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Praise for The Russian Key:

“The Russian Key is a captivating Cold War thriller. Its clean, clear prose and artful plotting kept me turning pages into the wee hours. Laber has had an illustrious career doing clandestine human rights work behind the Iron Curtain, and she draws on her deep knowledge to create a story as authentic as it is entertaining.” —Joe Weisberg, creator of The Americans

“I picked up The Russian Key and couldn’t put it down. As a founder of Human Rights Watch, author Jeri Laber builds her novel on knowledge acquired in dozens of missions into the underground in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. In our era, in which heroes wear capes and fly, it is a joy to be able to hang on to an ever-provocative story which describes an attractive and unusual love affair.”—Hannah Pakula, author of New York Times notable book The Last Empress, The Last Romantic, and An Uncommon Woman

“In this fast-paced and often witty book, Jeri Laber combines her deep knowledge of totalitarianism with the ups and downs of a thriller. She writes from the inside, conjuring multiple societies and the players within them, and the story she tells is ultimately both alarming and delightful.”—Andrew Solomon, PhD, author of Far and Away, Far From the Tree, and The Noonday Demon

“I was surprised and delighted by Jeri Laber’s The Russian Key. Its protagonists—lovers and spies, friends and enemies and CIA officials—kept me intrigued from the first page to the last. A terrific read.”—Rose Styron, poet, journalist, and human rights activist

“The Russian Key is one of the most refreshing spy novels to come along in some time, a remarkably realistic exploration of the human costs of the espionage game. Set in the Cold War era of the 1950s and 1960s, it tells the tale of a relationship between two spies, and two countries. Along the way, Katherine Landau emerges as an unlikely hero, one of the more compelling and authentic characters in American spy fiction. The author’s first-hand knowledge of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe shows throughout this taut, thought-provoking novel. A great read.”—James Lilliefors, author of The Children’s Game (as Max Karpov)

“Layer-upon-layer and twist-after-twist, Jeri Laber’s novel redefines deception. A young woman, fascinated by everything Russian, becomes a CIA operative, and ends up in a torrid—and dangerous—affair with a suspected KGB agent. Between them, they deal lies like cards, leaving the reader to sort out what’s true and who has the better hand. Laber’s personal history with clandestine activities lends authenticity to the story, which she tells in a breezy, engaging way that had me totally entertained and intrigued.” —Timothy Jay Smith, author of The Fourth Courier and Fire on the Island

“Part Hitchcock, part Ephron, all Jeri,The Russian Key (a veritable russkie à clef) is ridiculously entertaining: gripping, taut, sexy, sly, and altogether delicious.”—Lawrence Weschler, author of Calamities of Exile and A Miracle, A Universe: Settling Accounts with Torturers

“Jeri Laber’s The Russian Key is a swift, deftly plotted spy story twined with a tale of passionate love. The authentic details attest to the author’s long years as a human rights activist during the Cold War, while twist after breathtaking twist lead the reader to an electrifying conclusion. The Russian Key is a wild ride and a thrilling read.”—Ellen Pall, author of Corpse de Ballet

“The Russian Key is a page-turning novel about the Soviet and US dance during the height of the Cold War, a story of love and betrayal with complex characters. An innocent American scholar of Russia and an attractive KGB/ cultural affairs officer draw the reader deeper and deeper into the peril of global politics at the time, of personal dilemmas and ultimately of life-shaping choices. Jeri Laber also shines a light on this period of history when the human rights movement came to life.” —Joanne Leedom-Ackerman, author of The Dark Path to the River and No Marble Angels
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For my daughters

Abby, Pam, and Emily


[Russia] is a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.

But perhaps there is a key.

—Winston Churchill, October 1, 1939


One

Washington, DC, November 1964

“Maksim Andreevich Rzhevsky. Does that name mean anything to you?” The two intelligence officers—one CIA, the other FBI—looked at me intently, awaiting my response.

