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Dedication

To my husband, Jürgen, who keeps my feet on the ground when my head is in the sky




Epigraph

The past is so long ago, it never happened.

—POPULAR SAYING OF PRISONERS IN THE GULAG




Marya

Siberia, 1956

Shoulder to shoulder, we’re marching down the packed snow road. There are five of us in the row, me on one end, the coldest place in the line, my arm dragging against the snowbank. We’re like marionettes joined by the sleeves, women made of wood. We lurch forward at the same pace, careful where we put our shabby boots. If one of us falls, the guard might get angry. When I move, the ice cracks in the fibers of my coat. I want to march faster to stay warm, but I can’t.

“Halt!” the guard calls behind us.

We don’t turn our heads to see how far away we are from the rest of the work brigade. Out the corner of my eye is the snowbank and behind that, the white trees all around. In front of us, the road goes on and on, long and empty, vanishing in the fog at the foot of the mountains. That’s the edge of the world. There’s nothing on the other side of the mountains, nothing at the end of the road. Not for me. Not yet. I have six more years here. I’ve lost track of how long a year is, so I concentrate on today. Now. If I get through enough days, enough nows, I’ll be free.

Behind us, the guard is pacing. I hear his gusting breaths and the crunch of his boots. We’re far enough away from the work brigade that I can’t hear their shovels as they clear the road of hard snow. The guard has us to himself, and I’m glad the five of us prisoners are here together. We all are. Instinctively, we press closer, arm to arm, mitten to mitten, like a wall.

“Anyone have to go behind a tree?” the guard asks.

We don’t move.

“You haven’t had a break all morning. Go on. If you need to relieve yourselves, go ahead.” Something in his tone reminds me of my sister. Even when Vera was nice, she was always something else underneath, something I couldn’t trust.

Down the line, I feel a shift. One of the women really does have to go, but she can’t; she can’t break the line. I’ve been in the Gulag more than a quarter of my life; I know all the games the guards play. He might let her relieve herself in peace and rejoin the line, or he might shoot her for trying to escape. He gets 50 rubles for that, I think. That’s what our lives are worth. Fifty little rubles.

None of us break the line. The guard paces behind us, his tone suddenly different. “What are you anyway? Traitors. Spies and traitors. You think you can afford to be ungrateful?”

We’re standing with our backs to him, but I know, we all know, that he’s raised his rifle. It’s pointing at her, and then her, her, her. Me. We might be spies and traitors, but we aren’t stupid. We don’t move. Don’t say a word.

“Let’s warm you up, then. Sit,” he cries.

We drop to the snow. My bones feel like they’ll snap in the cold like twigs.

“Stand.”

We’re slower on the way up. I press my mittens on the knees of my trousers, straightening my back.

“Sit.”

Down we go. The minute I’m down, I hardly know how I’ll get up.

“Stand.”

I don’t know how much longer I can do this. As I struggle to stand, I dream of being rescued, Henry appearing in the road, pointing his Browning at the guard, a car idling behind him, ready to take me away.

“Sit.”

Nine years. For almost nine years, I’ve been a prisoner in this or that camp. Nobody is going to save me. Nobody is going to take away the pain and the cold place on my spine where I feel the guard’s rifle pointing at me.

“Stand.”

Get through today. That’s all I have to do. Get through my now. One day nobody will shout at me anymore. I won’t hear the guards in my head. That’s when I’ll know I’m free.

We’re standing shoulder to shoulder, five women, the wall unbroken, but the guard is determined. “You!” The woman beside me stiffens. The guard is right behind us, his rifle at her back, touching her coat. I can feel it too. I might be next. “Walk.”

I’m dreaming again, but instead of Henry in the road, it’s Felix beside me where the snowbank is. He’s enduring this too. His arm presses into mine, holding me up. He understands the lesson this place teaches me every day: I’m never going home, not as the woman I used to be. I’m worth nothing now. I’m not even human.

But I am.

I turn to the snowbank and the white trees. Deep in the thickening forest, I see Vera as a wraith peering at me from the shadows.

I am.





MILITARY COLLEGIUM OF THE SUPREME COURT OF THE USSR
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MOSCOW

To Comrade Rudenko

Enclosed are a series of recordings made by your former colleague, Vera Ilyanovna Koshkina, regarding the case of her sister, who was convicted of treason in 1947. These recordings are remarkable for their vivid detail and confessional tone.

However, there appear to be some inconsistencies with the known facts of the case. The contradictions in her account may only be a fault of her memory, since the events took place nine years ago. Regardless, I believe an external review of these recordings is in order before we make a decision about her sister’s case.

Chairman, Military Collegium

Cheptsov
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Vera

Testimony for Chairman A. Cheptsov

Military Collegium of the Supreme Court of the USSR

Moscow, 28 February–3 June 1956

[BEGIN RECORDING]

Comrade, we live in a new age. Stalin is dead, three years dead, and with him the fear of speaking the truth. At last we can speak free from the threat of a bullet or of men knocking on the door at night. This is what I believe, and why I’m trusting you with this account of my investigation into the case of my sister, Marya.

The preliminaries for the record: My name is Vera Ilyanovna Koshkina. I’m a lawyer by training and serve as an aide to our highest government officials in the Presidium, my specialty in legal and security matters and topics related to Germany. Years ago, I served as an officer of state security, assisting the prosecution in the war crimes trials at the International Military Tribunal in Nuremberg.

My work at the Kremlin focuses on government policy, but at heart, I’m a lawyer concerned with justice above all else. The guilty should be punished, the innocent freed. It goes without saying that this work should never be done at the expense of the truth. But there are the more difficult cases, where innocence and guilt, truth and lies, are harder to untangle.

