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ROME, 1983

The darkness fell out of nowhere. So blue and pristine just a few minutes earlier, the sky turned momentarily purple and then black, as if infused with ink. The warmth of the day, a pleasant enough one in early March, was replaced with a sudden chill. Shadows lengthened and darkened. Dim lights illuminated the street, while the beams of concealed floodlights washed over the walls. And in their glow, the magnificent structures took on the appearance of a grandiose backdrop for a play. The time was 6:02. A young man walked down the narrow street once more, tugging on his coat zipper, which was already pulled up as far as it could go anyway, and again passed by the iron gate of the American embassy. He was alone on the street, which appeared deserted for a moment. The noise of incessant traffic could be heard coming from the Via Veneto, the wide street that the splendid façade of the embassy, located in a building that had once served as a palace, overlooked. Whipped by the cold wind, its red and white stripes glowing in the beam of a spotlight, a large American flag flew at the top of a tall pole. To the young man, the huge building, with all of its windows sealed shut, looked empty and gloomy; but he knew its rooms were filled at that very moment with hundreds of people. He retraced his steps and firmly pressed the intercom buzzer on the gate. Two security cameras installed high above him rotated silently and focused on him.

“Yes,” came a metallic, nasal voice from the intercom speaker.

“I’d like to speak to someone from intelligence,” the young man said in fluent English, his voice steady.

“Consulate hours are ten to two,” the voice responded. “You can come back tomorrow.”

“I’d like to speak to someone from intelligence,” the young man repeated. “I don’t require consular services and I have no intention of returning tomorrow. I’m here on an important and urgent matter.”

“What’s your name and what brings you to the embassy?”

“The who and why are details I’ll reveal only to an intelligence representative.” The young man hesitated for a moment, and then added, “It’s a matter of national security.”

“Come in, please,” the voice instructed. A brief click was followed by the sound of a metal door swinging open. The young man walked in, and the door closed behind him. He found himself enclosed between high steel walls, the black sky visible above him. It was a small yard, measuring two by three meters. The Rome street disappeared behind the gate that locked behind him. Bright lights shone on him suddenly, and he closed his eyes for a second. “Welcome,” said the metallic voice that had addressed him moments earlier. “You’ll need to remove your jacket and raise your arms. We need a clear view of your hands. A security guard will be with you soon. You need to obey his instructions. Is that clear?”

“Perfectly clear.”

Dressed in a suit covered by a leather coat, the guard entered the compound through a door that opened in one of its walls and passed a metal detector over the young man’s body. He then slipped the metal detector into one of his coat pockets and frisked him along the length of his raised arms, over his back, and down his legs. “Come with me,” he said.

The young man followed the security guard into a structure that looked like a large glass aquarium. He was asked to remove his coat and take off his shoes, belt, and watch. He was then instructed to empty his pockets and pass through a large metal detector. “Where’s your passport?” one of the security guards asked. “I don’t see a passport here,” he continued, looking at the small pile of items the young man had removed from his pockets.

“I’ll show my passport only to an intelligence officer,” he said.

“You won’t be going any farther without a passport,” the guard replied in a brusque and stern tone. “You’ll be back on the street in no time.”

“I left it at the hotel, but I have a driver’s license in my wallet.”

The guard opened the wallet, pulled out two credit cards and a driver’s license, recorded the license particulars on a form he retrieved from a drawer under the counter, looked again at the credit cards, and returned them and the license to the wallet. He nodded to a second security guard, who then said: “Take your things and follow me.”

They entered the embassy building through a side door and walked down a long neon-lit corridor. There was no one else around, and their footsteps echoed down the passageway. “Wait here,” the security guard said after they entered a small, illuminated room, bare and devoid of any superfluous items. It contained nothing but a metal table, two chairs, a small refrigerator that reminded the young man of a hotel minibar, an image of a bald eagle embossed on the wall, and an American flag standing in the corner.
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Dressed in a dark suit, his graying hair a little too long and somewhat unkempt, the man who entered the room looked fifty or so. He approached the young man, who half rose from his chair, shook his hand, and, with the young man still motioning to stand, said, “Sit, sit, please.

“My name is John Roberts, and I’m the deputy consul,” the man introduced himself, clearing his throat but only partially concealing the irony in his voice. He placed a writing pad on the desk straight in front of him. “And how may I help you?” he asked, his face lighting up all of a sudden.

“I asked to meet with an intelligence representative,” the young man responded, inhaling deeply like someone who was about to keep talking.

“This is an embassy, and we are all State Department officials,” Roberts said. “But I can assure you that whatever you have to say will be passed on to the very person who needs to hear it. Trust me, take it easy, and I’ll be able to assist you. We at the consular division handle such matters routinely and in a highly professional manner. Don’t worry. Would you like something to drink?”

“Cold water, mineral water if possible. Thank you.”

Roberts walked over to the small refrigerator in the corner of the room and retrieved a bottle of water and a plastic cup. “Look,” he said, “procedure requires us to begin with having you complete the following forms in the most detailed and comprehensive manner possible.” He opened one of the desk drawers and removed a pile of questionnaires printed on greenish paper. “I’d also like you to hand over all documents in your possession—passport, driving license, student card, whatever you have . . .” He retrieved several sheets of paper from the pile and placed them in front of the young man across the desk from him. “Fill them in. No need to hurry. We’ll speak afterward. I have time. You, too. Do a good job.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair.