I’d been summoned abruptly to a large office on the CIA’s seventh floor. I wasn’t dressed for an interview; I’d barely had time to brush my hair. Relatively new to the CIA staff, I worked in a cubicle doing translations and seldom met with any of my coworkers, and certainly not with the top brass. But I’d straightened my blouse and skirt and pulled myself together with youthful confidence, hoping this summons was about the position I’d been angling for.

Instead, they were asking me about the past, taking me back ten years, to my ill-fated trip to Moscow, to Max and our brief, romantic fling. The adventure that had ended badly, with me, an American college girl, in a Soviet jail.

Max. Maksim Rzhevsky. I’d never forgotten him. I’d never expected to hear his name again.

Now, years later, Max was about to reenter my life—not as a friend, but as an enemy.

And I would begin an exciting new assignment—and a life full of danger and duplicity.

I would become a spy.


Two

Smith College, Northampton, Massachusetts, 1953–54

Let me start back at Smith when I was sixteen, the youngest girl in the freshman class. Being the youngest was nothing new for me: I’d been skipped ahead, not once but twice, before I started high school. Looking back now, I find it hard to recognize the girl I was back then—a pampered only child, inept at making friends, intimidated by the sophisticated-looking girls who were my classmates, some as much as two years older than me.

I arrived at Smith a day later than planned and without my parents. My mother had come down with pneumonia and my father was at an important lawyers’ conference. They hired a driver to bring me to Northampton, where I was deposited with all my luggage at the front door of Sessions House, the historic brick building where I would be living. I struggled inside, carrying two suitcases and pushing another along with my foot. Luckily, my room was only one flight up, and I made it up the stairs in two short trips.

Jeanie was sitting on a bed near the window, reading a book. Blond hair, blue eyes, a suntanned, freckled face. She jumped up with a big smile and helped me with my bags. “So you’re here, at last!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been waiting and waiting to meet my roommate. The house-mother told me all about you: ‘Katherine Landau, a precocious Jewish girl from New York City.’ That’s how she described you. I expected a little girl with big glasses. Not someone tall and beautiful like you, Kathy.”

“Kate, please,” I replied, blushing a little at the compliment. “Call me Kate, not Kathy, okay?”

“Sure thing, Kate. Call me Jeanie, full name Jean Johnson. Can you think of a more boring name?

“Here, let me help you unpack.” Jeanie was already opening my bags. “Let’s see your New York City duds. I’ll bet they’re a lot more chic than mine. My folks are die-hard Bostonians, really square. Right down to the clothes my mom makes me wear.”

Jeanie was hanging up my skirts and dresses and neatly folding my cashmere sweater sets, murmuring appreciatively as she did so. She came across my saddle shoes, not the conventional brown and white ones, but black and tan instead. “How smart!” she kept saying. She couldn’t get over them.

“So, tell me all about you,” she demanded.

“Well, I’m from New York City, as you know. Manhattan. My dad’s a lawyer and my mom’s a housewife; she does a lot of volunteer work.”

I didn’t say we lived on Park Avenue. I assumed Jeanie was from a rich family, but she didn’t seem at all boastful and I followed her lead. I knew, even back then, that her kind of rich—Boston Brahmin rich—was different from the first-generation wealth of my parents.

But I wanted to show her I was a regular girl, not a “precocious” bookworm, as the house-mother had implied. “I’m into sports,” I told her, “the riskier the better. I like to ski, surf, and rock climb. I hunt and fish with my dad, at our place up in the Adirondacks. I’ve even taken up skydiving.”

“Skydiving? You mean jumping out of a plane with a parachute? You call that a sport?”

“Yup. It’s thrilling. You free-fall through the air before you open the parachute. There’s nothing like it.”

Jeanie was quiet for a minute, wide-eyed. Good, I thought, I’ve impressed her.

Then she asked: “Do you sail? Sailing’s my thing. I have my own boat, got it for my sweet sixteen. It’s in Newport where we go for weekends and summers. I spend all my time there sailing.”

“I’ve done some sailing, but I don’t really know how to sail.”

“I’ll teach you,” Jeanie declared, “during spring break. Now hurry and wash up. I’ll show you around campus. I’ve already scoped it out. I spent four years in an all-girls school; these schools are pretty much the same. I’m eighteen, by the way. My birthday’s in May.”

