made love on this bed.”

Nadia smiled wearily. “Some other time, dear.”

Stepan blinked at that, and he looked at her as though for the first time. Her skin, pale from her long illness, was still as brown as milk chocolate. She had a round, dinner-plate face, and coal-black eyes that were oriental in shape. She was not a beautiful woman; her face was puffy and her eyes were too far apart. Her build, invisible beneath the blankets, was squat, like a large dwarf. But she would always be Stepan’s Mongolian angel, and looking at her then, as always, brought a lump to his throat.

Stepan went to her and sat down on the edge of the bed. He straightened the blanket over her chest. “Are you cold?”

“Stepan, I want to talk about what I said last night.”

He grimaced. “All right. But first, let me get some wood for the stove.”

“Don’t be long.”

He jumped to his feet and hurried out.

It was late morning on Suntar Ridge, and the sunlight danced on the snow. Stepan was relieved to be outdoors, away from the cloud of death that hung within the cabin. He had spent his life watching men die, yet his spirit had never wholly hardened to the pitiless brutality of that last desperate struggle, though sometime after his twentieth mass grave it did get easier. Leave it to Nadia to make him feel the pain all over again.

The thought shamed him. It was a grim business, this, but grief was the price he had to pay for his return to the world of men. He had always known there would be a price. In a few minutes, Nadia would ask an even greater price of him, and he couldn’t think of how to refuse. It terrified him.

Stepan crunched over the snow to the wood pile, where he spent several minutes picking through the logs for just the right mix, as though choosing well could somehow make everything right again. To his left, a small stream ran, the starting point for the melting snow’s violent, thousand-mile journey to the Arctic Sea. Stepan thought about what he had written that morning and realized he was pleased with the portion about naming the river after Nadia. Of course, it was too much to hope that such a thing would ever come to pass, but what an idea! He smiled at his audacity.

He looked at the stream. It had begun to flow briskly with spring runoff. It occurred to him suddenly that he had lived through another Siberian winter. The thought brought him no comfort.

He filled his arms and went back into the cabin. He set the wood beside the stove and then pushed two logs into the hearth. He latched the grate and stood up to stretch his back.

He turned toward Nadia, and his blood went cold. Her eyes were squeezed shut and her face was contorted in pain.

“Nadia!” he cried and ran to her side.

“Oh, god,” she said and arched forward into a sitting position.

Stepan took her hand. Her grip tightened like a vise. She gasped and fought the pain as though it were an enemy trying to possess her body. Stepan sat helplessly beside her willing her sickness to pass through her hand into his body. But it would not, and the invisible enemy remained hidden within her.

He cursed the cruelty of his fate. Here he sat, sixty years old and as healthy as a Siberian buffalo, while his young bride withered away before his eyes.

The spasm passed, and Nadia fell panting back onto the bed. Stepan took a cloth from the bedside table and dabbed her forehead.

“They’re getting worse,” he said.

Nadia nodded.

“Perhaps I could get the doctor to come out and see — ”

“He won’t come.”

He knew she was right. Their cabin rested in one of the most remote places on earth, the Oimyakon province of Yakutia in eastern Siberia. There were only two ways to reach them — by helicopter or jeep. No one was going to pay for a helicopter, and the eight-hour jeep ride . . . well, it wasn’t going to happen. Not for a terminal cancer patient.

For the moment at least, Nadia was at peace. She looked at Stepan, and he braced himself for what was coming.

“Have you thought about what I asked?” she said.

Stepan dropped his eyes. He had thought of little else.

“Oh, Nadia,” he said. “I’m so old.”

“Stepan, look at me.”

He raised his head.

“I’m not dying,” she said.

Stepan stared blankly at her. 

“It looks that way, I’ll grant you,” she said with a thin smile. “But that’s just our narrow point of view. What we call death is part of a migration, like a reindeer going to the taiga in winter.”

This last analogy seemed to please her. Nadia was an Urguma Eskimo, a nomadic people who lived by herding reindeer across the tundra.

Stepan smiled too. He loved it when she talked like this, even if he didn’t understand half of what she was saying. She had a reassuring voice that rose and fell like notes in a melody. Her pronunciation was strangely clipped, which betrayed that she was not a native Russian speaker. But then, neither was he.

“We’re all gods making a great journey,” she said.

“To where?”

“Heaven.”

Stepan sighed. He wished he could believe that with one-tenth of Nadia’s conviction. Like all her people, Nadia was animistic. Gods moved everything: the snow, the sun, the grass and the sky. Her Soviet education, with its foundation of atheism, had failed to dislodge this faith. And how could it? Nadia didn’t just believe in this world of the gods of the lower case, she inhabited it. Stepan, on the other hand, had lived his life among men, and he had seen little there that could be called magical. Men were animals. They lived like animals; they treated each other like animals; and they died like animals.

A gust rattled the door, but inside the cabin it remained warm. Stepan could hear the logs cracking in the hearth, logs he had split last summer, back when Nadia’s illness first began to reveal itself, back when there was still hope . . .

“Maybe you’re right,” he said.

“So you’ll do it?”

He could, of course, say “yes,” and then not carry through. Who would fault him for a merciful lie made to appease a superstitious, dying woman? Anyone could see that her request was unreasonable. Stepan was not even a free man. The land his wife loved, the land of her gods, was the land of his exile. Siberia was Stepan’s prison. Its severe climate, isolation and unfathomable immensity kept him locked away behind walls more insurmountable than anything men could have built.

But could he betray Nadia, even with a lie of mercy? She had loved him, him!, the man with the stub nose, the man whose nose had fallen away from frostbite.

What had she seen in him? He had often pondered that mystery. After all those years in the prison camps he had hardened into something that was only barely a man. He was like a piece of fruit whose pit had grown and grown until there was no fruit left at all, just the hard pit nobody wanted. But she had wanted him. She had married him and given him four years of happiness. After the misery of his life, there was a miracle.

So the question of her extracting a promise had never really been in doubt. He would give her his word, and what’s more, the vow would be kept. That’s what the manuscript was all about. It was his insurance.

Nadia believed that in order for Stepan’s soul to ascend to heaven, his earthly body had to be buried in the land of his birth. For Stepan, that meant a long journey to a place he had nearly forgotten, to a land where they spoke a different language, and where he was known by another name.

Stepan smiled bravely and patted Nadia’s hand. “We swore eternity, my love.”

Nadia closed her eyes and sighed. “Thank you.”

And then from somewhere far, far away, she said, “The spirits have kept you alive for a purpose, Stepan. Perhaps in this quest you will at last find it.”

Nadia fell asleep, and Stepan went back to his papers.

That evening, she awoke feeling better. She sipped some reindeer broth and then told Stepan stories about her life as a child in an Urguma tribe. She laughed when she talked about her soft-hearted father, Yulan, and how awkwardly he carried the stiff-lipped banner of tribal chief. Gradually, her voice weakened, until at last she fell asleep. Stepan sat beside her a long time watching her chest rise and fall with increasing unevenness. The end was near. He held her hand and waited. As the night wore on, her breathing grew more and more labored.

Suddenly, the howl of a faraway wolf echoed over the mountain, and Nadia stirred. Stepan searched her face, thinking she was about to open her eyes. Instead, she gasped once and then never breathed again.

Nadia was dead.

Stepan laid his head on her chest, and, for the first time in longer than he could remember, he wept.

Dawn came slowly to Siberia, and the sun hid below the horizon like a shy child. In the gray light of predawn, Stepan carried Nadia’s body onto the mountainside and set it on the ice beside the stream. He dug until he reached frozen ground. Then he built a small fire to melt the soil. After the fire died to cinders, he dug with a pickax beneath the ash. He repeated the process four more times, sweating with the effort, but refusing to rest. His grief had given him a rare clarity, and from that he drew strength.

After an hour, he had a rectangular hole about three feet deep — deep enough to keep away the wolves. He lowered Nadia’s body over the edge and placed it at his feet. The ground still steamed from the scars made by his ax. He climbed out of the grave and began to fill it up. Finally, he gathered rocks from the stream and piled them atop the mound in the traditional way of the Urguma people.

He stood back to look at his work.