The young man reached for the pile of forms, glanced over them, and, his voice suddenly hoarse, said: “May I have a pen, please?”
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An hour and fifty minutes later, Roberts collected the forms. The young man sat back in his chair and took another sip from the cup of water. He was pale and appeared extremely tired—on the verge of exhaustion. Roberts lifted the telephone receiver by his side, dialed four numbers, and said: “Bring us a pot of coffee, please. Black, strong. Yes, now.” He flipped through the forms, which were now filled with tight, neat handwriting. Details upon details upon details. Names, addresses, phone numbers, names of parents, schools attended, beginning with elementary school, academic studies, places of employment, military service, acquaintances, hobbies, favorite books, membership in organizations, social activities, overseas travel, relatives and friends, particulars, names, dates. “Okay . . . ,” he said, placing the forms on the desk, opening the top button of his shirt, loosening his tie, and then hesitating for a moment while glancing at the papers in front of him. “Okay, Alon, let’s start talking.”

“To be honest,” Alon said, after realizing that Roberts expected him to say something, “to be honest, I first thought of approaching you about a year and a half ago, toward the end of 1981. As I’ve just written down, there on the forms,” he continued, nodding in the direction of the greenish papers, “I served as commander of a small shore-located naval base, with the rank of lieutenant. The navy is a small corps, but significant nevertheless. Almost all of the Israel Defense Forces’ operational plans include a naval element and perspective—troop transportation, search and rescue, intelligence and gunfire support, or even simply to be ready to counter an enemy response via the sea. Furthermore, we played a major role at that time in operations against the Palestinian terrorists in Lebanon. Naval commandos carried out operations of one kind or another almost every week, and the activities of the entire corps were focused on each one—truly the entire corps. So even the commander of a beach station was exposed to such operations, sometimes as the result of a specific mission he was required to carry out, and sometimes just to be in the picture in the event of unforeseen developments.

“We believe, and justifiably so,” he went on, “that in order to think big—in order to take everything into consideration, and in order to make educated decisions, one has to see the complete picture. Okay, I wasn’t always aware of every detail; but for a young officer in charge of a small and pretty marginal unit, I knew a lot.”

The young man paused for a moment. A tremor, unnoticeable, went through Roberts as he tried to regain the focus he had lost for a moment. He continued to listen, a look of concentration and interest on his face, while jotting down notes on the writing pad. Since the entire session was being filmed and recorded by a concealed audio-video system, he didn’t have to write down every word; experience had taught him, however, that such meetings always yielded extensive information. Usually random and insignificant, the details were sometimes important, and it was good to highlight various points and references by hand—for help later when writing up the summary report. It was important, too, for the walk-in—the term used to refer to someone who knocks on an embassy door and asks to meet with intelligence officials—to know that he was being taken seriously and that his statements were being noted. And yet, something about the manner in which this session had started appeared to indicate that something important was afoot, that this guy was serious. He couldn’t put his finger on it exactly. His candor, perhaps, his straightforwardness. The fact that he was proposing a simple and clear-cut deal: Invest in me now, for an extended period of time, and you’ll get your money’s worth in the end. I have potential. My experiences to date—military service as an officer, integration into the circle of Israeli parliamentary aides, academic excellence at university—are testimony to this potential. You will enjoy the fruits of its realization. Perhaps his self-confidence, the calculated coolness with which he was crossing the line of treason, the frozen gaze in his eyes were what caused Roberts to sit up and listen more intently, awakening in him a latent instinct of sorts, a delicate flutter, a pleasant and evocative thrill, one he had thought would never again course through him.

“One day I received a top-secret envelope,” the young man continued, “the kind that has two red stripes printed in the corner—for my eyes only. As base commander, I was responsible for opening the envelope, studying its contents, and keeping it in my personal safe. The document bore the title ‘Large Pine—The Naval Campaign.’ Drawn up by the navy’s Operations Division, the document offered a detailed description of the role of all the corps’ units in the upcoming war. It left me astounded. I simply couldn’t believe my eyes. It was a plan for a complete takeover of Lebanon. To this end, the navy’s role included imposing a siege on the Beirut port, artillery and missile fire on targets from the sea, the defense of supply routes, deployment for the purpose of facing off against the Syrian naval forces in the arena, readiness to counter efforts by terrorists to infiltrate Israel from the sea—everything, absolutely everything. I have to say it troubled me. It troubled me a great deal. I was disturbed by the divide between the declarations concerning keeping the terrorist threat away from our northern border and the megalomaniacal plans to occupy Lebanon in its entirety and take control of its capital. As I saw it, and I knew so despite my youth and inexperience at the time, someone appeared to have lost his mind. An insane plan. And in a moment of desperation I thought to myself that you—yes, you—need to know of the existence of such plans. That you would realize we had lost it. That you’d have the power to prevent us from doing something foolish.”

“And . . . ,” Roberts asked, “did you do anything about it?”

“I copied the order and I kept the copy in the safe of my small office on the base, too, and later I shredded it. And no, I didn’t do anything, I moved on, I must have pushed it to the back of my mind; and a few months went by, June arrived and the war broke out and, you know, it was too late by then . . .” he said, his voice trailing off.

“Yes,” Roberts said, “your situation in Lebanon, now, too—how should I put it—is a complex one.”

The young man sitting across from him blinked and quickly ran a hand over his eyes, seemingly inadvertently.