“So is mine!” I answered, then paused in confusion. I didn’t want to mention my age.

Jeanie got it right away. “Don’t be embarrassed,” she said. “I know you’re really young. You don’t seem so young. What’s age anyway? Just a bunch of numbers.”

I really liked her. I’d lucked out.

We made a striking couple, Jeanie and me. Both of us tall, about five-foot-eight, both with long, shoulder-length hair. Mine was black and wavy; Jeanie’s was thick and straight, so blond it looked almost white in the sun. With our small breasts and narrow waists and hips, we could easily fit into each other’s clothes. And we were both planning to major in art history. We seemed meant for each other, perfect roommates.

Jeanie took my arm and led me around the campus. I was a bit in awe, taking in the wide expanses of lawn, the ancient trees, the imposing brick buildings; this would be my home for the next four years. Jeanie kept stopping to talk with girls we passed. Some of them she’d already met, while with others she quickly introduced herself, and me as well. She had a way about her; she seemed to like everyone and everyone liked her. She asked personal questions, questions I wouldn’t dare ask a stranger, but she did so easily and with such interest, it made them feel special. And, I came to see, she remembered everything she was told, which made people feel like she really cared.

Thanks to Jeanie, I soon found myself included in a circle of friends that ate together each evening in the Sessions House dining room. There were about twenty-five girls living in Sessions, ranging from freshmen to seniors. We took our meals there, sitting at round tables that were set with fresh linens and handsome china and cutlery. Our little group was not a clique; Jeanie was always asking other girls to sit at our table or to join us for after-dinner coffee in the living room. She had a way of bringing me into the conversations. She’d say: “Katie was saying just the other day . . .” and I would find myself talking easily, no longer feeling young or shy. No one seemed to care about my age. Still, I never felt like I really belonged among these older, mainly Christian girls.

Jeanie, however, was a real friend, the first close friend I’d ever had. We shared a lot: our clothes, our makeup, our taste in music and movies, our interest in art. I opened up to her about things I’d never discussed with anyone before. She made it easy, for she did the same.

“My dad’s hopeless,” she told me one day. “Completely involved in his work, not interested in anything I do or say. He hardly ever comes to Newport; he’s too busy and stays in Boston most of the summer. He’s just not around, for big chunks of time.

“And my mom, she doesn’t care what I think either, as long as I do what she says. I didn’t want to go to boarding school, but she gave me no choice. She went to Rosemary Hall and I would, too. The same with Smith. I had to follow in her footsteps and go to these all-girl schools. No wonder I’ve never had a boyfriend. If I didn’t have a kid brother, I wouldn’t even know what a penis looked like.”

“With me, it’s different,” I confided, surprised to find myself chatting freely. “My parents won’t leave me alone. They want to share everything with me—fancy restaurants and plays that don’t interest me, dinner parties with people their age. They got so involved in my high school work, it was like they were taking the classes themselves. They keep telling everyone how smart I am. It’s embarrassing.”

“Doesn’t sound so bad to me,” Jeanie said. “At least they appreciate you.”

“You don’t know how hard it’s been, how lonely. How I’ve wished for a sister or brother, or at least a close friend. I was always being skipped ahead in school, with new kids older than me. It was hard to make friends.

“I did have a boyfriend for a while during my senior year. I kept it secret from my folks and never brought him home. We hung out in his house instead where his parents, thank God, left us alone.”

***

We were hanging out in our room one Friday evening, soon after the Thanksgiving holiday. Jeanie had her hair in curlers; she was getting ready for a blind date the next night with a boy from Dartmouth. One of the girls in our house had set it up.

“I love your straight hair,” I told her. “I wish my hair was straight. Why do you want to curl it?”

“Because I like yours better than mine, of course. Don’t we always want the opposite of what we have?” I stopped to think about that, wondering if she was right.

Jeanie meanwhile was trying on one of my good dresses; she and her date were going to a dancing party. We readily shared our clothes, though Jeanie was more likely than I to be the borrower, since my clothes were much nicer than hers. The dress she chose was black velvet, with a tight bodice and flared skirt. Its V-neck was trimmed with a white cotton piqué collar and the three-quarter sleeves had matching white cuffs, a striking contrast to the velvet.