Suddenly, a gust of wind swirled over the grave, lifting snow high into the sky. His eye followed it up, and that made him think about what Nadia had said the previous night. She was on her way to heaven, for her body rested in the land of her birth. The thought made him feel better. Then something occurred to him that made him smile. There might have been another reason he agreed to make the long trip to his own birthplace:

What if she were right?

He raised his head from the grave and looked up into the pale sky.

“Bon voyage, my love,” he said.

For the next five months, the man with the stub nose traveled west. His route was a bit unorthodox, but it got him past the KGB checkpoints. It amused him to think of the mystery his escape from Oimyakon would present to someone in Moscow.

Just ten miles east of the Norwegian border on the Kolsky Peninsula, 130 miles north of the Arctic Circle, Stepan Bragin came at last to a stop. He had been pushing through the swamps — an unfamiliar hazard — when he fell into quick-sand and nearly drowned. Though he was maddeningly near to his objective, he decided to camp beside a stream until the weather turned cold and the marshes froze. If nothing else, Siberia had taught Stepan patience and a respect for nature’s dispassionate regard for the frailty of man.

He speared trout and snared rabbits, cooking them over low fires he built at night. Helicopter patrols passed over several times a day, but the slicing thumpa-thumpa of their rotors gave Stepan plenty of warning to take cover in the rocks. One morning, after a month, he awoke to find the ground covered by a thin layer of snow. He was once again on terrain he knew well. He moved on.

He reached the border with Norway two days later. The forest suddenly ended, and he found himself looking across a man-made clearing about twenty yards wide. He frowned at what he saw: two barbed-wire fences, ten feet apart, and, between them, a zapretnaya zona, a forbidden zone. It was just like in the camps; any man caught in the forbidden zone would be shot immediately. He had seen many men commit suicide that way. There was dignity in the death certificate that read, “Shot while trying to escape.” But there was no guard tower here, just a frozen road running along the outside of the first fence. The fences were each twelve feet high with long-needled barbed wire woven into the chain links like a pattern in a sweater. At the top and bottom, barbed-wire strands spiraled like thistled springs.

He waited all day and night for sight of a border-guard patrol, but except for the helicopters, none came. Then he understood. The border guards were counting on nature to do their work for them. They hadn’t counted on Stepan Bragin.

Stepan snapped a birch branch from a tree and, sweeping the snow to cover his tracks, walked to the base of the fence. He took a rabbit from his pouch and tossed it against the wire. He turned and retreated quickly to the forest, again covering his tracks with the branch. The trail faded almost immediately as the wind polished the surface of the snow. Stepan began to count.

Five minutes later, a jeep crested the rise in the north and sped along the road to the point where the rabbit lay. Two soldiers in gray uniforms armed with Kalashnikov machine guns got out. One man spotted the rabbit and rolled it over with his foot. From his hiding place at the edge of the forest, Stepan could hear their voices. They looked around. Their eyes fell on the foliage surrounding Stepan. He held his breath. They looked away. One of them picked up the rabbit and threw it in the jeep. They got in, did a U-turn, and sped back north. A minute later, the jeep disappeared over the hill. All was again quiet.

Stepan lay there and thought. So the fence had impact sensors. That gave him five minutes to climb the two fences. Was it enough time?

Oh, Nadia. I’m so old.

He shook his head. A young man might have been able to scale the fences, but Stepan would never make it — one fence maybe, but not two, not in five minutes. He had to find another way. How? He gazed at the fence a long time, weighing options, calculating. The ground was too frozen for a tunnel. He didn’t have the tools to cut through the wire, and even if he had, five minutes was not much time. Suddenly, he remembered a prison break he had heard about many years ago. Yes, he decided, it might work.

Stepan began to gather small logs, roughly the diameter of his forearm, until he had several dozen in a neat pile. He got his reindeer-bone hatchet from his backpack and went to work notching the wood. He worked until nightfall, then ate some of his cooked rabbit meat and went to sleep. In the morning, he returned to work.

One of the skills he had learned in the camps was carpentry. Four times during his long confinement in the gulag, he had been forced to construct new camps out of the bare forest. That meant building barracks, bunks, towers, fences, furniture — you name it, Stepan had built it using tools not much better than his little hatchet.

It took him four days to complete his task. And as he chipped and fitted the wood joints, he was free to look back over the long, tortuous road that had led him there.

Prague, 1944. Moscow, 1945.Siberia, 1946.

Nearly forty years.

He thought of his first seven years in Siberia. They had been the worst; he had spent them in solitary confinement in that cell with the green bed and the dirt floor so cold — like frozen beef — he was forced to stay in his bed. When he thought about it, he could still smell the acid mustiness of the clay. Once, during those long years, he had forgotten his name. He had gone to bed that night praying he would remember it when he awoke. Mercifully, he had. He had been tempted then to write his name on the wall, lest he forget it again, but he didn’t dare; his true identity was the curse of his life.

That cell had burned down in 1953.

The things he had seen! He had watched a nineteen-year-old guard beat his best friend to death with a shovel. He had endured strip searches in temperatures of sixty degrees below zero. He had watched once-vital men lie down in the snow and refuse to get up no matter how much the guards beat them. He had once seen a man driven to such despair he had committed suicide by stabbing himself in the stomach over and over again with a piece of rusted sheet metal.

True, there had been instances of kindness. A physician who had been treating Stepan for pneumonia had risked becoming a prisoner himself by smuggling in two potatoes and a piece of pork. It was this, not the hospital bed, that had saved Stepan. But such moments were like the yellow taiga flowers that pushed up through the ice. Stepan had never seen a prisoner who didn’t grind them beneath his boot.

At the end of the fourth day, Stepan finished his work and stepped back to inspect the result. Before him were two fourteen-foot-high ladders — one self-standing, the other a simple stepladder. He tested them in the forest, bouncing with all his weight on the rungs. They held. He practiced carrying the straight ladder on his back as he climbed the standing ladder. It was clumsy, but after a few tries he mastered it. From the top of the ladder he looked down and winced as he thought of how his ankles would fare in the fall. He thought of Nadia, and his resolve was restored.

Night descended like a velvet curtain, and he crawled under his blanket. He looked up at the stars a long time going over in his mind his plan for the next day. When at last he fell asleep, he dreamed of Nadia. She came to him dressed in her traditional Urguma costume of reindeer hide. She floated six inches over the snow like a brown-skinned angel of the north.

“Come, Stepan,” she called out.

He tried to reach her but a barbed-wire fence separated them. The mesh of the wire was so tight he couldn’t even drive a finger through it.

“I can’t,” he said. “I’m too old.”

She spoke to him again, but this time she didn’t call him “Stepan.” With a shock, he realized she was using his other name.

Donald . . . Donald.

He screamed. He sat up straight and listened as his own cry echoed through the forest. He was terrified — from the dream as well as the thought that he had given himself away to the border guards. He sat a long time panting and waiting for the sound of a jeep or helicopter. But the forest remained silent. He looked around and realized with a start that dawn had come. 

It was time.

Snow fell lightly as Stepan carried his ladders to the base of the fence. He didn’t bother to cover his tracks. He set up the stepladder and then snaked his arms through the rungs of the straight ladder, using it for balance like a tightrope-walker’s pole. He began to climb. At the top he looked out over the swirling barbed wire. He flung the straight ladder over the fence into the forbidden zone. It landed silently in the snow. He counted to three and flung himself over the fence. As he pushed off, his stepladder fell backward. He sailed out into space.

He landed hard and rolled. His left ankle exploded in pain.

Ahhh!

He clutched the ankle. It was as crooked as a dog’s hind leg. Broken. Damn. He lay there a while panting. He didn’t worry about the border guards: he had not tripped the impact sensors, so he had time for a short rest. Then he would drag himself and his straight ladder across the forbidden zone to the next fence. The second ladder, of course, would trip the sensors, but he would have five minutes before the border guards arrived. By then, he and his broken ankle would be in Norway.

He lay there a while catching his breath, massaging his ankle. He rolled over and looked back through the fence. He gasped.

The stepladder was leaning against the fence. He understood at once what had happened. When he had pushed off to jump, the stepladder had rocked and then fallen forward.

The impact sensors! The border guards were already on their way!

How long had he lain there?

He got to his feet and gingerly put weight on the broken ankle. It buckled, and he nearly fell. He tried again. It was no use; the ankle was worthless.