“It’s been almost two years since the war,” Roberts added. “What made you decide to come to us now?”

Ashen-faced, Alon hesitated. He tried to pour some water from the plastic bottle into the cup by his side, only to sheepishly find it empty. Roberts went over to the small refrigerator, retrieved a second bottle of water, and poured some into the empty cup. Alon sat up in his chair and said: “You are the world’s strongest superpower. You may not know it yet, but in the not-too-distant future, less than a decade maybe, the Soviet Union will fall apart. You’re focused constantly on the Soviet Union’s tremendous military might, but I’m looking at its economy. The Soviet superpower’s economy is rotten, sick, a wreck. The Soviet Union is going to collapse, and you will be left as the world’s sole superpower. History,” he declared, his eyes bright, “history is about to change, a lot sooner than most of the world thinks. And we, in Israel, need you. Your protection, your support, your guidance. You need to help us help ourselves, help us overcome our terrible fears and inclination to self-destruct. And I want to help you do so. I’m young; I’m resourceful—very resourceful, if I may say so of myself. I can go far. I’m already a parliamentary aide. I’ll be a ministerial official within a year, in the bureau of one of the ministers. Within ten, fifteen years, I could be your man in the most strategic locations. I’ll be there; I know it. I’m smart and ambitious. And you can assist my rise up the ladder. Guide me, wield all your powers—to the knowledge of no one, of course. Invest in me now, and together we’ll go far.”

The young man ended abruptly. His slim frame looked deflated. His dark eyes had narrowed, and appeared to Roberts to be slanted and cold. Roberts, too, suddenly felt exhausted by the deluge of words from the young man, who had spoken and spoken and tried so hard to demonstrate his broad perspective, his maturity, his ability to lucidly analyze global processes. He could feel the weariness spreading slowly behind his eyes. He had seen so many like him. Endeavoring. Groveling. But that same thing that had been echoing in his consciousness whispered to him to shake it off and fight through the exhaustion. Perhaps—after so long, way too long—luck had finally dealt him an ace.

There was a soft knock at the door. A young man in a suit, his fair hair meticulously combed, entered the room hesitantly. Visibly nervous, he was carrying a tray bearing a pot of coffee, two mugs, a small milk jug, and a few packets of sugar and artificial sweetener. Roberts gestured for him to lay the tray on the table, and the young man did so with somewhat shaky hands, softly mumbling, “Sir.” He then exited in a hurry, taking care to lightly shut the door. Fucking cadets, Roberts thought to himself ungraciously. Brings coffee, and is slow in doing so, and is all worked up as if he’s about to cross the border into East Berlin. I’m too old for this shit.
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Roberts knew that this was the point at which the meeting should come to an end. The walk-in was squeezed dry. He, too, felt drained. He needed a deeper understanding of certain things. And for that he needed time. Time with himself. Time during which one’s thoughts could swirl almost haphazardly in the mind, circling, crashing into one another, and then instantaneously take on form and volume. He needed to achieve a moment of enlightenment. Who was this young man? Why was he really there? What was driving him? What was his mind, as sharp and impressive as it might be, seeking? And what was his soul after? How could he be of service? What was he worth right now? What chance did he have of becoming someone truly significant in the future, someone with real and intimate access to actual secrets? How much investment, if any at all, was he worth? How long would it take to maintain and develop a relationship with him, until it stabilized? He was going to have to decide if this young man had any value.

“Okay, we need to end here now—this session, at least,” Roberts said. “I will pass everything on to the relevant parties. It may take a while before we get back to you.”

Alon nodded.

“I, or someone on my behalf, will contact you at some point,” Robert continued. “I, or someone on my behalf, will use the name Alan Stone, okay? We won’t meet with you in Israel—unless we have a special or critical need to do so. When we talk again, we’ll meet at one of our embassies overseas, in keeping with the options available to you. Preferably in Europe. We won’t use the word ‘embassy’ over the phone. It’ll be enough to say, ‘Our office in Rome,’ ‘Our office in Paris,’ and so on. Got it?”

Alon swallowed his saliva and nodded, confirming he had understood.

“Repeat the instructions I have given you,” Roberts said.

The young man did so clearly, his voice shaking suddenly.

“If we meet in Israel,” Roberts went on, “and the chances as I’ve said are very slim, we’ll do so in the lobby of the Tel Aviv Hilton. If you wish to contact us, call this number.” The embassy official handed him a business card bearing the name of a trading company and a telephone number in Hamburg. “Don’t call from a telephone associated with you, and always identify yourself as David Mannheim. Ask to speak with Alan Stone. We’ll get back to you. Be patient. It may take some time.”

The young man stood up, his face blank and his eyes cold. “I appreciate the time you’ve given me,” he said, shaking Roberts’s hand. “It was good meeting with you—I hope,” he added with a smile, well aware of the cliché on his lips, “that it’s the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”
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The man who had introduced himself during the meeting as Roberts was actually William Duke. He waited for the walk-in to leave the room in the company of the security guard, stood up, stretched his aching back, ran his fingers through his hair, and returned to his office. With a brief glance at the photograph of his wife and children on the desk and a despairing look at his watch, he retrieved a yellow notepad from one of the drawers and began writing up his report on the meeting that had just ended.

1. Attached hereto are the questionnaire forms containing the complete particulars of the individual in question. See comments below.