“I’ll bet your mom’s really stylish,” Jeanie remarked, twirling in front of the floor-length mirror. “Does she pick out these clothes for you?”

“Yeah, she’s a style-setter all right. Her picture’s sometimes in the paper, all dolled up for some charity event. She’s always bringing home clothes for me; she knows I hate to shop.”

“Tell me,” Jeanie said, “is your family religious? I mean, do you practice your religion, go to a Jewish church?”

“No,” I told her. “We don’t go to temple and we don’t celebrate Jewish holidays. I’m an atheist. I’ve never actually asked my parents, but I’ll bet they’d say the same.”

“Well, my family’s not very religious either,” Jeanie said. “We go to church on Sundays, First Presbyterian, but it’s mainly a social thing. And, of course, we celebrate all the holidays—Christmas, Easter. They’re national holidays, after all. My mom’s family dates back to the Mayflower. She’s a Daughter of the American Revolution and, boy, is she proud of that! I think that’s her real religion.”

I hadn’t told Jeanie the whole truth: that we had celebrated Jewish holidays when my grandparents were alive; that my parents, though not religious, identified strongly as Jews; that they belonged to an elite Jewish country club and were acutely upset by those clubs and vacation spots where Jews were not allowed.

Nor did I tell Jeanie that I’d probably been accepted by Smith as part of an unacknowledged “Jewish quota.” Most colleges and universities had them at that time, designed to limit the number of Jewish students they admitted. Jeanie probably knew nothing about that.


Three

“Do you have a secret passion?” Jeanie asked me a few days later. We were washing up, getting ready for bed. “I don’t mean boys, or movie stars,” she went on. “We all have our crushes and fantasies. I mean something you dream about, something that’s precious to you and you don’t easily share with others.

“Mine’s sailing,” she continued. “At night, before I fall asleep, I imagine I’m on my own big, beautiful boat somewhere in the Bahamas, sailing smoothly over turquoise water, palm trees in the distance, waving in the breeze. I’m going to have a boat like that someday, with a blue hull, thirty-five feet long, big enough to live on for longish periods of time. I haven’t decided on a name yet. What about you? Do you have a secret passion?”

“Yes, I do. It’s Russia.”

“Russia?” Jeanie looked perplexed. “Why Russia?”

“Russia has always intrigued me: it’s mysterious, the country of my ancestors. My grandparents fled from Russia and never wanted to talk about it. And my parents also avoid the topic, especially now, with the Cold War and all, when everything Russian is considered bad. But my secret dream is to visit Russia someday. I had a book of Russian folk tales when I was a kid. It had beautiful illustrations: fairy-tale palaces, onion-domed churches, and landscapes all covered in snow. And the stories, well, they were hardly for kids—some of them were really terrifying, like the one about Baba Yaga, a hideous witch who was planning to eat two lost children. She goofed and put her own daughters in the pot by mistake, ended up eating them for dinner.”

I went on to tell Jeanie about the great Russian writers I’d read in high school—Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Turgenev, Chekhov—their deep, provocative thinking, their devotion to their homeland. “But Russia today,” I pointed out sadly, “is more remote than ever before, off-limits to foreigners under the Communists. I haven’t told you this, Jeanie, but I’ve started studying the Russian language. They don’t offer it here at Smith, so I found myself a private tutor in Northampton. That’s where I go on Tuesday afternoons when I say I’m at the dentist.”

“Hey Katie, you’ve been keeping all this from me? I’m glad you’re finally owning up!”

“Please . . . don’t say a word about this, Jeanie. My folks would die if they knew I was studying Russian. I’m not sure the college would like it, either. People get suspicious when you praise anything Russian these days.”

“Don’t you worry,” Jeanie assured me. “My lips are sealed. You know, I read Anna Karenina in high school. I loved it so much, it’s so romantic. They should make a movie of it.”

“They did, an old one. With Greta Garbo. I’ve seen it. I wish we could watch it together.”