And he had to hurry.

He hopped to the ladder, which lay on the snow where it had fallen. He wedged his broken ankle between the rungs and took a deep breath. He closed his eyes.

“Nadia,” he whispered, and then threw his body hard to his right. His ankle, caught between the rungs, twisted sharply. The pain nearly caused him to pass out.

He tried the ankle. Still, it buckled.

They’re coming!

He put his foot back in the ladder and tried again, this time twisting even harder.

The ankle popped, and he dropped to the ground. He probed it with his frozen fingers. The joint was back in place. He got to his feet and tried it out. It could take weight now, though every step was agony. 

He picked up the ladder and began to limp toward the second fence. Through the net of barbed wire he could see minute details on the snow — ice patches, dirt, bits of sand.

Norwegian sand.

The thought gave him strength. He reached the fence and raised the ladder against it. He began to climb.

Halfway up, he heard the distant whine of a jeep engine. His heart raced.

He got to the top of the ladder and swung his right foot onto the fence. He stood a moment atop the crossbar and then jumped.

He landed, and this time the pain in his ankle was something unbelievable. Tears clouded his eyes and then promptly froze in his lashes.

He pulled himself into a sitting position against the fence. He felt like a corpse who had risen from his grave and was now relaxing against his headstone. It occurred to him that’s how the world would see him: a man returning from the dead.

You made it!

He tipped back his head and let a snowflake drop on his tongue. He turned his head and gazed east through the fences toward the Soviet Union. At that moment, he could feel no bitterness. His enemies were all dead. Hitler was dead. Stalin was dead. The men who had replaced Stalin were dead. The guards who beat him, who drove him like an animal, who starved and humiliated him — they were dead too. He had outlived them all. There was no one left to hate.

There’s still one.

No, he wouldn’t think about him now. The time had come for the man with the stub nose to say good-bye to Stepan Bragin. It was time to rediscover the identity he had buried so long ago in that cell with the green bed and the frozen floor. But now he found himself strangely reluctant. After all, if he hadn’t become Stepan Bragin he wouldn’t have met Nadia.

He raised his head and shouted, “Ya yeshcho chelovek!” Then, just for the thrill of it, he repeated the phrase in English, savoring the alien, near-forgotten sounds as they escaped his throat. “I am still a man!”

He paused, half-expecting a response.

Then a voice cried out in Russian, “Get out of there, you fool! They’re coming!”

He flinched. What? A voice here?

A jeep crested the hill and sped along the access road on the far side of the two fences.

Stepan got slowly to his feet, balancing on his good leg. Through the barbedwire he watched, confused, as the jeep bore down on him.

“Halt!” one of the border guards cried. 

But he was safe, wasn’t he? They were in the U.S.S.R. and he was in Norway —

Thwing. The first bullet whistled by him like a bottle rocket.

My god! They’re shooting across the border!

He turned to flee, but his ankle buckled under him and he went down. The pain shot up his leg all the way to his hip. He scrambled back to his feet and began to hobble away. He took four agonizing steps and then something hit him in his shoulder blade. It felt like a punch. Another blow struck the arch of his back. He fell.

He must have passed out, because the next thing he knew he was being rolled onto his back. He opened his eyes. A young man with a black beard and shining, deep-set eyes kneeled over him. He wore civilian clothes.

“You’re still alive,” said the stranger.

“Bastards shot me,” Stepan groaned.

“I saw.”

A snowflake fell into Stepan’s eye, and he blinked. As his vision cleared, a strange clarity washed over him. He lay on the snow, yet his body was warm. He could feel where the bullets had pierced him, but he felt no pain. Even his ankle had stopped throbbing.

“Who are you?” Stepan asked. His voice gurgled.

“That doesn’t matter,” said the stranger.

Stepan grabbed the stranger’s wrist. “Answer me!”

“I’m like you,” said the stranger. “A border dasher.”

“How . . .”

“From the forest — I was watching you. I used your ladders to follow you over.”

The stranger glanced anxiously to the north. “They’ll be back in a few minutes. They had to circle up the road to the gate at A-1, about a mile. We have to get you out of here!”

“I don’t understand,” said Stepan. “Isn’t this Norway?”

“This is the Soviet Union. You’re in the forbidden zone.”

“I thought — ”

“There’s another fence, further west.”

“A third fence,” said Stepan. “Damn.”

The stranger frowned. “Can I move you?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it matters!”

“No,” said Stepan. The alertness held, but he couldn’t know for how long. He had to do something. Stepan asked, “Can you make it to Norway now?”

The stranger looked west, calculating. He shook his head. “It’s too far. There isn’t time.” 

“Can you go back?”

“I think so.”

“Good, you can try again later,” said Stepan. “Right?”

“I guess.”

“Right?” Stepan demanded, his voice rising to a wheeze.

“Yes, right. I’ll try again tomorrow.”

“Good. Now, do you want to help me?”

“Sure, but — ”

“How much time do we have?”

“A few minutes . . . maybe.”

“Okay. Listen.”

For the next three minutes, Stepan gave his testimony to the bearded stranger. The man listened carefully. He had intelligent, trustworthy eyes. Stepan began to wonder if he hadn’t been lucky, after all. Perhaps this was how it was meant to be.

Stepan finished and pressed a small pouch into the stranger’s palm.

The stranger looked at it. “What’s this?”

“Something that is of no use to me. Now go!”

“I can’t just leave — ”

“Go!” he said, and, in the distance, an engine raced. “They’re coming!”

The stranger stood up.

“Your name?” asked Stepan. “What is your name?”

“Anton Perov.”

“Anton Perov,” he repeated. “May the gods be with us both, Anton Perov.”

Anton took a last look at Stepan and darted back east to the fence. Stepan watched as the stranger scaled the fence. Clever boy. He wore heavy gloves and several layers of clothing to protect him from the barbs. He had powerful arms that lifted him up the fence like a spider in a web. Ah, to be young. Anton reached the top, swung his legs over and scampered down. He dropped the last few feet to the ground and gazed back through the fence at Stepan.

The sound of the jeep grew louder.

“Go!” cried Stepan.

With a last look back, Anton darted for the eastern fence. Stepan shut his eyes. The jeep drew nearer. Minutes passed. He heard men’s voices.

“Over here!” a voice said excitedly.

Stepan looked up into the falling snow. Slowly, out of the dance of falling flakes, the figure of his wife appeared floating over him. She looked afraid.

“Don’t despair, Nadia,” he whispered. “There is still hope.”

She nodded. Then her figure faded and coalesced into a man looking down at him. He wore a gray uniform and held a machine gun.

“We got him,” he said. 






2

Six months later

April 15, 1984


The pilot spoke in Russian. The announcement was short, and when he finished an icy hush fell over the plane.

In her seat, Katherine Sears flipped through the pages of her Russian-English dictionary trying to translate what had been said. It was hopeless. She might have let the matter pass but for the reaction of the passengers, which couldn’t have been more chilling if the pilot had just informed them that an engine had failed.

Katherine gave up and turned to the Russian man beside her. “Excuse me, what did he say?”

The man removed the plastic headphones from his ears and raised his eyebrows. “You do talk,” he said in accented English. “I sit here whole flight from London — four hours! — and you not say anything. I think, ‘I must talk with this pretty lady.’ But then I think, ‘Don’t embarrass her; maybe she’s a mute.’”

“I’m sorry. Is there a problem with the plane? I mean, the captain’s announcement . . .”

“Everything — A-okay,” the man grinned. “The captain said: ‘Now we enter Soviet airspace.’”

“Oh.” Katherine felt a moment of relief, and then her stomach twisted into a knot. In less than an hour she would be in Moscow. She wondered for the millionth time if she was really up to this.

He frowned at her. “You don’t like to fly?”

“Why do you say that?”

He pointed at the napkin on the tray in front of her. It was shredded to confetti. She smiled thinly and brushed the paper into her empty drink cup. She raised the tray and put the cup neatly in the pocket.

The man watched her. “You are American?”

“Yes,” she said.

“You don’t speak Russian?”

“Not really. I know a bit from my father.” 

“He’s an immigrant?”

“No. An academic, a sovietologist.”

“Really? I’m an economist with the Institute of the U.S.A. and Canada.”