2. Intelligent, calculating, knows what he wants, determined.

3. Appears to be motivated primarily by money. The subject is looking for a long-term relationship that would ensure him a steady income. If he does indeed rise through the ranks of the Israeli establishment as he intends to do, his price is expected to rise accordingly. Although still early days, it’s safe to assume already at this point that if his aspirations bear fruit and he truly finds himself walking the corridors of power and influence, we’d probably be happy to pay.

4. The deal the subject is offering us reflects a profound degree of cynicism, which, based on my initial impressions, forms a significant aspect of his personality.

5. The subject appears eager to be a part of “something” bigger than himself—a great nation, an all-powerful organization, and the like. Dime-store psychology aside, I direct your attention to the matter of the subject’s father and his abandonment of the family during the subject’s early childhood (see questionnaires), with all its emotional and financial implications.

6. The subject makes a point of stressing that his approach to us doesn’t conflict with his country’s best interests, both due to the fact that we are allies and because he views us as the “responsible adult” with the power, diplomatic wisdom, and international standing to know what’s best for his country; more so than its leaders themselves. It’s important to preserve and develop this line of thought.

7. The subject’s current value is marginal. Our prime interest is not the military intelligence to which he has access in the framework of his service in the reserves, although we may be pleasantly surprised. And the political information to which he is privy as a parliamentary aide won’t offer much more than our embassy staff can obtain openly. Nevertheless, a position in the bureau of one of the government ministers—if he is able to secure one—may offer some real potential.

8. His true value, therefore, lies somewhere in the future. There’s no guarantee that the subject, of all people, and not others from among the thousands of talented individuals seeking advancement in the Israeli political establishment and civil service, will rise to the key positions that truly interest us. That said, I must point out at this stage the subject’s obvious drive, cool-headedness, lack of scruples, and impressive capabilities as factors that bode well for the rise through the ranks he has promised. Most significant is the fact that the subject has already offered himself to us.

9. I don’t think we’ve got anything to lose by viewing the subject as an investment for the long term. Our financial input to begin with should be modest. We should pay the subject the minimum sum required to preserve the relationship and fuel his motivation to move forward under our guidance.

Duke put his pen down. His draft report was ready. He placed the pages in the small safe in the corner of his office, shut the heavy door, locked it with a key he retrieved from his pocket, and turned the number dial.

On the way home to Parioli, he stopped outside a café he was in the habit of drinking at almost every day—espresso in the mornings and whisky in the evenings. With a piece of white chalk he removed from his pocket, he drew a small star on the crumbling brick wall on the corner of the street. He had given the signal. And he was now waiting for the meeting.
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He waited. After alerting his handler of his need for a meeting, William Duke sat for three evenings in succession in the plush bar of the Hassler Hotel, looking out over the city’s domes and steeples, sipping exorbitantly expensive whisky, passing the time in idle thought, and casting a bored gaze over the establishment’s incoming and outgoing patrons. If he didn’t show up tonight, he would have to repeat the same waiting process in precisely one week, and this time at the Grand Hotel de la Minerve, near the Pantheon. Driving by his regular café two days ago in the morning, he had seen a red circle around the white star he had left there on the wall. His signal had been received and confirmed. All he had to do now was to wait. Duke was pleased to be serving in Rome on his own. His wife had chosen to remain in Washington to continue managing her trendy boutique—a surprisingly successful and prosperous venture, or one that at least hadn’t folded like her previous business efforts, which had left an increasingly large hole in their bank account. Their two children were grown up and were both at college—Patty at North Dakota, and Greg at Michigan State. He needed the foreign-service pay to support them and also to finance his wife’s rather extravagant lifestyle. His relationship with his wife had long since become a business arrangement. The warmth and intimacy had disappeared—just as the love had before them. Could what they had had really be called love?

He closed his eyes and thought back to their first night together, at that dismal motel along the highway north of St. Louis. He remembered how beautiful she had looked, her blonde hair, her teeth so incredibly white, the sweetness of her smile. She was still dressed in her Lafayette High School cheerleading squad uniform when he picked her up. She looked like a breath of fresh of air. He, a discharged soldier, had just completed six years as an army intelligence NCO, mostly in Darmstadt, West Germany. He was to report in four weeks’ time to the CIA in Washington for an additional series of tests, after having already undergone an interview and initial screening at the agency’s offices in Frankfurt. Many years had passed since then, he thought to himself, inadvertently fiddling with the knot in his tie and then brushing back his graying hair. His secret, his terrible private secret, warmed his heart and made him feel that here, in his small realm of sin, he was the master of his own fate—far away from his wife, whose teeth were indeed still white but whose smile hadn’t been sweet for ages; far away from his demanding children; and far away from his arrogant bosses. He’d been in the service of the CIA for exactly twenty-six years; and for quite some time now, he’d been working under people practically half his age, stuck with the duties of an aide to a department head and watching others take the credit for his modest achievements. He thought for a moment about his father, who had worked all his life at a steel plant in Pittsburgh, and said to himself: For fuck’s sake, he helped build America no less so than all the others, and perhaps even more. His father had served in the Pacific for two and a half years during World War II—a Marine, a rank-and-file combat soldier, but trustworthy and spirited. Yes, he, too, deserved credit, no less so than all the others; but what did he get in return?

