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This book is for Jesse,

Our Heart of Hearts,

So he can know how it all began






Authors’ Note



The story you are about to read is true. Or at least it is as true as we can write it. When one is trying to commit to paper the secret history of history, things take odd twists and turns. Nonfiction espionage must be written with foremost regard for any continuing intelligence equities that might still be involved. To that end this book has been reviewed by the CIA’s Publication Review Board. Years ago, when we began employment with the CIA, we both signed secrecy agreements stipulating that the Agency would be allowed to review any writings we might ever do and remove any information considered harmful to ongoing operations, techniques, or personnel. We still have many friends and colleagues who continue their work with the CIA, and we know that many of the foreign agents and sources with whom we worked are continuing to provide invaluable intelligence to the U.S. government. We would never jeopardize their lives or otherwise threaten their security.

In that spirit our reader will need to know that some details of our story have been blurred. Geographic details have been generalized, so that “Subcontinent” and “South Asian capital” are as specific as it can get in several instances. Nearly all names except our own have been changed. Some dates have been slightly shifted, although the time line in the book does represent the broad dates of the operations described. Several characters are composite characters, and this was done in order to obscure their identities. All of the above was done not for stylistic reasons, but to expedite the telling of this story, set during the last five years of the Cold War.

Following the events of September 11, 2001, we hope that the American reader will find some reassurance in this story that U.S. intelligence services are alive and well and have been for many years. The Cold War battleground has segued into the war against terrorism, but shadowy targets and unseen threats are nothing new—the CIA has been engaged in this battle for years.

The code of the spy has always been, “Never celebrate your successes or explain your failures.” While this always made sense from the point of view of security, it has nevertheless deprived the American people of the information they need to properly evaluate the work that their intelligence agencies are doing. With a few exceptions, it will always be this way. But we hope the story we are about to tell will offer a measure of courage, a sense that the right things are being done for the right reasons, and that honorable men do prevail. George Tenet, Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), said himself that the American public must know about the CIA’s history in order “to judge for itself the contribution made by the intelligence community to the successful conduct of the Cold War.”

Espionage is not a career to be undertaken lightly, and along the way there have been and will be human losses, both American and foreign. For reasons of national security many of those who have been lost cannot be named even in death, neither the Americans nor the foreigners who worked and died so bravely for the cause of freedom. But we can honor each and every one of them for a job well done. We hope that this book will further that process.

ANTONIO AND JONNA MENDEZ







Spy Dust






Prologue

The Year of the Spy




Washington, D.C.
April 16, 1985

The lobby of the Mayflower Hotel in downtown Washington was one cavernous hallway with medallions of oriental carpet at carefully measured intervals. A row of crystal chandeliers was strung down the city-block-long corridor, and their reflections danced in the multitude of gold-framed mirrors lining the walls. The hotel had many entrances, sitting as it did at a strategic intersection of Connecticut Avenue and De Sales Street, four blocks from the White House. A prestigious location for more than half a century, the Mayflower had served as a site for numerous presidential inaugural balls.

On this date, a new footnote was to be added to the hotel’s colorful history.

In the bar just off the lobby, a man was sitting at a corner table so that he could observe the foot traffic on both Connecticut and De Sales. He had been waiting for more than thirty minutes and, nervous by nature, had already downed a couple of double vodka martinis. This waiting game went against his grain. He got up and walked into the lobby, where he stood looking down the great length of the hotel promenade, which was filling with small groups of people gathering for lunch or drinks, or just chatting.

The person he was expecting was not among the crowd.

He seemed slightly out of place in these plush surroundings. It wasn’t just the Montgomery Ward polyester sports coat or the dirty Hush Puppies he wore or even his bad teeth. It was the accumulation of all these details that suggested a man who didn’t belong.

He went back to the bar and lit another cigarette; he had been smoking continuously since his arrival. Pulling a letter-sized envelope out of his coat pocket, he placed it on the table, squaring its long side with the table’s edge. He tapped his fingers softly on the envelope, hesitated, then picked it up and put it back into his pocket. The bar was beginning to fill up with the lunch crowd.

He checked his watch again and looked around the bar. The rich, English club atmosphere—the dark leather and mahogany—that was designed to cosset and relax gave him no feeling of ease or belonging.

He began to fume. This meeting had been scheduled and rescheduled three times, and now here he was being stood up like some unimportant peon.

The more he thought about the slight, the angrier he got.

The envelope in his pocket was blank; inside it, a smaller envelope had the name Stanislav Androsov written on it. Androsov was the KGB rezident in Washington—the highest-ranking Soviet spy in America’s capital. The name on the letter inside the smaller envelope was not Androsov’s, however, but rather his KGB working name: KRONIN. Using this name would make it clear to the Soviet that another professional intelligence officer had written this letter, which itself was short and to the point, offering to exchange dollars for pounds of flesh: $50,000 cash for the names of three Soviet citizens working for the CIA in Washington.

Out of patience, the man drained his drink and stormed from the bar. He crossed the busy street and headed quickly to the Soviet Embassy two blocks away. When he arrived, he walked through the spiked metal gate of the ornate mansion without hesitation, even though he knew that the FBI maintained a routine observation post to note and photograph all embassy visitors. Once inside, he slipped the envelope through a glass partition to the guard on duty.