Katherine’s heart sank. Christ! The man was a KGB informant, if not an outright spy! Now she was in a bind. Katherine remembered what they had told her in Amsterdam: Never volunteer information. God, she was such a fool. What was she doing here? She was an astronomer, not a spy. Had a more poorly prepared agent ever been sent into the fray of the Cold War? If so, Katherine pitied the poor bastard. She braced herself for the inevitable next question. The man obliged immediately.

“What’s his name?” the man asked.

She tried to act nonchalant. “Sears.”

“Jack Sears!” he exclaimed.

Katherine nodded.

“Lord!” the man said and then began to mumble to himself in Russian. He made no further attempt to talk to her.

Katherine turned and looked out the window. Thirty thousand feet below, the muddy, untended fields of Belorussia slid past. The lifeless sight did nothing to lift her spirits.

April is Moscow’s ugliest month. Snow retreats to reveal four months of uncollected garbage, carcasses of animals, excrement and a layer of grime that clings to everything like paint. Trees, mostly bony poplars, are still a month from their first bud. The only birds are Soviet ravens, large gray-black scavengers that screech like crows and present a threat to small cats. The world is devoid of color; all is either the featureless gray of the overcast sky or the chocolate brown of mud. City morgues bustle from suicides.

Katherine Sears’s plane touched down at Sheremetyevo-2 Airport on a cloudy afternoon in mid-April. She came through the gate past an official in an olive-green uniform. Their eyes met, and she looked away.

Oh, that was slick. You’re already acting suspicious.

A voice called out from a corner. “Katherine!”

She turned. It was Olga, her tour guide.

Olga had met Katherine and the other eleven Americans in her tour group while in London’s Heathrow Airport. Olga had taken command at once, ordering them about like privates in her little platoon. Already some members of the tour group were calling her Sergeant Olga. Katherine was depressed to see how vigilant her guide was. Perhaps posing as a tourist had been a bad strategy. But what choice did she have? It was the only way to get a visa. Katherine supposed that if she were a real spy, then the American embassy could have given her a cover as a diplomat or an academic. But as it was she had only a few Dutch radicals to help her. It was Intourist — or nothing.

“Over here!” Olga cried.

Katherine joined the others in the corner, where Olga was assembling the group.

“Did you enjoy your flight, Dr. Sears?” Olga asked. Olga spoke in a nasal falsetto that Katherine found grating. Olga had gone to pains to make herself stylish, but her stumpy frame, poorly bleached hair and heavy makeup undermined the effort. Katherine would have been afraid of her even without Titus Waal’s assertion that all Intourist guides worked for the KGB. Thinking of Titus gave Katherine resolve. Of all the men in Amsterdam, only Titus had believed in her. Katherine feared he would have been disappointed with her performance so far.

Katherine smiled at Olga and said, “The flight was nice, thank you.”

“Splendid!”

Olga collected their passports and visas, counted heads and then herded her wide-eyed Americans to the security gate.

The passport control officer, a bony-faced boy in an olive-green uniform, scowled at Katherine a long time, comparing her passport photo to her face. Finally, he handed back her passport and visa minus the entry portion. The little gate in front of her clicked, and she pushed through. In front of her, over the baggage claim conveyer, a sign said “Welcome to Moscow.” Her stomach tightened again.

After passport control, Olga counted heads again and then moved the group to baggage claim. Once everyone had their bags, Olga counted heads again and took them to customs cheek-in. Everywhere, special lines opened up before the group, and then vanished when the last of them passed through. Olga worked the airport like an army general, barking orders in Russian at anyone who strayed onto her battlefield. At least Katherine assumed Olga was shouting in Russian. Katherine understood little that was said. Growing up, her father’s insistence that his daughter learn Russian was one of the few edicts in the Sears household that wasn’t taken seriously. But Jack Sears had his revenge. Whenever one of “Dad’s Russians” was at the house, her father quizzed her language skills with the guest. Inevitably, it ended in embarrassment. Now, with Katherine’s new interest in Russia, she had been pleased to discover that at least some of what she had learned as a girl lingered in her mind.

Notenough.

That accusation had been leveled at her the previous day in London. Koos, Titus’s boss, had flown in from Amsterdam to give her the contact codes for her mission to Moscow. It was the first time they had met, and his displeasure had gone even further than her poor Russian. “Look at her!” he had exclaimed. “She’s a fucking princess. Moscow will eat her alive. She’ll wash up like driftwood on the steps of the American embassy begging for a Big Mac and fries.”

Katherine had listened mortified.

Titus was unmoved. He had brought her in, trained her and now he seemed prepared to stand behind her. “This is no time for anti-Americanism, Koos.”

“Fuck America, and fuck her,” said Koos. “This has nothing to do with that. She’ll blow the whole network. She’ll get . . .” he lowered his voice, “. . . you-know-who killed.”

In the end, Titus had prevailed and Katherine had been given the contacts she needed for the trip. Now she wondered if Koos hadn’t been right after all.

At the customs desk Katherine’s canvas carry-on bag came up for inspection. A uniformed official unzipped the side pocket and poked around. He took out a Pushkin anthology given to her by Titus. Katherine tensed. But the official didn’t flip through the pages, so he didn’t find the envelopes tucked there. He nodded, and Katherine picked up her book, closed the bag and moved on.

At length, eleven Americans found themselves standing on the central promenade of Sheremetyevo-2 Airport, surrounded by their bags, waiting like foot soldiers for their next command from Sergeant Olga, who counted heads and then guided them out the front door and onto an idling bus with the word “Intourist” on the side. Olga counted heads again, gave an order to the driver and they were off. It occurred to Katherine, as the bus pulled away from the curb, that in all the hectic business of getting through the airport, she hadn’t spoken a word to anyone but Olga.

Is this how Moscow would be?

Katherine rode with her face pressed against the window. She saw featureless housing blocks and, occasionally, store fronts with signs like “Bread,” “Sausage,” “Tailor,” and “Watch Repair.” At least she could read the signs. They did, after all, speak Russian in Russia.

Her first glimpse of the Worker’s Paradise was everything she had expected — gloomy, oppressive and sinister. She had grown up hearing nightmarish stories of the evil empire from her father, one of the staunchest anti-Soviet warriors of the Cold War. Jack Sears had made this trip dozens of times — under the protection of the U.S. Embassy, of course. Katherine had never thought she would see the U.S.S.R. with her own eyes. Now she wished she had paid closer attention to his “sermons,” as her mother called them. One thing was certain: If Jack Sears had known where his daughter was and what she was planning to do, he would have dragged her home, and then checked her into a psychiatric clinic. Before she left the States, Katherine had told him only that she would be attending an astronomy symposium in London. If all went well, she would be back in London for the last day of the meeting, and then she would return home on schedule to her teaching post at Cornell University. No one — least of all her father — would ever know about her detour to Moscow.

An hour later, the bus reached the hotel, which was located directly across from Red Square. Katherine got off the bus and, like everyone, gawked at the sight of the mad, swirling onion domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral.

“Come on,” Olga said impatiently. “We’ll see all that tomorrow.” She counted heads again and led them into the hotel lobby. On the way, they passed two security guards.

After check-in, Katherine passed another security guard — this one seated at the elevators. The guard got on the elevator and rode with her to the eleventh floor. There Katherine faced an old woman behind a small table. Katherine got out and the elevator guard went back down to the lobby. Everywhere, eyes were upon her, and Katherine began to appreciate Titus’s warning that slipping away undetected would be difficult.

Katherine gave the woman a slip of paper she had received downstairs. The woman handed Katherine a key. Katherine went along the dim corridor over a threadbare runner to her room. She unlocked the door and went inside. She put her back against the door and closed her eyes.

She had made it. She was in Moscow. The impatience, the sleepless nights, the endless preparations — they were over at last.

It was time to act.

Olga gave the group an hour to freshen up for dinner. There were plenty of groans at that, but Olga insisted that the antidote to jet lag was motion.

“You must stay up as late as possible the first night and then sleep no later than nine o’clock the following morning,” said Olga. “I’ll see to it.”

No one doubted she would.

“Time is so little,” Olga had said.

Katherine agreed with that. Three short days. She needed to get to work immediately.