***

One Tuesday, a week or so later, I came rushing back to campus, a little late for dinner. Jeanie was holding court at our usual table, talking to a group of girls. As I slipped into my seat, I tuned in to what Jeanie was saying: “ . . . So yes, sailing is my passion. That’s my fantasy every night as I fall asleep—the boat I’ll have someday and the trips I’ll take in the Caribbean.”

I was taken aback: Jeanie revealing the “secret passion” I thought she’d shared only with me. And then it got worse. “Hi Kate,” she said, waving to me. Then, addressing the others: “Katie has a secret passion, too. Hers is Russia.”

I froze. How dare she! I had sworn her to secrecy.

All eyes were on me. “Russia?” Lucy Humphrey asked, giggling. “Are you a Communist, Kate?” Lucy was rather flighty and often spoke without thinking. This was the McCarthy era, when being a Communist was no laughing matter.

“Not Soviet Russia, not Communism,” I hurried to explain. “I’m interested in Russia before the Communists. Nineteenth-century Russia, where there was the greatest flowering of culture at any time since the Renaissance. Great writers, great philosophers, great composers.” I was talking fast, not sure how I was coming across.

“But wasn’t there always repression there, even before the Communists?” another girl asked. “Isn’t that what led to 1917, to the revolution?”

“Yes, you’re right, there was. But somehow culture flourished under the Tsars, some say in response to all that repression. Russia has such a rich history. And the country’s so vast and beautiful.”

“It sounds really cool,” Lucy said, while several others nodded in agreement. I relaxed. They were getting it.

Then Stephanie Evans butted in, ruining it all. Stephanie was a year ahead of us; she’d been appointed a “sophomore sister” to me and Jeanie, if we needed help in adjusting to school. She was a stocky, athletic, red-headed girl whose single room was diagonally across from ours. Jeanie liked her and often got into long chats with her. I found her arrogant and unfriendly.

“Russia’s not cool, it’s cold,” Stephanie declared. “It’s a cold, cruel, backward place with tyrannical leaders who want to take over the world.” Stephanie gave me a disparaging look. She’d clearly pegged me as a naive, romantic young kid.

Someone quickly changed the subject. I sat there, feeling heat rising to my face, a mixture of anger and embarrassment. I couldn’t look at Jeanie. She’d betrayed me and set me up for ridicule.

***

“I’m so sorry,” Jeanie blurted out the minute we were back in our room. “I don’t know what came over me. I started talking and I just couldn’t stop. I know I upset you. I’m really sorry.”

“How could you do that? If you want to expose your secret yearnings to the world, that’s your business,” I sneered, though I was actually deeply hurt to see Jeanie sharing her private thoughts with all those others. “But you have no right to be revealing my confidences. You said your lips were sealed.”

“I know. I’m sorry. But it wasn’t all that bad. They were interested in what you had to say. It’s not a shameful secret to be fascinated by another country and its culture.”

“Yeah, well, they might’ve been interested at first, but not after your pal Stephanie dumped on me. She made me seem like a fool.”

“C’mon, let’s drop it,” Jeanie implored.

I turned off my bed light, got under the covers and turned my back to her. “What? You’re going to go to sleep? Just like that?” Jeanie was dismayed. I didn’t answer. It was a long time before I actually fell asleep.

We barely spoke over the next few days. Jeanie made herself scarce, studying at night with Stephanie across the hall. I couldn’t get over my sense of betrayal.

After a few days, I calmed down. I needed Jeanie, I realized, much more than she needed me. She was my only real friend at Smith, while she had many friends and found it easy to confide in them all.

“I’m ready to drop it,” I announced one morning. We hugged, laughed a little, and things soon returned to normal. Months later, however, I would think back on this early betrayal: it should have tipped me off, shown me how fragile Jeanie’s loyalty to me really was.