Duke suppressed those thoughts, which washed through his mind from time to time. He was often haunted by the image of his dying father, riddled with lung disease. During the final months of his life, his father was no longer the broad and solidly built high-spirited man he used to be. Lying there in his bed in their home at 515 Jefferson Street, he cut a pale and thin figure, and appeared to be withering and fading further from one minute to the next. The hospital was too expensive, and the health insurance had disappeared along with the bankrupt steel plant. His father, choking and gasping for breath, was occupying less and less space in the world. He remembered his rage from back then. Hadn’t his father done his fair share? Yet it seemed as if the world saw him as a weightless speck of dust. He was thirty-six when his father died. His father was sixty-one, just ten years or so older than he was now. He was buried in the Catholic cemetery, among tall and tightly packed tombstones, green with moss and prematurely blackened with age. He hated visiting the grave, shivering with cold in the shadow of the dilapidated plant, which blocked the sun’s pale light and painted the cemetery in dark patches of blue and purple.

As always, his heart skipped a beat when Gunther entered the bar. Night had fallen over the city, and the palely floodlit white dome of St. Peter’s Basilica looked like a clear and weightless celestial body hovering in the dark sky. Gunther walked over just as he rose from his chair.

A broad smile lit up Gunther’s face as he shook Duke’s hand and then, in one continuous motion, tugged him closer and warmly embraced him, his free hand slapping down firmly on Duke’s shoulder. “Good to see you, good to see you,” Gunther joyfully exclaimed; and Duke, who feared the entire bar—and not just the bar, but the whole world—was looking at them now, remembered what Gunther had told him a thousand times already: Act natural, act like a regular guy. Only if you whisper will everyone listen. Are you happy to see me? Yes? So be happy! Hug me! Greet me loudly. We’re two friends who don’t get to see enough of each other, and we’ve finally made time to get together. I love you, he’d say, lowering his voice a little. You know that, right? Our “business” connection aside, I really do feel like we’re family—kindred spirits, he’d say, so as not to sound too dramatic or embarrass him too much. And Duke truly did feel that Gunther wasn’t simply another handler blindly chosen for him by fate. He had worked with other handlers before Gunther, and he knew that there’d come a day when Gunther, too, would come to see him—in a somewhat celebratory mood, tinged with just the right amount of sadness—to tell him that the time had come for him to move on, that he, Gunther, was being transferred to a different arena or had been appointed to a senior position at headquarters, and that he, Duke, had no choice but to get to know a new handler. But, he would continue to monitor his progress and take pride from afar in his significant contribution, he’d say—because what do we have in this fucking life if not a handful of people we care about and with whom we have a real and heartfelt connection that doesn’t fade even if we see less of one another, even if life takes us in opposite directions? He knew all that, but still felt a sense of intimacy and true friendship, and he hoped that the time to say farewell to Gunther lay as far in the future as possible.

Gunther sat down in the armchair across from Duke and let out a sigh of relaxed contentment. “I’ve had a long and hard day,” he said, as if to let Duke in on a secret. “I need a drink,” he continued, signaling with his hand to the elderly waiter, ordering a shot of Lagavulin whisky and a glass of soda water on the side, and asking Duke if he’d like something else. Roberts asked for a Lagavulin, too, and an espresso as well; he liked the bitter brew they served at the bar of the Hassler, and he especially liked the plate of small sweets they served on the side. It has to be the most expensive espresso in the world, he thought to himself, but the price included the view, and the ambience was quiet and dignified, and Gunther was paying anyway. That was the cost required to oil the wheels of the revolution, wasn’t it, he thought, aware of the wry irony that sometimes trickled into his thoughts uncontrollably, poisoning them.

“So what do you have to tell me, my dear sir?” Gunther asked after relaxing a little and settling comfortably into the leather armchair. “What’s happened that couldn’t wait for our regular meeting?” he added with a sharpness unfamiliar to his conversation partner. “Just so we’re clear on this, when you call me to a special meeting, I have to assume you have good reason to do so. Don’t think I’m complaining or anything like that, okay? I’m always at your disposal; I’ll come whenever you need me to.”

“Look,” Duke said, “it may very well be nothing, but something happened that triggered—how can I put it—triggered an instinct of sorts, a sense, I’m sorry to say, that had been pretty dulled thanks to all the crap that those idiots give me to do.”

Gunther nodded, and his eyes reflected a kind of sympathy, as if to say that Duke wasn’t the only one with superiors who weren’t very smart, and that over the years he, too, had worked under people who weren’t always the brightest minds of the generation.

Duke continued: “A walk-in showed up last Monday. There was something unusual about him, something that set him apart from the endless and familiar collection of intelligence junkies and frauds who come banging on our door. A young Israeli guy, highly intelligent, cool and collected enough to make your hairs stand on end, an individual who had already made the decision to sell his soul. All that remains to work out is the price. He offered us a long-term arrangement: We’re to invest in him, and he’ll fast-track his way ahead and repay our investment further down the line, in a few years’ time, or perhaps even much later.

“We get quite a few who approach us with the same kind of offer, even if they aren’t able to express themselves as clearly and deliberately,” Duke added contemplatively, “but this guy gave me the impression that if we manage things properly, we’ll be able to recoup our investment. Look, if it’s of no interest to you, I’ll pass on his details to headquarters in Langley. I’ll have to file some kind of a report anyway. But if you want to develop this asset, I can kill the Langley angle.”