In her room, she threw her suitcase on the bed and went downstairs, past the old woman and the security guard, to the reception desk. She had seen pay phones outside the hotel so now she asked what kind of money was needed.

“Oh no, no,” said the clerk. “You don’t need money. No. You may call from your room.”

Titus had warned her against using phones inside the hotel.

“Yes, I realize that. I was just wondering — ”

“So. Good day, then.” He turned his back on her.

Katherine sighed and looked around the lobby. The hotel offered five-star services like an atrium café, concierge and service desk, but the atrium café was closed, the concierge was absent, and the woman behind the service desk was reading a novel. There was a garden with a broken fountain, and even from twenty feet away Katherine could see that the plants were plastic. Katherine spied three courtesy phones on the wall. It was tempting to use them, but too risky. She would make her call later, she decided. She went back to her room and slept like the dead.

An hour later, Katherine and the rest of the hollow-eyed group were assembled in the lobby. Olga counted heads and told them they would walk to a nearby Georgian restaurant called the Aragvi.

“It was Stalin’s favorite,” Olga whispered as though she were sharing a state secret. Katherine had read it in her guidebook.

They walked past the security guards onto Gorky Street. It was dusk and long shadows fell over the famous street. The puddles were frozen, and snow clung to the sidewalks around the light poles. Muscovites hurried past them, much like dwellers of any bustling city. The group passed many shops, but Katherine saw none of the infamous, block-spanning queues her father talked about. They might have been there, concealed within, but Katherine really wasn’t interested in that. She was busy making a study of the pay phones. The phones were bolted to the walls under signs that read taksifon. They had squashed-funnel slots at the top, but no indication of the nature of the coin that would satisfy them. She counted them as she passed. After ten minutes, they passed the eleventh taksifon. It hung on a brick wall, around the corner from the entrance to the Aragvi.

The group descended to a basement dining room colorfully painted with mountain scenes of Caucasian peasant life. They were seated at a table choked with little plates of vegetables, potato salads, sausage, tomatoes, lavash, red caviar, black caviar, champagne, wine, cognac and vodka. There was scarcely room to set a glass.

A waiter in a tuxedo opened several bottles of champagne and filled everyone’s glass. One of the Americans, a man of about forty, got to his feet and made a toast in Russian, which struck Katherine as ridiculous since Olga was the only other person at the table who could understand him. His name was Vladimir, after his Cossack grandfather. He finished his toast, and Olga clapped her hands together and squealed with delight.

“Such Russian I have not heard since my grandfather died,” she said.

Vladimir didn’t seem to know what to say to that.

The party went on. Soon the heavy eyelids of the group seemed to lighten. Eyes sparkled under the effects of alcohol. Perhaps Olga had indeed discovered the cure for jet lag.

After an hour, the plates were whisked away and then shish kebab, which was presented as a Georgian dish called shashlyk, was set before them along with several spicy sauces. There was a cheese-filled bread called khachapura and tiny ravioli, pelmeni, which Olga explained were Siberian, not Georgian.

“We’re all members of the Soviet family, though,” she said happily. Olga was on her fourth glass of champagne and showing the effects.

Katherine was still sipping her first glass of wine when she excused herself to go to the bathroom. Olga flashed a look of concern at one of her flock wandering off, but then she shrugged and returned to her food and drink.

Katherine climbed the stairs to the entrance and told the guard at the door, in her best Russian, that she wanted some fresh air. “Pyani,” she said, drunk. The man grinned as though they now shared a secret. She walked toward Gorky Street. She wasn’t wearing her coat — just a turtleneck and a sweater — and the cold soaked into her skin like water through a sponge. At the corner, she turned and contemplated the mysterious taksifon. A woman walked toward her.

“Excuse me,” Katherine said in Russian. The woman passed without slowing. A man approached. “Izvinite,” said Katherine. He stopped.

“Taksifon? Money?” she said in Russian and held out her hand like a street beggar. “Please.”

He gave her a two-kopeck coin.

“Spasibo.”

Katherine put the coin in the slot and dialed the number she had memorized back in Ithaca. She stamped her feet on the cold pavement. The phone rang. At the other end of the line came a click, and then the coin fell into the slot.

“Allo?”

“Maxim Izmailov?”

“Da-da.”

“Zdravstvuyte,” said Katherine. “Hello. May I speak English?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t know me. I’m a friend of Titus Waal. He said I could — ”

“Titus!” he cried. He pronounced it like “Tea-toos.” “God, how is he?”

“He’s fine.”

“Still slogging through nineteenth-century poets, is he?”

“He published an anthology of Pushkin last year.”

“Pushkin! Good heavens. I certainly hope he didn’t do the translation himself. Where are you calling from?”

The man’s English was superb, just as Titus had promised. Maxim and Titus had met on an exchange program ten years earlier when they were both language students.

“I’m in Moscow,” said Katherine. “I’m calling from a pay phone. I have some books for you from Titus.”

“Marvelous. Where are you?”

“I’m with an Intourist group, so I’ll have to sneak away.” 

“Excellent.”

Katherine looked across the street. A man under an eave seemed to be watching her. Their eyes met, and he stepped back into the darkness. Katherine turned her back to him.

“There’s a favor I’d like to ask of you,” said Katherine.

“I’m listening.”

“It could be dangerous. I really don’t think so, but — ”

“If Titus Waal felt it was important enough to give out my phone number then that’s good enough for me.”

“I need to deliver some letters to someone.”

“So drop them in a mailbox.”

“These letters must be delivered in person.” Katherine took an envelope from her pants pocket. She read off the name — Lena Ryzhkova — and then the Moscow address written on the front.

“I need you to contact this person,” she said. “She doesn’t know me, but tell her I knew her father. I have some letters from him, written before he died. Then set up a meeting for tomorrow night.”

“What time?”

Katherine squeezed the receiver. “I can get away about ten o’clock.”

“This address is Strogino,” said Maxim. “A new suburb on the extreme west side. It will take an hour to get there by metro.”

“Eleven-thirty, then, at her apartment. I will need you to accompany me, as a guide and interpreter.”

“Naturally. And where shall we meet?”

“I was hoping you would have a suggestion.”

“I do. Listen carefully.”

He finished and said, “One more thing.”

“Yes?”

“If it’s not too much to ask, what is your name?”

The surveillance report on the American tourist Katherine Sears was filed by telephone and recorded on two separate devices — the second one was unknown to either of the parties.

“. . . Subject went to the Aragvi restaurant with the tour group, as scheduled. Subject left the restaurant, once, alone, at 10:45 and made a three-minute phone call from a taksifon.”

“Did you pick it up on the directional microphone?”

“We only have two, comrade-major. They’re both broken.”

“Detsky sad,” he groaned. Kindergarten. 

“We had an agent in the area, but he doesn’t speak English so there was no point — ”

“Take him off surveillance.”

“Of course.”

“What about the search of her room?”

“Nothing there.”

“Anything else?”

“She speaks some Russian. Not much, but enough to borrow two kopecks from one of our agents.”

“We paid for the call?”

“I’m afraid so, comrade-major.”

The voice snorted. “Detsky sad.” 
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Katherine spent the day as an American tourist in Moscow.

She strolled over the cobblestones of Red Square and even took clandestine pictures with an instamatic camera held at her hip. She waited in line an hour to file past the glass coffin that held a waxen Vladimir Ilyich Lenin. She shook her head in bewilderment. By contrast, she was genuinely moved by the solemn eternal flame of Russia’s tomb of the unknown soldier in Alexandrovsky Gardens. After lunch, Olga took them on a tour of the Kremlin grounds.

Moscow architecture was big and powerful and not much else. Katherine saw gargoyles and Greek nudes side-by-side on a single facade. The builders certainly weren’t concerned about the vagaries of form as they set out to inspire awe in peasants. To make matters worse, there were no outdoor cafés, no quaint coffee shops, no intriguing gift shops. Moscow was the ugliest city Katherine had ever seen.

She returned to her room at five o’clock and changed for dinner and an evening at the Bolshoi Theater. The meal was subdued by the previous day’s standards; the seven o’clock showing for Swan Lake preempted another eating orgy. The group had third-row seats, and it should have been a memorable night for Katherine, but she barely acknowledged the performance. Her thoughts were on her coming meeting.