***

I spent part of spring break with Jeanie in Newport. We were there with her thirteen-year-old brother and her stern-looking mother, who referred to me as “Jeanie’s roommate,” not by my name. Their house was old and rambling, austerely furnished with no cozy spots to settle into. It was too cold and windy to sail, so we hung out in the cabin of Jeanie’s docked sailboat, which had just come out of winter storage. We wrapped ourselves in blankets, feeling snug and increasingly confidential as we sipped sherry from a bottle Jeanie had filched when her mother wasn’t looking.

Our conversation turned to sex. We were both virgins, we confided, but Jeanie, unlike me, had virtually no experience with boys.

“What did you two do?” Jeanie wanted to know. “You say you’re still a virgin.”

“Just about everything we could think of, short of intercourse. I was afraid I’d get pregnant if we went all the way. Doctors won’t prescribe diaphragms for young, unmarried girls, you know. And I’ve heard horror stories about illegal abortions.”

I didn’t tell Jeanie I was really into sex. I was wary of telling her things so deeply personal. And she was pretty clueless when it came to sex. She would have been shocked to hear about my fantasies and yearnings, about how eager I was to have a passionate love affair.

“Anyway,” I told her, “I wanted to save my virginity for someone really special. I saw no point in wasting the big moment on some high school kid I happened to be dating.”

“And who would that special someone be?” Jeanie asked.

“I have no idea. But sooner or later I’ll meet the man of my dreams.”


Four

Time flew by; soon we were studying for finals. One Sunday afternoon, taking a break, Jeanie and I sprawled out on her bed, thumbing through illustrations of ancient Russian icons in an art book I’d found in the library. “Most of these are in the Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow,” Jeanie observed. “Wouldn’t it be great to see them in person?”

“You know, it just might be possible,” I conjectured. “It’s been more than a year now since Stalin died; things may be loosening up there. An American lawyer recently traveled in Russia on a tourist visa, something that would have been unthinkable under Stalin. And my Russian tutor told me about a group of German students who got to go there on an art tour.”

“Why don’t we apply for visas?” Jeanie was excited. “I have a cousin who works in DC. I’ll ask him how to go about it.”

A week later, Jeanie received an envelope from her cousin containing three visa applications to fill out and mail to the Soviet Embassy in Washington. “Maybe we should ask Steffie to apply with us,” Jeanie suggested. She’d begun calling Stephanie “Steffie,” at Stephanie’s request, and she’d suggested I do the same. “Steffie’s an experienced traveler. Her dad’s a political science professor at Yale and they travel abroad almost every summer. And she’s very focused, a good organizer.”

I frowned; a familiar demon of jealousy was rising in me, despite my efforts to repress it.

Jeanie continued: “If there are three of us, we’ll seem more like a delegation, like an art tour.” She had a point there. I went along. The chances were so remote that the trip would ever happen. Why make an issue over Stephanie?

But try as I did, I could not suppress a nagging suspicion that Jeanie’s cousin had not made a mistake when he sent her three applications. Had Jeanie asked him for three, with Stephanie in mind?

Stephanie quickly took over in her bossy way. She inspected our visa applications to be sure they were consistent. She announced that we had doctor appointments for a series of inoculations that we would need for our trip. I objected to spending time and money for shots when we hadn’t received a single word in response to our visa requests. But Stephanie insisted: “If the visas do come through, there may not be time to get all this done. We have to be prepared.”

Summer came; no word from the Soviets. We each went home, Jeanie to spend the summer sailing, Stephanie to a job her dad had gotten her at the Yale library. I joined the hordes of New York City kids, home from college for the summer and looking for work.

Then, in mid-July, a letter for me arrived at our city apartment. It was from “The Embassy of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, Washington, DC.” In it was a visa, giving me permission to travel as a tourist in the Soviet Union during the month of August. Jeanie and Stephanie received their visas, too. Going to the Soviet Union as tourists? We might just as well have been touring Mars.

The Cold War was at its height. American passports expressly forbade US citizens from traveling to the USSR. The State Department had to give us special permission to go on the trip, which came only after a week of negotiating, during which our professors, families, and friends had to vouch for our loyalty.

My parents, who always encouraged my adventurous spirit, were uneasy because the trip was to Russia. They said I was too young to travel so far away on my own. “I’ll be traveling with older friends,” I pointed out. “You agreed to have me skipped in school, so don’t complain now when I’m doing things older kids do.” My father grudgingly agreed to give me the two thousand dollars I needed for the trip.