The guard opened the blank outer envelope, read the name on the inner envelope, and looked up. Without uttering a word, the guard nodded his understanding of what to do with the letter.

The deed was done.

CIA Operations Officer Aldrich Ames left the imposing structure housing the Soviet ambassador and his staff, and retired to yet another bar on Sixteenth Street.

Sante Fe, New Mexico
September 21, 1985

The thirtyish couple in a faded Olds drove in the dark, which had fallen suddenly, as it does in the high desert when the sun finishes its pyrotechnic display. The air was already crisp with fall, which at this altitude came early.

The woman, an attractive brunette with short, curly hair and blue eyes, was driving. She appeared to have been crying. In the passenger seat sat her husband—a slender, mustached man. Cut from an Ivy League mold, he appeared unflappable.

On the floorboard by his feet sat the form of a makeshift dummy. Looking down, he mentally rehearsed how to move the form, smoothly and quickly, up off the floor, onto the seat between them, and open the latch on the car door, all in one motion—as he had been shown by the CIA officers who had trained him three years earlier.

The car made a left off Canyon Road, approaching the escape site.

The man saw no trailing car through the right side mirror, which he had adjusted for himself, not the driver. The lack of visible surveillance always made a case officer nervous. When surveillance couldn’t be seen, a well-trained operative had to wonder: Have I lost them, or are they clever enough to keep tabs on me without being seen?

The woman made another left, and they were now heading downhill, nearing the bailout point at the house with shrubbery in front.

The man had disabled the brake lights at a restaurant up the road—standard procedure on an operational run—so that there would be no telltale red flash when the driver slowed the car briefly for the passenger to roll out. He had also removed the bulb in the dome light of the car in their garage before leaving for dinner.

Leaning over slightly, the man moved his coat aside and brought the dummy up onto the seat. He jammed the edge of the rubber end of the plumber’s plunger into the crack between the seat back and bottom cushion so the dummy would not bob and sway as the car continued on. This telltale head waggle was dubbed “the chicken effect” by the CIA’s technical services people and, to a trailing surveillance car, could be a dead giveaway that the silhouette was not that of a real person.

He had taken delight in the fact that he was using, as part of the dummy, the same wig he had been given at “the Camp,” an isolated compound of several hundred acres south of Washington, D.C., along the Atlantic seaboard. This was where the CIA trained all its case officers, as part of their disguise orientation, before deploying them overseas.

Resting on its head-shaped Styrofoam block, the wig completed the dummy’s head. The torso was formed by a wire coat hanger attached to the handle of the plunger with duct tape. Over the hanger was draped a designer-label khaki field jacket the man had bought at a large mall in the Washington area, before they had moved to Santa Fe.

“Okay, this is it,” she said, turning sharply onto the side street.

They looked into each other’s eyes for a split second; then, he was gone.

In the parlance of the FBI, he was “in the wind.” The Bureau had been surveilling him round-the-clock ever since a KGB defector had led them to him a month before. He had been fired from the CIA two years earlier for petty theft and lying. Since then, as a measure of revenge, he had volunteered his services to the Soviets.

The ruse he had just pulled off, with the assistance of his very capable wife, Mary—who had been trained in such matters by the CIA so she could join her husband on assignment—had given him a twenty-four-hour head start.

Edward Lee Howard would already be out of the country by the time the FBI realized he had defected to the Soviet Union.

Westchester County, New York
September 31, 1985

The mole sat in his windowless, soundproofed basement sanctuary, its door locked.

He unlocked the two-drawer file cabinet next to his computer and removed a small black notebook. He thumbed through it to a particular page and then placed it on his desktop, open and weighted down with a Diet Coke.

The room was his refuge and his haven—the one place in the world where he felt totally in charge. He was the master of this space, both the twelve-by-sixteen-foot room and the window to the world that his computer opened up to him. He was a senior counterintelligence agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, so there were few places he couldn’t go—in cyberspace or otherwise—and not many files he couldn’t access.

The guys at the office had no idea, simply no clue about his ability to manipulate them and the information that they all depended on. They were so busy kissing up and having their long, beer-filled lunches that they spent little time observing what actually went on around them. Fools! So busy getting their tickets punched that they were oblivious of the real danger in their midst. He had watched them get promoted ahead of schedule, ahead of him, moving up through the echelons of the bureaucracy, while he plodded on in place. The new boss especially got under his skin. The man had seemed nice enough when he first arrived at the New York Field Office. But then there had been the little barbs, the smirking and the quietness when he entered the room, and he knew that this guy, too, was part of the clique—that group that had excluded him almost from day one.

Well, wouldn’t they be surprised if they knew what he was about to do? Wouldn’t they sit up and pay attention?

There was a crucifix on his desk, an ornate icon given to him by his wife on his last birthday. He had taken it into work, intending to keep it there as a symbol of all that he held dear and of the faith that he embraced along with his family. But after he had hung it on the wall behind his desk, there had been several comments—one a clumsy reference to the separation between church and state—and so he had brought it here, giving it a place of honor in his private sanctuary.