The ballet ended at nine o’clock. The group gathered around Olga, submitted to a head count and then went outside to the square in front of the theater. They started to cross the street to the Metropol Hotel where they were to have coffee, when Katherine spoke up.

“I’m exhausted,” she said. “I just want to go back to my room.”

Olga gasped. Then she began to argue. Katherine simply couldn’t miss the special Russian coffee. And the atmosphere — superb! The hotel was an historic monument, the same one used in the film Dr. Zhivago.

But Katherine would not be dissuaded. Several members of her group shot her envious glances, but none showed the courage to stand up to Olga. It would have been like joining a mutiny. Finally, Olga relented. But now the question became: How was Katherine to return to the hotel? Katherine insisted on walking alone, a suggestion that horrified Olga. For an instant, Katherine felt sorry for her guide. Olga was like a mother duck whose ducklings were paddling in opposite directions.

“Are you sure you will be all right?” Olga asked doubtfully, and Katherine knew she had won.

Katherine pointed to the Intourist Hotel over the tops of the city buildings.

“I can see it from here,” Katherine said. “How could I get lost?”

“Don’t forget, we meet tomorrow in the lobby at eight-thirty,” said Olga.

“I won’t. Good-bye.”

Katherine started toward the hotel along Karl Marx Prospekt. It was exciting to be alone on the streets of Moscow, liberated from Olga’s anxious gaze. She reached Gorky Street, but instead of turning right, up to the Intourist Hotel, she kept on going along the great asphalt square that had once been Moscow’s merchant district. She threaded her way through the hurrying Muscovites, thrilled to be part of the bustle. It was the best part of her day. Ten minutes later she came toward an unpretentious, two-story building with a sign that said, “Library of V.I. Lenin.” It was the Lenin Library, the largest library in the world. In front of the building, under a glowing-red letter “M,” Katherine spied a medium-built man in a black parka and a bright red “1980 Olympics” ski hat. He paced to the foot of the library’s stairs and then turned back to the “M.” He looked like a man trying not to took like a man waiting for someone.

“Maxim?”

He looked up. “Katherine!” He kissed her three times, alternating cheeks. “Any problems?”

Katherine shook her head.

“Good. Everything is on. Let’s go.”

The letter “M,” it turned out, stood for “metro.” They descended the stairs into the subway, the Moscow Metropolitan of V.I. Lenin, the obiect of so much praise in Katherine’s guidebooks. Maxim pressed a metal token into Katherine’s hand, and she dropped it into a gate and passed through.

“Stay close to me,” Maxim whispered.

They rode two stops, got off and then wove through the tunnels to another platform. They caught a second train. They rode it nine stops, about twenty minutes, and then stepped onto a platform in a station called Shchukinskaya. They stood a while in the dark (the streetlights didn’t work) with several dozen other Muscovites waiting for a tram. No one spoke, and it was strangely quiet. After fifteen minutes, they boarded a tram and were soon rattling their way across a long bridge over the Moscow River. Ahead, a gigantic housing project rose like the emerald suburb. Strogino.

They got off the tram and plunged directly into Strogino. Katherine felt as though a door had closed behind her. In all directions rose monolithic buildings of mind-numbing sameness. All were concrete, obviously prefabricated. There was no landscaping. Grass tried to poke up in a few places, but mostly the ground was covered by alternating splotches of weeds, mud, snow and dirt. Clothes hung frozen on balconies. Though clearly tens of thousands of people lived in these buildings, it was quiet on the street except for the barking of dogs. She could not imagine how Maxim found his way.

And then, just as she was concluding that there was something sinister — even unnatural — about Moscow, she came upon a sight that hinted of something deeper, the way bubbles on the surface of a pond portend life below. She and Maxim were passing through a yard between two low buildings. Outside the building to their right, atop a pile of dirty snow, three men were shouting up to a third-story window. A woman held a baby to the glass. The men began to dance and slap each other on the back. One man was weeping.

“What is going on?” Katherine asked.

Maxim smiled. “Maternity ward. Fathers are banned from delivery rooms for ten days.”

Katherine was witnessing a father’s first look at his newborn child. At that moment, Moscow became real to her: Like a newly discovered species, it was now a living mystery.

They came to a pencil-thin, fifteen-story building like all the others, and Maxim said quietly, “This is it.”

They went in and took the elevator to the seventh floor. The smell of urine and garbage was overpowering. Katherine looked at her watch. It was eleven-thirty. Right on time.

Maxim led her to a door at the end of the hall and rang the bell. Inside, a dog barked. Footsteps approached. The lock turned and the door opened.

A woman of roughly Katherine’s age gazed out at them. She wore a black evening gown and fresh makeup.

“Lena Ryzhkova?” asked Maxim.

The woman nodded and motioned them to come inside.

Lena Ryzhkova’s apartment was more like a large closet. There was a single room, plus a microscopic kitchen at the end of a short hallway. Off the hallway stood two side-by-side doors leading to a toilet room and a wash room. And that was it. A bookcase was turned perpendicular to the living room wall to create a false wall behind which her eight-year-old son slept. The sofa was Lena’s bed. The furniture was tacky and didn’t match, but it was adequate. There were several nice paintings on the walls, books in the cabinets and, in the corner, a color television set. She did not live well, but she was at least comfortable.

Lena was very pretty. Her dress, perhaps handmade, had a wide collar that was out of fashion by fifteen years. She wore high-heeled shoes and heavy eye makeup. Her hair was freshly styled. 

She seated Katherine and Maxim on the sofa. Cookies, chocolates and cheese were laid out on the coffee table with the precision of a magazine photograph. The serving dish was chipped, but was of attractive china. Lena excused herself and rushed to the kitchen to bring tea. She returned a minute later, her best tea set jingling atop a serving tray. Maxim flashed a grin at Katherine. He seemed amused by the girl’s desire to be seen by the American as a proper hostess.

Lena Ryzhkova spoke no English, and Katherine was too shy to try her Russian, so Maxim had to translate everything.

“This is all so wonderful!” Katherine exclaimed. “Like a picture!”

Maxim translated, and Lena beamed.

But her smile faded, and she said something to Maxim.

“She asks how well you knew her father,” said Maxim.

“Hardly at all,” Katherine said. “We met in Helsinki, at the World Astronomy Symposium, the day before he died.”

Lena nodded. She spoke again and Maxim said, “You have some letters?”

Katherine opened her purse and pulled out five sealed envelopes. Each was stamped in red ink, “RETURN TO SENDER.” Katherine handed them to Lena, who put them on the table beside her.

“She wants to know how you got the letters.”

“A month ago, after I decided to make this trip, I went to New York City to talk to your father’s colleagues at the New York Institute of Technology. I was hoping to — ”

Lena interrupted. Maxim said, “She asks, is that where Vladimir lived? New York City?”

“Of course. She didn’t know that?”

Maxim shook his head. “After he defected, they told her nothing.”

Katherine frowned. “Anyway, I went there to try to find your address. Nobody knew anything. They let me look through some of his personal effects from the office. That’s where I found the returned letters.”

Maxim finished his translation and Lena nodded. Then Lena began to talk.

“Father was a dreamer. He used to talk seriously about things like living in outer space or on the far side of the moon. He was like a child. I remember being embarrassed at times to have such a father.”

Lena’s eyes were misty. She wrung her hands in her lap. “A couple of years ago they appointed a new director at the institute, and things got real difficult for him. ‘Politics and science don’t mix,’ he used to say. But I am a simple girl. I don’t know about such things. I have my little boy to think about.”

Lena dabbed her eyes with a tissue and took a sip of tea.

Katherine asked, “Why did he defect?”

Lena thought a moment. “I knew he was unhappy, but the actual defection . . . I think it wasn’t planned. He was in Oslo, and I think he just saw the chance and took it. He was like that.”

Lena and Maxim spoke a while. Maxim summarized. “It seems that the KGB came to her after the defection and interrogated her. It went on for several weeks. The poor girl didn’t know anything. The institute wanted its apartment back, so she was forced to move here about six months ago. She complains that it is far from the center and very small.”

Lena said something very softly. Katherine could guess what it was, and Maxim confirmed it. “She wants to know: Why did he kill himself?”

Katherine looked into Lena’s puffy eyes, and for the first time Katherine spoke in Russian. “I don’t know.”