Stephanie, Jeanie, and I met up in Washington at the State Department, where we had been summoned to receive our amended passports and to be briefed by Paul Larkin, a State Department official.

“You are lucky gals,” he told us. “You’re about to see a place most Americans will never see. There are scholars and journalists who would trade places with you in a heartbeat. They’ll want to know everything when you get back, so take good notes and lots of photos. This is a serious undertaking. The Russians may try to use you for propaganda purposes. So be careful. Don’t go to any Communist rallies. Don’t talk to anyone from the Soviet press. Be polite, but not effusive. Don’t give them a chance to say you love the USSR and wish you could stay there forever.”

“That’ll be the day,” Stephanie muttered. Larkin nodded approvingly.

“You’ll be surprised at how backward the country is,” he said rather smugly. “I know. I was there for two years with the Embassy. All their money goes into heavy industry and the arms buildup. They don’t give a damn about their people.”

“Why do you think they’re letting us go there?” I asked. “Why us?”

“As far as we can determine, you girls are a test case, a first step perhaps in establishing some kind of student exchanges. They’ve fallen so far behind the West in technology and research. They may need to open up a bit to close that gap. You know, of course, you’ll be watched and followed. Everyone is. It’s a police state, a very effective one. They have recording machines everywhere. Watch what you say in your hotel room and in cars. Don’t take any letters or packages from strangers. Be on your guard at all times. Here’s a name you should have, Frank Stoudemeier, and here’s his phone number at the Embassy.” He handed each of us a card. “He’ll be your contact there, if you need him. He’s not going to compromise you by seeking you out—Embassy personnel are considered spies by the Soviets—but you should call him if you have any problems. He knows all about your visit.”

***

“Whew!” said Jeanie. “He doesn’t make it sound very inviting.” We were out on the street, looking for a place to have some coffee.

“It sounds exciting to me,” I said. “Like being in the middle of a spy novel, or something.”

Stephanie looked at me with disdain. I knew she saw me as a frivolous kid, more interested in adventure than in culture. There was more than a little truth to that; I knew it myself, even back then. I just didn’t find it shameful.

“I wish we were going to Paris,” Stephanie muttered. “There are plenty of good paintings in the Louvre.”

So why don’t you go there? I wanted to say, but I held my tongue. Our trip was just beginning. It was important that we get along.

As news of our plans began to circulate, we found ourselves loaded down with requests, some from people we didn’t even know, asking us to gather specific information for them. Editors at Life magazine gave us cameras and thirty rolls of color film; they were eager to run a photo story based on our trip. “Rare Views from Behind the Iron Curtain,” or something like that. We were eager to oblige: the money from the article would help pay for the trip.

We left in early August on a flight to Helsinki, where we would transfer to Aeroflot for the last leg to Moscow. My parents drove me to the airport. Jeanie and her mother were already there, and Stephanie and her father arrived soon after. Stephanie’s dad took charge: He lined us up for photos and made a little send-off speech: “Have a great trip. Stay focused and alert. This will be the adventure of a lifetime.” We nodded, knowing he was right.

But for me it would be much more than a one-time adventure. It would be a life-changing experience. It would send me on a quest, a search for a meaningful life.


Five

Moscow, August 1954

I opened the French doors in my hotel room, stepped onto a small balcony and gazed in awe at the scene before me. I knew it well from countless photos but never expected to see it in person: the crenellated walls of the Kremlin with its medieval towers topped by brightly lit Communist stars, the vast expanse of Moscow’s Red Square, the sleek, granite Lenin-Stalin tomb and, in the background, the brightly colored onion domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral. I gazed starry-eyed at the scene. Others might have found it ominous, the seat of Soviet power. For me, it conjured up scenes from Russian history—the ancient fort, its thick walls enclosing churches and palaces, the historic residence of the Tsars, the site of wars, scandals, and intrigues.