He returned to the business at hand. Opening a drawer in the computer desk, he pulled out a pair of white cotton gloves—the kind used in photographic laboratories and darkrooms to handle delicate negatives. Putting them on, he picked up a stack of inkjet computer paper and positioned it in the printer. He paused for a moment, mentally composing the first line, removing the gloves, then began his first note—the one that would set the stage for all to follow. It would be a Valentine. He wanted them to appreciate the brilliance of the plan, yet he wanted it to be personal. He hoped they would show his signature—they would receive it only once—to one of their graphologists, who would be quick to point out that they were dealing with an individual of consequence and intelligence, a romantic, a man with vision, a man worth knowing. Certainly they would be able to come up with the $100,000 he needed, and quickly.


Dear Mr. Cherkashin:

Soon, I will send a box of documents to Mr. Degtyar. They are from certain of the most sensitive and highly compartmented projects of the U.S. intelligence community….

I must warn of certain risks to my security of which you may not be aware. Your service has recently suffered some setbacks. I warn that Mr. Boris Yuzhin, Mr. Sergey Motorin, and Mr. Valeriy Martynov have been recruited by our “special services.”



Satisfied that he had just sealed the fate of three top spies for America, he put the gloves back on, signed the letter with a pseudonym, put it into an envelope, and sealed the flap. Clearly and carefully, he printed a name and address on the envelope, adding his own fictitious return address. He knew with whom he was dealing. He had written to Viktor Cherkashin, the KGB’s chief of counterintelligence at the Soviet Embassy in Washington, and was proposing to pass his information to Viktor M. Degtyar, the press secretary at the embassy and, more important, a KGB counterintelligence officer.

He affixed the proper postage to the letter and then set it aside. He would mail it tomorrow in Prince George’s County, in Maryland, on his drive down to FBI headquarters.

If his information impressed them, as he knew it would, he was certain that the Soviets would not try to find out his identity. He would prove too valuable for them to take the chance of spooking him or inadvertently doing anything to finger him.

FBI Special Agent Robert Hanssen left his private world and stepped into the brighter light of early evening. He collected his wife and two of their six children for their drive to attend early evening mass and confession. He went daily with his wife and any of the children who were available. He found comfort in that.

 

During a span of five months and fourteen days in 1985, three Americans went over to the other side in the heat of the Cold War. Only one was known about; it would be years before the identity of the other two highly placed spies, one in the CIA and the other in the FBI, would surface.

The damage done by the three traitors to U.S. intelligence operations, specifically in Moscow, was unprecedented. The story of what happened to the men and women working in the field against this wave of treachery has never been told.

Until now.









One

Indochina

Winter 1973




Tony Mendez
CIA Technical Operations Officer
Specialties: Disguise and false documentation

I was being buffeted around in the backseat of a dilapidated gray Austin as Jack Maxwell drove quickly through the pitch black night. He spun the steering wheel back and forth with one beefy hand, and with the other deftly shifted gears like a race car driver as we sped down the narrow, winding streets of this moldering tropical city.

I knew that even though we couldn’t see them in the dark, every structure we passed was mildewed and slowly crumbling back into the black loam and teeming vegetation from where it had come long before the British carved out their colonial outpost here more than a century ago.

Maxwell, a large man with sloping shoulders, was slouched against the right-hand door, on the driver’s side of the old car. He had borrowed this wreck from one of the office secretaries for his nighttime forays. He was wearing a pair of tortoiseshell glasses, a Band-Aid mustache, and a floppy hat, one of the many quick-change disguises that I had devised for him and his intelligence sources to use for their meetings after dark. Such subterfuge was the only way CIA officers could meet their assets—locals recruited by U.S. intelligence—in this hostile environment.

Maxwell would sometimes have eight or nine operational meetings a night, which pushed the bounds of good security practices. Most meetings took place in the old car while he drove his asset around on the back streets, debriefing them while continuing to run surveillance-detection runs—SDRs, as they are known in the spy trade—to ensure they weren’t being followed.

Tonight was a special trip. We would be breaking new ground on this case, and thanks to my disguises, Maxwell would be bringing his best agent home for a sit-down meeting in the civilized surroundings of his house, an almost unheard of luxury.

We were approaching a double corner as we passed the swimming club where Maxwell would execute a rolling car pickup. He slowed down, pressed on the brake pedal long enough for the forward motion of the car to be interrupted for half a heartbeat. He timed this stop to occur just as he passed behind the hedge on our left, next to the corner of the club building.

A dark figure moved out from behind the hedge at the same instant and entered the left front passenger door as I opened and closed it in one motion. The dome light had not come on.

The figure crouched safely on the floorboard of the car as Maxwell released his pressure on the brake pedal and our momentum carried us forward again. He pressed smoothly on the accelerator, and we continued on a circuitous route to the residential district out by the lake to our first destination.

The top-secret GAMBIT disguise was positioned on my lap. I had created it for the man at an earlier meeting, and I hoped to conduct a final fitting tonight. I planned to do this in the dark car as we moved along, in case we passed someone who knew him.

We started down a deserted stretch, and the man code-named SAPPHIRE had crawled up off the floor and was now sitting up directly in front of me. He knew what to expect as I reached over to show him how to put on the disguise. By the time Maxwell arrived at his cover stop, I had made final adjustments to SAPPHIRE’s new persona and was handing him a small leather-bound credential, which he reviewed, then slipped into his pocket.

The houseboy and gate man at the cover stop didn’t give us a second look as we waited in the car chatting while Maxwell made his phantom delivery to a friend, the cover reason for this trip.

Shortly, we were headed back to Maxwell’s house, where I had been staying since my arrival from Washington, D.C. We had rounded a corner and were proceeding down a side street behind an enormous golden stupa, a Buddhist shrine, that marked the center of town.