The room was quiet. They all took a sip of tea.

Then Katherine said, “Tell her I’m a scientist — an astronomer. Until six months ago, I was working on a joint Soviet-American star survey.”

Maxim translated. Lena nodded and looked at her, waiting.

Katherine said, “The name of my Russian partner was Victor Perov.”

Lena smiled. “You know Victor?”

“Victor is the reason I’m here.”

They had met five years earlier at the Josef Kepler Cosmology Conference in New York City.

Like hundreds of attendees that year, Katherine had come to meet Victor Perov. The young Russian had just published a ground-breaking paper on the distribution of so-called Dark Matter in the universe, and he was being held up as the Soviet Union’s new superstar of the scientific establishment. Using measurements of x-ray emissions from the center of the galaxy, Victor had concluded that the amount of matter trapped inside black holes — Dark Matter — was far greater than anyone had previously estimated. If true, it would have enormous consequences for the future of the universe, virtually guaranteeing its eventual collapse to a single point in an event astronomers called The Big Crunch. Katherine admired his paper enormously: It was the work of a first-rate mind.

It took Katherine three days to summon up the nerve to approach Victor with her idea. In constructing his theory, Victor had used just two data points — not enough to extrapolate with any precision. With a trembling voice, Katherine proposed to Victor a joint Soviet-American survey of the Large Magellanic Cloud — an area ripe for the formation of black holes. As an astronomer at Cornell University, she had access to the large radio telescope at Arecibo in Puerto Rico. Victor, through his institute, could use the dish in Soviet Georgia. By combining the resources of the two countries, she argued, and using the diameter of the earth to magnify the accuracy of their measurements of x-ray emissions, they could accomplish in three years what would otherwise have taken decades.

It was an audacious proposal. The year was 1979, not a good time to be launching a joint Soviet-American project. Relations between the countries were at a low. The year before, the U.S.S.R. had invaded Afghanistan, prompting then president Jimmy Carter to impose a slew of sanctions, including a boycott of the Olympic games in Moscow. Katherine’s own father had told her she was wasting her time. She had phoned him one evening at Princeton University, where he was working as a visiting conservative scholar, and he had assured her that Victor would never agree. The Perovs were good communists. His mother was the deputy minister of agriculture. Victor was a beneficiary of all his country’s system could provide. He would never risk embarrassing his country by sharing any potential glory with his Cold War enemy.

To everyone’s amazement, Victor embraced the idea unreservedly. In fact, from the start he was more enthusiastic about it than she was. If politics caused him concern, then he concealed it well. Jack Sears concluded that Victor was either astonishingly naive, or so supremely confident of his country’s superiority that he saw no threat. Later, her father added a third theory: Victor was a spy.

Katherine had laughed at that one, though she really didn’t have an explanation for Victor’s enthusiasm. So she simply assumed he was what he appeared to be: a scientist so afire with passion for his work that all other concerns receded to insignificance.

As it happened, Victor’s Communist party connections were the greatest factor working in favor of the project. In the eyes of the Soviet apparatus, Victor Perov was a citizen above reproach, and even the KGB was unable to find a reason not to give the project a nod. And so, after nearly two years of excruciating negotiations, it began.

For the next two years, Katherine and Victor kept up a weekly correspondence as they worked jointly from opposite sides of the Iron Curtain. Katherine’s standing at Cornell University rose dramatically as the astronomical data mounted and evidence grew in support of Victor’s theories. A revolution in cosmology was in the making.

“We were so happy,” Katherine told Maxim and Lena. “Victor’s letters bubbled with excitement. This spring we were supposed to publish our results.”

Katherine took a deep breath. “Then, last November, Victor’s letters just stopped. No explanation. I tried to contact the SAPO Institute where he works, but they wouldn’t take calls. The Soviet Embassy in Washington cited ‘reasons of national security’ for the dropped contact. The project, they said, had not been canceled. So I kept on working and sending my data through the embassy to Victor. But he never replied. I had no idea if he was even working on it anymore. It was infuriating.” 

Lena spoke and Maxim translated. “Did you say November was the month he stopped sending his letters?”

“That’s right.”

“That’s when Victor learned that his twin brother had been killed.”

Katherine nodded. “Anton.”

“How do you know about that?” asked Lena. “I thought you said he stopped all contact.”

“That’s where your father came in,” said Katherine. “Last December, I read in the journals that Victor had won the 1983 Hubble Prize. It’s one of the highest honors in theoretical astrophysics, and I knew he would have to attend the conference. The presentation was set for Helsinki on December 21. Here was my chance. I registered for the conference and made the eleven-hour flight to Finland.”

“On the plane I read in the newspaper that Yevgenia Perova had been appointed U.S.S.R. minister of agriculture. This made her a member of the Central Committee and a candidate for the Politburo.”

“Lord,” breathed Maxim. “He’s that Perov?”

Katherine nodded.

“Did Victor come to Helsinki?” asked Maxim.

“He came, all right, but he was impossible to see,” said Katherine. “He was surrounded constantly by KGB and the other members of his delegation. Finally, I got so frantic I ambushed him in the hotel lobby on the way to the banquet where he was to receive his award.” Katherine smiled and shook her head. “I yelled out to him over all these people. It was ridiculous. I was like a groupie trying to get the attention of a pop star at a concert. He must have heard me, but he wouldn’t even meet my eye. One of the KGB agents actually shoved me. It was unbelievable. But not so unbelievable as what came next.”

Lena said, “You mean, when Victor denounced my father.”

“Right.”

Maxim snapped his fingers. “Now I remember. I saw this on the news.”

As the world media would report, Victor Perov turned down the 1983 Hubble Prize. He complained that the award acknowledged the work of his former teacher, Vladimir Ryzhkov, Lena’s father. A year earlier, Ryzhkov’s defection had embarrassed the Soviet scientific establishment. Now came the payback.

From the lectern, Victor delivered a blistering indictment of Lena’s father calling him a “parasite,” “an intellectual thief” and a “propaganda puppet under the control of the military-industrial complex of the United States.”

“It was so absurd,” said Katherine. “I can see now that he had to distance himself from a defector for the sake of his mother. But at the time I was confused. I felt as if I didn’t even know him. I was still trying to figure it all out when I discovered a note on the floor by the door of my room. It was from Victor. It asked me to meet him in the children’s department of the Stockmann department store the following morning.”

“Victor contacted you?” Maxim said, astonished.

Katherine nodded. “I was so angry at him I considered not going. He told me to flush the note down the toilet but I just threw it in the trash can.”

“What happened?”

“I went, of course, and Victor was there, just like he said, looking at a toy fire engine for his nephew. Somehow, he had managed to be with just one other Russian. The two came over to me, and Victor pretended it was a chance meeting. We spoke for only a few seconds, but in his words he buried a message.”

“How did he do that?” asked Maxim.

Katherine closed her eyes. She could see Victor Perov as he had been that morning, his uncombed brown hair lying like a mop atop his head, his engaging grin and his intense blue eyes, which had seemed to Katherine to hold a touch of sadness she had not seen before. Katherine repeated Victor’s words exactly — going over them syllable by syllable, as she had so many times since that morning four months ago.

“Katherine!” said Victor. “What a pleasure!”

“Hi, Victor.”

“Please make the acquaintance of my dear colleague, Dr. Mikhail Yakovlev. Excuse Mikhail. He speaks only a little English. Pass message for Mr. R. I’ve been trying to work with Mikhail a bit, but with no success I’m afraid.” Victor slapped Mikhail on the shoulder. He smiled awkwardly. “Where is my brother? He doesn’t seem to take to languages very well. They’re lying to me. Help. Have you enjoyed the symposium, Dr. Sears?”

“Uh, yes.”

“Good!” He proclaimed it as though something had been decided. “Well, we must go. It was a pleasure meeting you. Shake Mikhail’s hand if you agree to pass the message to our friend. I look forward to your future letters, Dr. Sears.”

Katherine opened her eyes and looked at Maxim and Lena.

Maxim said, “That was it?”