It was early morning, but people were already lining up to view Stalin’s preserved body, recently added to Lenin’s inside the tomb. Two elderly women in smocks, using primitive-looking brooms, were listlessly sweeping the immaculate sidewalk in front of the hotel. An army van slowly crossed the square, a child’s toy in that enormous space. Traffic was permitted in Red Square in those days, but there were almost no cars on the Moscow streets except for official vehicles. Private cars were pretty much unheard of.

We’d been given three of the best rooms in the National Hotel—three suites, side by side, each with a balcony facing Red Square. The hotel had been built in 1903, well before Communist rule. It had many vestiges of its former elegance but had seen better days. At breakfast that first day, we compared notes.

“Don’t you just love the alcove for the bed, how you can close it off with those dark red velvet curtains?” Jeanie asked. “And those huge marble bathrooms?”

“Yes,” I added, “and the big sitting room with its plushy furniture and fringed lampshades. I can’t believe we’re actually here.”

Stephanie was dismissive. “Looks like the place was furnished fifty years ago and hasn’t been touched since. Talk about dust and fading Victorian splendor.”

Spoil-sport, I thought, turning toward Jeanie and rolling my eyes. But Jeanie was busy studying the menu. “There’s caviar for breakfast!” she announced with glee.

After breakfast we reported, as directed, to the Intourist office in the hotel where we would plan our trip. Intourist was the only tourist agency in the Soviet Union, closely tied to the KGB—the Soviet secret police—and used to keep track of visiting foreigners. We knew, we had been forewarned, that Intourist and its guides would report back to the police. Their job was to watch us and steer us in the right directions.

“For nineteen dollars a day, you will have a first-class trip,” the middle-aged official told us in fluent but heavily accented English. He affected a bored expression, the whiteness of his face accentuated by his crudely-dyed black hair. “First-class hotels, four meals a day in your hotels, chauffeur-driven cars, guides and interpreters when you wish. It has all been arranged. This is your itinerary.”

We would visit major sites and museums in Moscow and travel to the republics of Uzbekistan and Georgia. Altogether we would cover more than three thousand miles within the USSR.

“Don’t we have anything to say about this?” Stephanie asked him. “I’d like to go to Leningrad, to visit the Hermitage Museum.”

“Your trip has been approved by the Soviet government,” the official replied firmly, ignoring her question. “This is your itinerary.”

Maya, our guide in Moscow, was only a few years older than us and hardly my idea of a police agent. I liked her immediately: her open face, her well-scrubbed, wholesome looks. She was amused by the way Jeanie’s name had been converted into Cyrillic: Dzhin Dzhonsonova. My name slid mellifluously into Russian as Katerina Landova. I loved the sound of it; it gave me a rare feeling of belonging.

Our presence on the Moscow streets invariably created a sensation. Bystanders would follow us. Our clothes, our shoes, our hairdos, and our makeup—everything about us was curious and foreign. They would accost us, demanding to know “Otkuda vui?” (“Where are you from?”). I always got special notice because of my long dark hair and my face, pretty enough to attract attention even on the busy streets of New York City. Jeanie, with her blond hair and blue eyes, did not stand out the way I did among the mainly fair-haired Russians. And Stephanie always remained on the fringes, looking bored and restless.

I encouraged people to gather. It was a chance to practice my Russian and a way to get to know ordinary Russian people. I would delay answering their main question—“Where are you from?”—by asking them to guess. Their guesses were often wild ones: “Bulgaria?” “China?” And when I finally told them we were Americans, some in the crowd would back off nervously, afraid to be seen with us. Many seemed frightened by our cameras; they did not want their pictures taken. Some even reported us to the police, which led to annoying delays, the checking of papers, the making of phone calls, and eventual apologies as we were sent on our way.

OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
THE
RUSSIAN
KEY

A NOUEL

JERI LABER

‘

Arcade Publishing « New York





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
A
A
4 A Sy
i(*\\\\ ‘\Eﬁv
R NOUEL o
== . 3
/’71:\\\ ;{\‘ k\«/ (i({f >
F TR e
V4 N R
4 8, 4 o
- i’ {)“(45

a

JENI LABER