Suddenly we were caught in the high beams of a vehicle blocking the center of the road. There were two uniformed and armed soldiers standing in front of the headlights of a camouflaged scout car. They signaled us to halt.

Maxwell stood on the brakes, and the ancient car lurched to a stop.

One of the military men approached the car on the passenger side and rapped on the glass with his swagger stick. SAPPHIRE rolled down the window, and the officer leaned his head so far into the car I was sure they would touch noses.

But he was not looking at SAPPHIRE at all. Instead, his gaze was focused on Maxwell.

“Evening, sir. May I see your papers?”

Maxwell presented his credential, handing it over in front of SAPPHIRE.

The officer shined his light on it, and then returned it. “Very good, sir. And what about these two gentlemen?”

Both SAPPHIRE and I were ready with our documents as well. His were in the credential case that I had given him minutes earlier. After a quick look, the officer handed both of them back to SAPPHIRE and snapped to attention. “Thank you, Excellency,” he said.

SAPPHIRE saluted back, and we were soon on our way.

A little later, we were relaxing over drinks at Maxwell’s place, reliving the events of the evening. Maxwell suddenly turned to me. “By the way,” he said, “that officer was awfully impressed with SAPPHIRE. What was that all about?”

“I knew the disguise would make him look older and distinguished,” I said, “so I made him an attaché from an Eastern European country—with the rank of general.”

SAPPHIRE smiled, enjoying the promotion that he had carried off perfectly.

The young Russian KGB officer already had a distinct military bearing.









Two

Asian Subcontinent

Spring 1987




Jonna Goeser
CIA Technical Operations Officer
Specialties: Disguise, false documentation, and clandestine photography

I came awake all at once. Something had moved in the darkness of my hotel room. The sheer curtains covering the wooden shutters had shifted slightly; a thin sliver of light pierced the room.

I tensed and, lying still, opened my eyes narrowly.

There was movement at the door, where a beam of light appeared, then was broken momentarily as something crossed in front of it.

In the shadows, someone was gliding across the room, silently but with purpose.

Another noise now: the soft metallic clink of silver on china and the gush of liquid being poured. The scent of chai filled the room; an invisible cloud of cinnamon, cardamom, and cloves.

Breakfast had arrived in the style of the Raj, served discreetly, I could now discern, by a small dark man wearing a white uniform and matching gloves and a turban. As the server backed quietly across the room, angling perfectly toward the barely open door, I offered silent thanks to the British Empire. In a region where most things did not work and almost nothing worked well, when it came to creature comforts, the British had left a legacy that still endured. While the local women were neither valued nor pampered, a western woman, particularly one traveling alone, was better cared for in this culture than back home.

The door closed with a solid click, and the elegantly appointed room, with its vaulted ceiling, was once again cast into darkness. A slow roar began making its way into my consciousness; the traffic noise and bustle of the street below were increasing, the voices from the market beginning to rise, the horns of impatient drivers sounding more frequently, and the wail of a mosque’s call to prayer echoed in the far distance.

I parted the mosquito net shrouding the bed and slipped into my robe, then went to the window, drew the curtains aside, and unlatched the heavy shutters. Morning light poured into the room, harsh and bright, as jolting as the cacophony from the street.

On the table sat a silver tray of morning tea, part of the signature service of any Spencer Company hotel on the subcontinent. I poured a cup, lacing it heavily with hot milk and sugar, the way the locals drank it.

Following an old habit of using early morning for correspondence, I went to the desk centered in front of the window, placed a sheet of hotel stationery from another city and another visit on its surface, and began a note to my older sister.


Dear Jennifer,

I will spend today feeling bad about not getting a birthday card off to you, but I thought if you knew I was traveling, you might forgive me. I miss you, not just the normal kind of missing, but I don’t really have anybody close here whom I can talk to.

It’s wonderful weather in this part of the world. The mornings start off misty and cool; then the afternoons are very warm, with intense sun but a really mild breeze. Roses bloom in the winter, the climate is so mild! Perfect, as far as I am concerned.

Things with John are no better. We continue to drift apart, very amicably but very steadily. We are both traveling enormously and in fact spend little time at home together. But even when that does happen, it is not worth the wait. Our interests are so different and our ideas so divergent. I don’t know what to do about it, but I do know nothing can be done out here. Maybe when we return to the States, we can figure something out.

 

Hoping your birthday is (was) fun.

Love, Jonna



I headed into the porcelain and gold-plated turn-of-the-century bath. As always when entering the shower here, I hesitated before moving under the stream of rusty water. I had never been entirely convinced that this murky water could be cleansing, but a quick shower always worked wonders clearing the fuzzy corners of my mind. The hot water washed away not only the dust of the day but also the blur of the night before, remnants of the late hours spent in the hotel casino watching my boss, Tom “Woody” Smallwood, winning a lot of money.

Perversely, the more he drank the more he won at roulette. Before we entered the casino, Woody had told me that if I wanted to win some money, I should stick with him. “I usually win a lot, at least during the first ten to twenty minutes,” he said nonchalantly. The trick, he added, was to quit at that point. “If you want to bet along with me, be my guest.” And so I had. After fifteen minutes he swept together a pile of chips and cashed them in. I did the same, albeit a much smaller pile. He counted his out slowly, and announced that he had won almost $1,500. Why do the jerks of the world have so much luck? I wondered. I had about $400. The only problem was that it was in the local currency—and it could not be taken out of the country.