Katherine nodded. “It took me a while to figure it out. It was all so weird, so unexpected. I took a long walk through the streets of Helsinki, eventually winding up down at the port beside a ship called the Estonia. It reminded me of Victor, so I went into the port authority building and asked about it. The ship, no more than a ferry, made the four-hour trip to the U.S.S.R. three times a week. It struck me how close I was to Victor’s homeland — and yet how far. I sat down and went word by word over Victor’s message. Gradually, I understood. He was asking for help in finding out what had happened to his brother Anton. For some reason, he doubted the official explanation. He asked me to contact ‘Mr. R,’ your father. Obviously he couldn’t say the name ‘Ryzhkov’ in the presence of the other Russian.”

“You remember all that?” asked Maxim doubtfully.

“I have a photographic memory,” Katherine said matter-of-factly. “I see words.”

Maxim didn’t look convinced.

Katherine shrugged. “It’s like having my own tape recorder running inside my head. I can play back things I’ve read and conversations I had. Anyway, I used it with Victor during our first meeting in New York City when I repeated precisely something he had written three years earlier. It came up a few times in our letters, too, so Victor knew about it, and that’s why he could be confident I would understand his message that day at the department store.”

Katherine breathed deep and went on. “Victor chose me because he had seen your father and me together. We met in the cocktail lounge the first night. Like me, your father was there to meet Victor. But your father, as a defector, was the one man harder for Victor to contact than me. So Victor used me as a courier to get to your father. But then, before I could deliver the message . . .”

Lena finished the thought. “My father killed himself.”

“He was so distraught, Lena. He must have missed you and his grandson, Victor. I was probably one of the last people he spoke to — we had dinner together — and all he talked about was the life he left behind in Russia.”

Lena put her head in her hands and began to sob.

Katherine waited a moment and said, “There was one other piece of Victor’s message. He said it just as I was leaving. Now, a day doesn’t go by that I don’t wish I could somehow have delivered it to your father.”

“What was it?”

“‘Sorry, Vova.’”

Lena smiled. She wiped away a tear.

Katherine said, “I learned later that ‘Vova’ is a nickname for Vladimir.”

Lena began to talk. “Victor didn’t need to apologize. Father would have known what the speech was all about. Victor was not just a friend to father, he was a son — only closer because they shared their work. They would get together and argue about nothing. They would get so excited they would wake up the baby. It was unbearable. I would shut the door just to get away from it.

“After father defected, Victor came back from Oslo to give me the news. He has such good connections that the KGB agreed to let him tell me. We held each other and cried and cried. It was like both of us had lost a father. For Victor, it was the second father he lost.”

Katherine said, “Your father also defended Victor.”

“He did?” 

It was at the cocktail party the first night. Victor had made a toast for his Russian colleagues, and Ryzhkov had shouted something across the room, Katherine didn’t know what. Victor and Ryzhkov eyed each other and there was a quick exchange in Russian. After Victor spoke, all the Russians cheered and patted him on the back. Ryzhkov went sullenly to the bar and ordered a drink.

Katherine slid in beside him. “Excuse me for prying,” she said. “But what was that scene all about?”

Ryzhkov tossed back his shot and signaled the bartender for another. He leaned on the bar and kept his eyes straight ahead. “Politics.”

“What?”

Ryzhkov’s drink arrived, and he gulped it down. The chatter in the room was back at full volume.

“If you don’t mind my asking, what did Victor say?”

Ryzhkov stared straight ahead. “He who sings not with us . . .”

Katherine shook her head helplessly.

“It’s Mayakovsky, the poet.” He raised his voice, reciting. “‘And he who sings not with us today is against us!’”

Katherine clucked her tongue. “That’s completely paranoid.”

Ryzhkov turned and looked at her for the first time. “Have you ever been to Russia, Doctor . . . ?”

“Sears. No.”

“Do you speak Russian?”

“No.”

“Have you ever read Anna Akhmatova?” His tone was sharp now.

“Who?”

Ryzhkov finished his drink and set the glass on the bar. His hand was shaking. “Do you know how many days the siege of Leningrad lasted?” His voice trembled with emotion.

“No.”

“I wonder then, Dr. Sears, how you dare presume to stand before me and judge Victor Perov when you don’t know even the first thing about Russia?”

He turned and stormed out of the room.

In her living room, Lena smiled at the story. “That sounds like Papa.”

A moment passed, and Katherine asked, “Do you ever see Victor?”

“About once a month,” said Lena. “He was here two weeks ago. He brought some antibiotics for my son. Vanya had . . .” Maxim interrupted. “I’m sorry. I don’t know the word for this disease. It’s like a sore throat.”

“Strep throat?” offered Katherine.

“Maybe,” he shrugged and went on with his translation. “Anyway, none of the pharmacies in Moscow had any antibiotics. It’s defitsit. But the institute has a well-stocked pharmacy and Victor brought me some. He seemed very sad. Ever since Anton’s death, he hasn’t been the same. They were twins, and I think part of him died with Anton.”

Katherine fidgeted anxiously.

“Victor’s grandmother died, and his mother moved out. He’s living with some woman and her child now.”

“He’s living with someone?” Katherine asked, startled.

“That’s What he said.”

“I have to talk to Victor Perov,” said Katherine.

Maxim interrupted. “Katherine, my dear, that’s quite impossible. It’s one thing to sneak away from your tour group to meet me. But this Victor Perov is a scientist at a mail box — that’s what we call a secret lab — and the son of a Central Committee member. He’ll never agree to it. It would be suicide.”

“He will meet me.”

“How do you know?”

“I know.”

Maxim paused. “Give the message to me. I’ll take it to him.”

“I can’t let you take that risk. Besides, the people who gave me the message said I must deliver it in person.”

“You’re scaring me,” said Maxim with a frown. “What is this all about?”

“I can’t say.”

Lena sat puzzled, watching the exchange. Katherine noticed and told Maxim to translate. Maxim did, and Lena asked what Katherine wanted her to do.

“Ask her if she would be willing to call Victor,” said Katherine.

“When?” asked Maxim.

“Now.”

“His phone may be bugged,” said Maxim.

Katherine hadn’t thought of that. “Then ask her if she can contact him in person.”

Maxim spoke with Lena a minute, and then he said, “She is afraid. She says she is divorced. Her son depends on her.”

“I understand. That’s why I won’t ask her to carry the message, only to contact him to set up a meeting.”

Lena listened and sat very still. She looked at the letters on her lap and then raised her eyes to Katherine. “Why are you doing this?”

Katherine considered concealing her hidden motive. But she suspected Lena had already guessed.

“Ya ego lyublyu,” said Katherine.

I love him.

A small smile came to Lena’s lips. “You can never be with him.”

“Perhaps. But that doesn’t really change anything, does it?” 

The room was quiet. Katherine held her breath. Had she erred in revealing her personal secret? Perhaps Lena had her own feelings for Victor, in which case she might refuse to help, just to keep them apart.

“Why should I believe you?” Lena asked at last.

Maxim began to protest Lena’s blunt question, but Katherine stopped him. “It’s all right, Maxim. She has a right to ask that.”

Katherine twisted a ring off her finger and handed it to Lena. The ring had a large amber stone in a silver setting. It looked like an antique. Lena turned it over in her hand a moment. She frowned, puzzled.

“You know this, don’t you?” Katherine said in Russian.

“Where did you get it?” Lena demanded.

“Read the inscription,” Katherine said, gaining confidence in her Russian.

Lena peered at the inside of the band.

Maxim said, “What does it say?”

Neither woman answered. They stared at each other a moment, and then Lena handed back the ring. Katherine slipped it on her finger.

Lena turned to Maxim and spoke with him a moment.

Maxim translated. “She has agreed to help. She wants to know what she should say to him.”

Katherine breathed deep. “Tell him that Katherine Sears is in Moscow. Tell him I leave the day after tomorrow. Here’s a copy of my tour schedule.” Katherine handed Lena a paper and went on. “I won’t be able to sneak away from the group like this again. Victor will have to make contact with me somewhere along the line. We need two minutes together. That’s all.”

Maxim translated and Lena replied.

“It’s settled,” said Maxim. “She’ll go to Victor Perov tomorrow morning.”

A few minutes later, Katherine and Maxim put on their coats and left. They had been gone five minutes when Lena Ryzhkova heard a knock at the door. She turned the latch thinking that Katherine or Maxim had forgotten something. She pulled open the door and looked into the hard faces of two strange men. 
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