Gunther signaled to the waiter, who was standing at the back of the bar, his purple uniform blending in with the velvety wall, and ordered another glass of whisky. He appreciated Duke’s gut feelings, but wanted a better understanding of where his faith in the walk-in was coming from. His organization would take on the operation only if its potential value was assessed to be particularly high. Not every Israeli who was willing to work with the Americans would be willing to work with the East German intelligence service, too. In fact, the chances were very low. Establishing a relationship with such a walk-in and developing him into a real agent would require costly and complex handling under a foreign identity, an American identity, and making such an investment would be worthwhile only if the future promised a real return. He asked Duke to elaborate on his encounter with the young man, not to spare any details, and in particular, he stressed, he wanted to hear his insights and impressions with regards to the man’s character, with respect to his motives—and also Duke’s view of the future, of how he saw the operation in five years’ time, in ten years.

Gunther was adept at doing what Duke’s CIA superiors had long forgotten. Unlike them, he didn’t see Duke as an old, worn-out dog that couldn’t learn new tricks, but knew instead to seek his advice, appreciate his opinions, and listen to him. He sincerely valued his judgment. And under such conditions, in this type of atmosphere, Duke flourished. He presented his case in a detailed and well-organized manner, distinguishing between facts and assessments and allowing his imagination to run free. He drew on his experience to paint the bigger picture with broad and bold brushstrokes, yet took care at the same time not to omit the finer details, the subtle areas of light and shadow, the translucent dabs of color. He was an intelligence officer, and in the presence of Gunther, and together with Gunther, in fact, he was also an artist of sorts, perhaps even a bit of a poet, one who could cast an eye into the future.

Gunther waited for several minutes after Duke had completed his report before speaking again. “I’m going to advise taking it on,” he said. “Headquarters in Berlin will have to make the decision, of course, but I’ll strongly recommend it. It may take time,” he warned, “and you’ll have to handle things delicately from your end. File a brief and banal report to Langley. Tell them you got the impression that he’s nothing more than a money-hungry fraud, with symptoms of a slight intelligence addiction. But note explicitly that the final decision is theirs to make. And one more thing,” Gunther added after a moment’s thought, “send them an incorrect phone number in the report. Jumble two digits in his phone number. You can always blame the typist in the cypher office. . . . With a bit of effort, they can always locate him if they want to, via the parliament’s telephone exchange or simply by knocking on his door at home,” he said with half a smile, “but if they have no particular reason to be eager to get their hands on him, their idleness and workload will win the day. You know, of course, that I won’t be able to inform you if we’ve decided to pursue the matter with him. When it comes to operations that could turn into something special, the need to maintain a high level of confidentiality from the outset is particularly important. But we’re going to need real-time updates from you—if your guys decide to do something with him after all. It’s best for the mistakes to be made elsewhere, and not by us, my friend,” Gunther said in a cheerful tone, his eyes suddenly moist. “You really are something special. It’s a shame that too many of our officers can’t match you for intelligence, experience, and the ability to understand the human psyche. It’s good to have you on our side.”

Gunther stood up, approached Duke, and embraced him warmly. “It was good to see you; we don’t do it often enough,” he said as he stepped back a few paces, moving away from Duke and toward the exit, waving absentmindedly to say good-bye, good-bye and see you around.
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STASI HEADQUARTERS, EAST BERLIN, 1983

Gunther—christened with the name Werner, but referred to by his ops name by almost everyone in the Stasi who knew him—burst into the bureau of the director of the Stasi’s foreign espionage division, the Main Directorate for Reconnaissance. He hung up his wet jacket in the entrance hall, warmed his hands with undeniable glee over the noisy radiator, winked at Hannelore, the young office clerk who was sitting behind her desk in the corner like a frightened rabbit, and planted a loud kiss on the cheek of Marlene, the head secretary, mumbling softly as he did so, “You smell so good, Marlene. Lucky I don’t work at headquarters; you’d drive me crazy and I’d have to set aside all matters of state just to be by your side all the time.” Marlene blushed and lightly slapped his hand. “You’re all mouth and no trousers, Werner,” she said. “You’re a big-time talker and a small-time playboy. Fortunately for you, you’re good at what you do. Otherwise your big mouth and the Western mannerisms you’ve adopted would land you a job in the filing department at best, if not a posting to northern Siberia. And there, as you well know, the winters are very long,” she added for emphasis, a stern look on her face. “Enough, enough with the tough attitude,” Gunther said with a smile, glancing out of the corner of his eye at Hannelore, who had shrunk back in her chair but whose big eyes remained fixed on him with obvious wonderment. “If only I had a chance with you, I’d do anything . . .” he said, allowing his words to fade out, like someone who knows there’s no point—because Marlene had never married and, since the age of twenty, had dedicated her life to serving the state and the party. For almost thirty-eight years already, the organization, as immense and intimidating as it was, had been the recipient of her real admiration and loyalty, and her love, if anything close to love actually remained in her dry and withered soul at all, was undoubtedly reserved for Markus, the legendary head of the foreign espionage division. And Markus, who just then stepped out of his office, his face aglow, wrapped Gunther in a tight embrace. “Sir!” Gunther said; and Markus kissed him on both cheeks, announcing to the room, with Hannelore drinking everything in through her gray eyes and Marlene busying herself again with the pile of cardboard folders on her desk, “I love this man like a brother!”
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Markus and Gunther sat down on two time-worn and faded armchairs in the corner of Markus’s office, a constant source of surprise in terms of its modest dimensions and rudimentary office furniture. Steaming cups of tea stood on the low table alongside them, and each man held a small glass of clear and viscous schnapps in his hand. It was a meeting of two masters. When it came to understanding the human psyche, man’s weaknesses and desires, they were artists second to none. Gunther, the long-serving field operative, was blessed with a natural talent he had nurtured and polished through the years on end he had spent identifying, recruiting, and handling agents. Markus, who had started out in fact as a political theorist and was fast-tracked into the high-ranking position he currently occupied at the absurd age of just twenty-four, was blessed with a gift from God. He embodied a rare mixture of sensitivity and cruelty, of compassion hardened by icy determination. As profound as it was intuitive, his understanding of the shadowy world of the agents—spies who betray their countries and peoples—was based less on personal experience and more on a unique ability to get a clear reading of the agents’ psyches from the gut feelings and reports of his people. He could always pinpoint the drive behind a particular individual’s willingness to sell his soul and loyalty—money, love, or recognition, and sometimes also a desire for vengeance or simply the thrill of adventure. Both Markus and Gunther were senior officers in the secret service of East Germany, which was and still remained not only an ally but also a faithful servant of the Soviet Union. Both bore military ranks, with Markus a general and Gunther a colonel. But they donned their festive dress uniforms, adorned with gold aiguillettes and military decorations, only on a handful of occasions during the year, mostly to party events they were required to attend. Despite their shared hatred of formalities and superfluous pomp and circumstance, they identified fiercely with their country. They both knew that the mighty and historic triumph over fascism could only have been achieved thanks to the endless sacrifice, bravery, and daring of the communist faithful. Despite their gripes from time to time about the party’s bureaucracy, about its conservative approach and random brutality, they hadn’t forgotten the tremendous accomplishments, the huge progress that had been made, and primarily the immense strength of spirit that had instilled the socialist ideology in the masses, in the common people, who were the very salt of the earth. Above all, however, they loved their profession, which they viewed both as a calling and as a form of complex artistry. They loved the never-ending war of minds with their enemies in the West, dealing constantly with the army of agents they had amassed at their side and with the objects in their secret crosshairs. And thus, at ease and with a sense of camaraderie based on long years of work and true friendship, the two discussed the Israeli walk-in who had knocked on the Americans’ door and could be ripe for the picking—if they so desired.