“Knock me up in the morning,” Woody had slurred later that night as I left him fumbling with the key to his room down the hall. He favored British phrasing because he thought it sounded risqué and intelligent.

Smallwood was a short, heavyset man with a potbelly that protruded unnaturally from his frame. His dark hair did not exhibit any gray at all, a detail that made me wonder if he was vain enough to color it. His face was dominated by a pair of unruly eyebrows that were his most expressive feature. His eyes, on the other hand, always seemed to be under complete control; they never gave him away.

On a Sunday afternoon two days earlier, he had called and asked me to meet him at the office right away. I had been on assignment on the subcontinent for several months, along with my husband, John Goeser, who was also a CIA officer. Smallwood had been called in by the communications officer to read a night-action cable—an NIACT, as they were designated—which could not wait for normal business hours. No matter what time of the day or night, when an NIACT came in, you dropped everything. “Pack your bag; we’re leaving tonight,” Woody added brusquely before I heard the click on the other end of the line.

The cable, parts of which he read to me an hour later, was of the highest security classification. It was obvious he did not want to hand it to me. By now, I was accustomed to his control issues, but they still rankled. My security clearance was as high as his, and I had every right to learn for myself the full extent of the operational requirements that were being levied on us. In fact, for me not to do so could endanger the mission as well as my own safety and that of those I was working with. From what I had gleaned, we had received an urgent request for photo surveillance, which meant a concealed-camera operation of some kind would be necessary.

“What else do they need from us?” I had asked, wanting to go prepared for any contingency.

“Don’t worry about it now,” Woody said, brusquely waving my concerns aside.

 

This was my fourth overseas tour with the CIA—my second as a technical operations officer—and I had dealt with all kinds.

I first joined the Agency at the age of twenty-one as a clerk-secretary and had come up through the ranks. This, finally, was my dream overseas assignment—with the notable exception of the man I now found myself working for. Since first glimpsing this exotic country two years earlier on a temporary tour of duty, I had gone to extraordinary lengths to be assigned here. This had included changing career disciplines—moving from the CIA’s photography division into disguise work. I had been among a class of ten technical service officers handpicked for a year’s training in all disciplines. Invitations to join the course were exclusive and highly coveted; the opportunity was hard won and consequently prized. Graduates of the course could usually name their next tour of duty.

“No one sells asshole insurance,” I had heard Tony Mendez, head of the Disguise and Documents Division of the Office of Technical Service (OTS), say more than once back at headquarters in Washington, D.C., while counseling someone who had complained about having to deal with a difficult personality within the Agency.

“You have to learn to operate inside the organization the same way you have to learn how to operate against the enemy.” Now working under Tony’s auspices in OTS, I was confident in his ability to represent my best interests at headquarters, no matter how difficult my relationship with my direct supervisor in the field had become. I had come to trust Tony and relied on him as I did few others.

In fact, it had been Tony who had taught me most of the lessons that had allowed me to succeed in this business. The idea of being on someone’s team had been foreign to me, and Tony had spent some time actively trying to recruit me to join his group. Like a fool, I had initially turned him down, not understanding the opportunity he was offering me to advance in the largely male milieu of covert intelligence operations. Eventually, I wised up and went for it. Now, Tony was nothing less than a lifeline stretching halfway around the world, providing me with my main support and always watching my back.

Over time, Tony had become not only a professional colleague but also a friend. There was nobody better equipped to be my mentor and protector. A discerning senior manager who always put the personal touch into his negotiations, he had assured me that he could nail down this overseas assignment for me and then had done so in spite of opposition from Tom Smallwood. When things began to get really nasty, with Smallwood sending uncomplimentary cables—back-channel cables that only higher-ups saw—Tony deftly began deflecting them, pointing out their inaccuracies and untruths. Tony was simply the most effective manager I had ever had.

Before I had won this assignment, Smallwood had told me in Washington that he did not have much use for my particular skills, which were disguise and documentation. He would have preferred to fill my slot with another audio officer—someone who dealt in electronics. I countered that I would also bring to his group a strong photo capability, but he was unimpressed. Unofficially, I believed that Smallwood did not want a professional woman in any capacity assigned to his unit. In truth, I had never met a man I could not work with, but then came Tom Smallwood, and my lucky streak ran out. Even if he wasn’t damaging my career—thanks to Tony—Smallwood was, at the very least, making life miserable for me.

My husband John and I—receiving dual assignments in the field thanks in large measure to Tony’s bureaucratic wrangling—had settled into the heat and tropical pace of a world not much different than a century before. Many of the things that had drawn me back to this region I still found riveting. The culture was rich and thickly layered: the local history was full of pashas and rajas, all elephant-borne; oriental carpets were woven on almost every street corner; and the local cuisine was spicy and delicious. The climate was hot and dry, with just enough of a monsoon season every year to enable a true gardener to have some success. The photographer part of me was drawn to the desert over and over again, trying to capture the exotic colors and faces that lived out there in small, exquisite houses shaped out of dried cow dung. Their interiors were constructed almost like the adobe work of New Mexico—fireplaces and shelves were simply modeled into the walls—and the shelves were full of hand-hammered copper dishes and brilliant textiles. Physically small and handsome, the people themselves were fascinating. It was amazing to my western eye that the deeper you penetrated into the desert, the more outrageously colorful their clothing and accessories became. Chartreuse, fuchsia, magenta, and jolting yellows were the most common hues. The natives conveyed an elegance that belied their simple and impoverished condition.