Insofar as Israel itself was concerned, the attitude of the East German leadership was one of indifference, as if there was no connection between the activities of the Palestinian organizations East Germany was funding and the state against which they were fighting. As a result, the East German intelligence services showed very little interest in information about Israel, and an Israeli walk-in wasn’t going to make any impression at all on the Stasi itself or the party leaders in Berlin. But both Gunther and Markus knew—the one based on a gut feeling, the other with absolute certainty—that a high-ranking asset in Israel would certainly spark a great deal of interest among the big brothers at the Lubyanka, KGB headquarters in Moscow. Because as far as Moscow was concerned, Israel was already an entirely different story. In all the power struggles waged between the KGB and the Stasi, it was plain to see which of the two organizations was the bigger, the stronger, the more senior. On a professional level, nevertheless, the two organizations were in competition—not openly perhaps, but certainly not entirely hidden. On several occasions, the Stasi’s foreign division had reaped success where the KGB had failed. The East Germans were at a distinct advantage, of course, with respect to West Germany. The shared national identity, the common language, family members living on both sides of the border, a single history and shared crimes from the time of the war—these were all factors that gave the Stasi the upper hand in West Germany in the continuing arm-wrestling contest between the organizations. When Markus showed up at KGB headquarters in Lubyanka Square, his character and capabilities weren’t the only things that spoke for him. He, personally, was viewed as a man whose opinions and advice were worthy of attention. But the agents his organization had successfully recruited and who were often handled in keeping with instructions from Moscow were his primary assets.

The question that was troubling Markus and Gunther was whether the young and cynical Israeli could indeed become a senior asset at some point in the future. In the company of Markus, Gunther felt at last as if he no longer needed to step lightly. There were moments even when he allowed himself to be Werner and not Gunther, the legendary field operative and recruiter of agents. Settled back now in the shabby armchair, his tie loose and the top button of his shirt open, Gunther spoke candidly:

“Truthfully, after all, Markus, we don’t know. How could we possibly know where this guy will be ten to fifteen years from now? Anyone offering a definitive and decisive opinion on the matter would be guilty of deception, and not mere deception, but deception of the worst kind—self-deception. Tell me, can I really know if this guy is going to go the distance in the world of politics, which is nothing more than a quagmire of endless manipulations and unbridled lust for power . . . ?”

Markus cleared his throat and a mischievous glint appeared in his eyes.

“I’m talking, of course, about politics in the West,” Gunther said with a smile, utterly devoid of the need to justify himself to Markus, but conscious nevertheless of his big mouth and his, and everyone’s, constant need to cover their asses in the event they ran into someone whose sense of humor and tolerance weren’t at their best.

“How can we be sure,” he continued, “that his abilities and talents and drive won’t be redirected toward, let’s say, the business world, leaving us with a fantastic agent—a real-estate mogul or wealthy lawyer or investment house CEO—but with zero intelligence?”

“Tell me,” Markus said, interrupting Gunther, “what’s happened to your professionalism, your hunter’s patience? Where’s this doubt coming from? After all, once we get in on the act, we also have the ability to influence the manner in which things move forward. We shape the reality with our own hands, and we don’t make do with simply gathering intelligence about it. This guy has placed himself in our hands, even if he believes he’s in the hands of the Americans. We know, after all, how to manage such operations—very slowly, patiently, thoughtfully. We’ll get him accustomed to his ties with us, to the sense of adventure, to the thrill of secrecy, to the money filling his pockets slowly but surely, to the gradual and moderate climb in his standard of living. Just like a frog in a pot gets used to water that’s boiled slowly. The frog will allow itself to be cooked alive without even considering the option of jumping out of the boiling water,” said Markus, who was known for his descriptive imagery. “Little by little, you’ll mold this material,” he added in a low and warm voice, “and believe me, it’s still soft. Shape it in your image. Or in the image of whomever you send to him. He’ll want to please you; he’ll want you to be proud of him; you’ll be the father he doesn’t have; you’ll be the person he thinks about at night; and he won’t want to disappoint you. For you, he’ll work his way into positions we view as significant, he’ll forge ties with people who interest us. And even if he’s drawn into the world of business, we’ll make sure he snakes his way in and out of public roles, as close to the plate as possible. And you and I will be with him, or behind the scenes, all the time; we’ll feel him; and without his even knowing it, we’ll get under his skin and through to his very soul,” Markus said, taking the trouble to dryly add for the sake of required Marxist correctness, “the nonexistence of which is unquestionable.”

“You know,” Gunther said, still clinging to his skepticism, “that handling an agent under the guise of an American is no light task at all, and a major operation. I’ll take charge of the handling to begin with, but further down the line we’re going to need to make use of our most valued tools, individuals who’ve been stationed in the United States for years, as Americans for all intents and purposes, awaiting our signal. We’ve invested so much in them. Using them for a project that is just now getting started and whose development and outcome we truly cannot foretell is a big risk.”

“My dear Werner,” Markus responded, addressing Gunther by his real name, “if you’re still living under the impression that we’re on the brink of a Third World War in which we’re going to deploy guerrilla forces to launch assaults on the American enemy’s home front, then something really has gone wrong with you. Don’t be the last disciple of propaganda that no one else believes any longer. We’ve built up assets. We’ve invested years of work in them. And for what? To never actually use them? Is it our ultimate goal to have them forget they are East Germans, to have them think they are Americans off the Mayflower, there to plant and water flower beds in their picturesque towns in Vermont or Idaho? Werner,” Markus said, leaning toward him in a gesture of affinity and affection, “I have faith in your experience and gut feelings, and I have faith, too, in your agent at the American embassy in Rome. You’re the old lions in this dirty game, this wonderful and dirty game,” he added contemplatively. “If the two of you feel this guy has something to offer, I’m with you on it. And if our good friends at the Lubyanka want him, we’ll do the work for them. Earning Brownie points in Moscow can’t do us—you or me—any harm at all. You never know,” he added in earnest, “you never know when we may need them.”
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DRESDEN, SEPTEMBER 2012

The cold had taken up permanent residence in Marlene Schmidt’s bones. Her layers of clothing were of no help, and the same could be said for the piping-hot heating system in the small public housing apartment in which she lived on the outskirts of the city. At the age of eighty-seven, with terminal bone marrow cancer nesting in her body, feeling warm and comfortable wasn’t an option for her that gloomy winter. The coming spring, and the summer to follow, with the apple trees in full bloom and the magnificent flotilla of white swans on the river, wouldn’t be hers to see again. Her days on earth were drawing to a close, thus dryly said her sharp mind, and she felt no sadness or sorrow about her dwindling life, only a bitter sense of disgruntlement, like a mild heartburn that rises up from the stomach to the throat. So many years of service and loyalty down the drain, service and loyalty to a country and an organization that were the essence of her life, that were supposed to survive for all eternity and to create—yes, despite everything—a new and more just world.

Marlene lived on the fifth floor of an enormous public housing project, seemingly infinite, put together with concrete and asbestos, one of the many built in keeping with the finest traditions of Stalinist architecture in Moscow and Leningrad, in Irkutsk and Tashkent, in Warsaw and Budapest, in East Berlin and Dresden, and in dozens, if not hundreds, of other cities throughout the Soviet Empire and its allies. Immense structures, eyesores, starkly uniform and utterly devoid of charm, but homes that were certainly habitable, that offered shelter, and in which one could live a complete and full life. Marlene loved her apartment, and she still recalled the intense excitement and deep sense of gratitude she had felt when the Workers’ Welfare Association had informed her that finally, after so many years of such dedicated service, she was entitled to an apartment. It wasn’t something to be taken for granted, certainly not in the case of a woman on her own, an unmarried woman, going on forty. Moreover, they had given her a state-of-the-art apartment, forty-five square meters that were hers alone, with a modern kitchenette and a small bedroom and a guest room and her own bathroom, just for her. For the first time, she could enjoy the luxuries offered by privacy and didn’t have to cram herself into a common bathroom at the far end of the long hall with all the neighbors. True, the apartment hadn’t been an act of kindness, not at all. It was given to her on merit, in recognition of her devoted and unconditional loyalty to the German Democratic Republic’s security services, which she had joined immediately following the war. After twelve years as a cipher clerk at the Regional Command Headquarters in Dresden, she was transferred in January 1957 to the Special Ops Archives, where she had worked for many long years, endlessly dedicated and loyal, arriving every day at five minutes to eight and leaving after dark, twelve to fourteen hours later, her eyes burning, her body spent, filled with a sweet and comforting sense of satisfaction.
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