Back in the teeming capital city where we were based, a full ensemble of servants took care of us: a talented cook, gardeners, gate guards, a driver, a housekeeper, and a laundry boy tended our palatial pink rococo mansion. Inside, a three-story circular staircase was crowned with a cupola, and the marble floors were covered with hand-knotted silk rugs. In the end, I could put up with Smallwood as long as I could stay on the road half the time and not have to work with him too often. This trip, however, was too important to worry about another round of in-my-face harassment.

Smallwood was the technical officer-in-charge, the boss of our forward-deployed tech unit, a group of officers who, together, could respond to almost any operational requirement. Need to break into an office? steal a code book? disguise an agent? photograph a document? rescue an informant? communicate with your asset? We could do all of that and much more. I had always thought of the Office of Technical Service and its techs as “Q,” from the James Bond movies, and was not too wide of the mark. There were a few differences though: we seldom simply issued our equipment to a case officer and let him run with it in the field; instead we usually accompanied the officer and the gear around the world, wherever it was needed, and made sure it worked. And second, unlike in all those Bond movies, intelligence officers seldom carried guns, except in a war zone, although we were all trained in weapons. I had qualified as a marksman with a Smith & Wesson .38 revolver and a Colt .45 automatic, and from a hundred paces could hit just about anything I cared to shoot at.

Our tech field unit was one of several such units positioned around the world, consisting of technical officers and their equipment. We supported all sorts of operations from these units, and the officers likely to be assigned to a unit were either exceptional in their field of expertise or broadly based in their skills, and sometimes both. As someone who could do both disguise and documents, with a second skill of photography, I was considered to be highly flexible. Our group’s traveling area covered the Asian subcontinent—all the way from Pakistan to Burma, and from Sri Lanka to the Himalayas—but we would occasionally respond to special requests for our skills from outside our geographic area, places such as Hong Kong and Singapore. In general, I found this part of the world very agreeable, and my job never boring.

The other officers in our unit were men, except for the secretary. I stood out as the only woman field operative and had to put up with mostly good-natured teasing and ribbing from the guys. Occasionally, the harassment level would get cranked up a bit—for instance, when one of our big bosses came visiting and the evening’s entertainment would become “guys only.” Still no big deal for me; I saw them daily and considered them friends. But I was never Tom Smallwood’s friend, not even at the beginning, and he wasted no time in letting me know it. I had been advised by various peers and managers at headquarters not to expend too much energy going to war with Smallwood, and I had to remind myself constantly of this very sound piece of advice.

That’s what it was like at home—a wonderful residence, a reasonable office filled mostly with capable and amicable colleagues, an exotic setting, and a job full of high adventure and worldwide travel. So what’s wrong with this picture? I regularly asked myself, basking at the pool of a four-star hotel like the Mandarin in Hong Kong or, my favorite, the Oriental in Bangkok, while awaiting contact instructions. We were working for the world’s most effective intelligence agency, doing honorable work, and getting a look behind the scenes. Occasionally, we were also allowed to stir up the dust and attempt to change those events.

Of course, we were not the only intelligence service out there. Working toward similar goals were the Israelis (Mossad) and the British (MI6), who had always been top-notch. Our old enemies the Soviets (KGB), the East Germans (HVA), and the Cubans (DGI) were just about as good as we were, occasionally better, and they certainly kept us very watchful and concerned about their intentions.

 

Sunday’s hurried flight with Woody had had its moments. After his initial briefing, I had packed equipment bags with the cameras and accessories I thought would be needed, and met my chief at our local airport in the early evening. It was hot and humid again, and inside the airport terminal the crowds were so large that it was almost unbearable. I had made this flight many times before and thought I would amuse Woody with a little routine I had perfected.

“I don’t know why,” I said, “but this airline seems to think I am someone of consequence. Stick with me and you’ll see how they treat a western woman.”

At that moment, the chief of operations for the airline appeared behind the counter, walked around the baggage loading station, and came over. “Good to see you, good to see you!” he exclaimed, pumping my hand furiously.

The man’s grooming was almost as perplexing as his behavior. He had no beard but a face full of hair thanks to peculiar sideburns that ended with a horizontal band that extended almost across each cheek to his nose.

I smiled gleefully at Woody as we were taken to the head of the long check-in line and presented to the ticket clerk as if we were visiting royalty. We checked our luggage but would hand carry our equipment bags onto the plane. Our airline friend saw to it that we skirted the X-ray machines, too, and he personally escorted us to the plane, even coming on board with us. “Memsahib seat,” I whispered to Woody. “They always put me there.” He responded with a quizzical look. We were taken to the front row, left side, and the operations chief stowed our bags overhead, shook my hand again, then departed.

“What the hell was that?” Woody asked.

“I’m still not sure,” I admitted.

When I first started using this airport, the operations chief had asked me if I was a Pan Am flight attendant in such a way that I assumed an affirmative answer would have entitled me to certain professional courtesies. Even though I told him I was not with an airline, the royal treatment ensued, and had been repeated every time he saw me. I had come to call it the Memsahib Syndrome. When the British were here, they ruled the whole area with an iron glove. Trains were on time; records were in order; streets were paralleled and all of the corners squared. But while the men—the sahibs—have faded into history, it seems that the memory of those British women—memsahibs—remains vividly intact. They must have been something. I had learned that whenever I traveled in the subcontinent, all I had to do was wear a western dress and stockings and I would command enormous respect from the locals. I ended up in VIP lounges, at the head of any line, and my bags were first off the plane. Whatever it was, it made it hard to move around quietly and unnoticed. To do that, I had to turn myself into one of those Lonely Planet types and get out my backpack and Birkenstocks.

Smallwood ordered a beer before the plane had even taxied out to the runway, and though it was against the rules, they brought it to him because he was a westerner. As soon as we were airborne and had leveled off at our cruising altitude, he reclined his seat as far back as it would go, sipped his beer, and began briefing me on our mission.

“This is what we call a ‘smoking-bolt’ operation,” he said quietly.

The term was new to me. I’d been involved in many different kinds of espionage operations, but had never heard of a “smoking bolt.”

“You’re in for the ride of your life, if you’re up to it,” Woody continued, raising a bushy eyebrow at me. “We’re going to break into a Soviet stronghold, find the KGB’s Sanctum, and steal one of their KAPELLE devices. Lock, stock, and barrel.”

The revelation hit me like a bombshell, and I caught my breath, trying not to give any outward sign of surprise. I was amazed that he was going into such detail in such a public place.

“We’ll be meeting up with and supporting a unique, compartmented Agency team. These guys are an elite group of specialists, a bunch of cat burglars, second-story men, and safecrackers, trained to steal anything not nailed down. They specialize in really high-end security materials. The way they go about it is not so much about stealth as it is big brass balls. Rumor is that they are professional wise guys recruited and trained for this one purpose, but not fit for headquarters duty. We’ll be providing any technical support they need and probably be doing things we have never done before, so be ready for some surprises. And, by the way, we have to be out on the street first thing in the morning for a car pickup with the team leader.”

Smallwood told me that the KAPELLE, a top-secret communication device, had been at the top of the Agency’s shopping list for several years. The stakes would be huge in this operation; it was a big risk with a high profile, and an amazing prize dangling before us.

“This will be one for the record book,” he offered, “if anyone is keeping score. Just don’t screw up. No mistakes. Headquarters is watching.”

With his unruly eyebrows raised, he looked hard at me. Woody didn’t get worked up too often, and when he did, it was worth noting. “No mistakes” was his mantra, his way of doing business. Of course, what it normally did was discourage his officers from taking chances and risking failure in order to succeed. His adrenaline was flowing now, though, and given the important and challenging nature of our assignment, so was mine.

Over his second beer, Woody related some of the long and colorful history of this type of operation. There had been a wholesale rash of these “snatch-and-grab” operations during World War II. OSS (the Office of Strategic Services, the forerunner of the CIA) and British commandos were well versed in techniques for the surgical penetration of an enemy’s strongholds to capture a vital piece of hardware such as an advanced weapon component or high-security communications gear. But that was during wartime.

I knew that during the Cold War the KGB, FBI, and other counterintelligence organizations had found it expedient to breach the security of foreign legations when a case could be made for such a blatant action. In fact, there was a recently signed executive order issued by President Reagan that gave the attorney general the authority to approve an FBI “black bag job” against an “official foreign” installation for counterintelligence purposes. But I was only aware of our own surreptitious-entry unit in OTS, whose job was to assist our audio operations officers in gaining access to a target. I had had no idea that another CIA team existed for the purpose of purloining an enemy’s hardware, leaving nothing behind but the “smoking bolts” where it had been fastened down.

Historically, most of our operations were designed to penetrate an enemy’s stronghold and steal their secrets but to do it with such stealth that we could go back and steal new secrets the following week. We took great care to keep our agents in place and alive for this purpose.

This entry, on the other hand, would be a conspicuous act that could precipitate an international incident if the perpetrators were known to be sponsored by the U.S. It was also the type of event that could provoke retaliation against American targets elsewhere in the world. It was our job, as OTS technical officers, to provide the appropriate cover and technical tradecraft to the team so that their true identity and affiliation were not known, even though the Soviets were sure to suspect it was the work of a sophisticated, western intelligence service.

Deniability. That’s what we would be expected to provide.

I sat back in my seat and wrestled with the concept. We were informed of only a small portion of any given operation. I struggled to put together the available pieces of this one. It seemed to me that if we flagrantly stole the KAPELLE device, their reaction would be to make immediate changes to equipment, codes, and other tradecraft that would limit the usefulness of the device to whoever stole it. We must have some old score to settle, I thought, something major.

Woody had further explained that these smoking-bolt operations were like a throwback to the days when the Native American tribes would use the technique of warfare known as “making a coup on the enemy.” If a member of a rival tribe could breach the security of another tribe’s stronghold and grab something or strike a blow and then run away before anyone could react, it was as good as a battle won. A smoking-bolt operation had to be kind of like that, but with deniability.

I looked at him blankly. He was not going to hand me the cable detailing the operational plan, but was fully prepared to give me this history lesson over his beer at 35,000 feet! What a piece of work he was. I had a sneaking hunch there was more to this operation than met the eye, but I didn’t share that with Woody. What good would it do? He had certainly given no sign of intending to deal me in as an equal anytime soon.

 

Even as I finished my morning tea, the memory of the briefing I had received on KAPELLE and the smoking-bolt operation was exhilarating, and I could barely wait to get going. Checking my watch, I saw it was almost time to go and collect Woody for our planned rendezvous with the entry-team leader.

Out of habit, I made sure that my room was neatly organized and my suitcase closed and locked. Inside the case, I had constructed a little trap—a small arrangement of film canisters, always in a special order, that would be softly toppled if the case was opened. It would be good to know if someone was looking that closely at my belongings.

I stepped over to the window and took one more look at the mountainous landscape looming in the distance. Some of the world’s highest peaks were thrusting up from the mist-filled valley. Snowcaps were glowing with the warm hues of the sunrise.

It was time to go.

I slipped on a pair of freshly pressed khaki pants. The matching jacket went on over a black silk tank top, the suntan made makeup almost superfluous, and my hair was short and easy to deal with. I couldn’t find the needlepoint pouch that contained the small bottle of my perfume and spent several minutes looking before finally locating it on the floor behind the bureau. I had discovered this intoxicating mixture of sandalwood and patchouli scents in the local bazaar. I had to be careful when and where I wore it, though; the perfume lingered and friends claimed they could tell if I had passed through a room even after I was gone. It had become my signature.

A few minutes later, I rapped on the dark hardwood door of Smallwood’s room.

No answer. I knocked again, this time harder and longer.

I heard a chair screech as if someone had bumped into it. Fumbling with the latch, Woody opened the door just wide enough for one reddened eye to peer out. I could see enough of him to realize he was not dressed.

“Woody, we’ve got a meeting,” I said urgently.

“You go, I’ll catch up with you later,” he said, closing the door in my face.

We had gone over the details of the car pickup time and site before going out the night before, so I knew how to make it to the meeting on my own. I set out on foot, aware that it was a lengthy walk to the planned rendezvous on the outskirts of town.

I strolled through the ancient bazaar, which had probably not changed in appearance since the fifteenth century. In the coolness of the early morning, the smoke and soot of the dung fires rolled out of low, dark doorways leading to dank hovels as the local citizens began brewing their morning tea. I maneuvered carefully, avoiding the heaps of garbage and dog feces that made the narrow curving streets hard to navigate in full daylight, let alone in the low-lying morning mist. I was a dedicated runner and always packed my running shoes and some sweats whenever I traveled. But I would not use them here—the streets were always so filthy and the terrain so uneven that a runner would be risking serious injury.

When I traveled, my cover varied—I had multiple identities ranging from tourist and photographer to diplomat. I could, in a real sense, be anybody I wanted. Right now, I was simply a western tourist with a camera and had alias credentials to back it up. This allowed me to move around the region like an ordinary sightseer without calling special attention to myself, and also to meet up from time to time with other Americans.

Within twenty minutes, I had made my way past the bazaar and through the winding lanes on the outskirts of town. High stone walls lined the streets, with the occasional gateway leading to some now defunct minor palace, once home to one of the all-powerful families who had ruled in these mountains, not unlike the maharajahs of India. The twists and turns of the narrow roadway made it easy to see whether anyone was following.

Chilly, high-altitude air spilled down from glaciers nestled precariously around the steeply angled surrounding peaks. As I moved beyond the pollution, I felt more vigorous and began to set a brisk pace up the steep incline. There were brief glimpses of the valley floor spreading out below me as the buildings became more widely spaced.

A small local shrine containing a deity appeared ahead, the goddess covered in a brilliant red powder of some sort; the wooden platform on which she sat was gilded on the edges and painted in a saffron hue. Long necklaces of frangipani and marigolds decorated the shrine, spilling over the edges and hanging almost to the ground. Several small candles were burning, and I could smell the sandalwood incense and the musky frangipani as I drew closer.

I heard the engine of the vehicle coming up behind me before I saw it. As it coasted up beside me on the far side of the road, I recognized it as a Land Rover. At that moment, the gaze of the driver riveted me. He possessed the coldest, bluest eyes I had ever seen. He had close-cropped hair and a full beard; his straight white teeth were exposed in a smile. While he was handsome in a conventional way, he looked vaguely menacing. As he rolled down the window, I found myself curious to hear his voice.

“Good morning,” he said. “Is this the way to the Oberoi Hotel?”

That was the parole I had been given as a recognition signal. The chances of someone else asking for that particular hotel were slim, since it was on another side of town some ten miles away. He spoke with a slight accent, and slowly, the way they do in America’s Deep South. Georgia, perhaps. Just like Mom.

“No, it’s not,” I answered. “But I can show you the way if you like.”

The back door of the silver gray auto swung open, and I made out the silhouette of another man in the backseat. I moved quickly in through the open door, and the Land Rover drove away briskly. As we cruised silently back down toward town, I realized there were three men in the car.

Swallowing hard, I noticed that my heart was beating faster than normal, and it wasn’t because of the brisk walk. Deep breaths, slow down.

A minute later, I ventured to break the silence. “Where are we headed?”

“We’re driving by the jailhouse,” said the driver.

“What’s there?” I asked.

“We want to know where it is in case they take us there. We’ll know which way to run if we can escape.”

Nobody smiled.
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