On 13 August 1947, the court found my younger sister, Marya Ilyanovna Nikonova, guilty of espionage, counterrevolutionary activities, and treason to the Fatherland under Paragraph 58. There were many unanswered questions about her true activities in Berlin, where she was arrested, but after a quick investigation, she was sentenced to fifteen years in the Gulag. At the time I wasn’t permitted access to her case, for reasons I’ll be laying out for you here in these recordings.

The taint of having a traitor in the family has weighed on me, our mother, and my youngest sister for nearly nine years. While Stalin lived, the smallest suspicion of disloyalty could lead to imprisonment, exile, or death. To protect ourselves, we did what it seemed right to do at the time: cut off contact with Marya, removed her photograph from our homes, and relied on the support of the friends and colleagues who knew us to be good and loyal comrades. My husband, Nikolai Koshkin, the deputy foreign minister, has been crucial to my family’s survival. Without him, I believe we would have shared Marya’s fate, and I would not be here in a position to seek the truth of her case.

Making the decision to do this has not been easy. By the time Stalin died, the silence about my sister had become a habit. I admit to being too frightened to break it. Too many years had passed. I needed courage, a sign that it was time to overcome the fear that had kept me from looking truthfully at what my sister had done.

Several days ago, I finally heard the call for change that I needed to bring me to this moment.

It happened at the Great Kremlin Palace. Without warning, all of us Soviet delegates and functionaries were called to attend a secret, unscheduled session of the Twentieth Party Congress. I sat with my husband in the second row, my notebook open on my lap, ready to take notes as I’d been doing throughout the congress, even though I, like everyone else, thought the congress had already ended.

When First Party Secretary Khrushchev took the podium, he began to speak about what I assumed was an afterthought the party leadership wanted the rest of us to learn, something about the “cult of the individual” and its harmful consequences. But Khrushchev’s tone hardened the moment he mentioned Stalin. He quoted Lenin, saying that Stalin “is capricious and abuses his power.” From there, we knew, all of us in the room knew, what was happening. We should’ve guessed it the moment we arrived at the hall to see a statue of Lenin and nothing, not even a portrait, of Stalin. Behind his row of microphones, Khrushchev delivered blow after blow against Stalin. He spoke of repression, torture, terror, purges, the long list of injustices committed in our country since as long as many of us could remember. For hours, we listened in shock as he raged and shook, dismantling the shining image of Stalin that had dominated our lives. “Comrades,” Khrushchev said, “don’t repeat the errors of the past.” This phrase resonated so deeply inside me, I hardly heard what came after until he declared, “Long live the victorious banner of our party—Leninism!” I was swept up in the applause that exploded throughout the hall and rose to my feet in a standing ovation.

After the speech, my husband and I filed out of the hall in silence, the delegates around us looking numb with shock. Side by side, Nikolai and I walked home across Red Square and past the mausoleum where Stalin and Lenin are laid to rest, and then through the city to the river, following the water to the skyscraper that is our home on the Kotelnicheskaya Embankment. In the living room, Nikolai drifted to the drinks cabinet, I to the cigarettes on the table. We still hadn’t said a word to each other since the speech. The shock sat too deep. Khrushchev had called the last thirty years, Stalin’s entire rule, into question.

The KGB inhabits a part of our building, and it is no secret our apartment is bugged. If I want to discuss anything of real importance with Nikolai, we must turn on the radio, and so I did, a broadcast about industrial quotas, at full volume.

“It’s time, Kolya,” I said to my husband. “I’m reopening Marya’s case.”

Nikolai was at the window. The rooftops of Moscow spread out below us, a soothing view that always gave us a moment of rest, the belief that we were high above the squabbles and intrigues at the Kremlin and the Foreign Ministry. He was as shaken by the speech as I was but didn’t show it. Always the diplomat, his tie was precisely pinned and knotted, his face thoughtful. When he answered me, he used the tone he reserved for when he had to state uncomfortable facts.

“Nothing has changed, Vera. I’m afraid your sister is still a traitor and a spy.”

It stung me to hear it said, especially from him, no matter how he tried to soften it.

“You heard Khrushchev today,” I said. “We don’t have to be afraid to talk about the past anymore. He already has. In front of everybody. He talked about things we all knew and were too scared to admit. People executed on the word of an informant, or sent to the Gulag without evidence of a crime. We know—I knew all along—innocent people were sent to Siberia. What if Marya—?”

“Marya wasn’t innocent. You know what she did. You were there.”

He meant in Berlin, the place where everything had happened, my sister’s downfall. “I have to find out the truth of her case,” I said. “I owe it to her.”

“You don’t owe her anything. You barely survived after what she did in Berlin.”

“We don’t know precisely what she did. They rushed the investigation. She was convicted within weeks of her arrest.”

“Because everybody could see how guilty she was.”

“Because no one wanted to look any closer. I was in the security services back then, Kolya. I know how much they cared about the truth.”

Nikolai took me by the shoulders in the way of an equal, a comrade in arms.

“Leave it alone, Vera. We’ll have enough to do shielding Khrushchev from the fallout from his speech. Stalin may be dead, but his friends aren’t. They’re going to fight back. This is no time for us to get distracted. I’m sorry about Marya, I truly am, but your duty is to the nation and people. Is your sister more important than your country?”

It’s a legitimate question, and one I still contemplate as I begin this investigation into my sister’s case. I’m recording my progress for the court to capture the evolution of my thinking about Marya in a form that is much harder to edit or redact than written testimony. To preserve the authenticity of events, and to aid my memory for detail, I will narrate my actions as if they are unfolding in the moment. To be safe, these recordings must remain classified. Marya’s case may force me to divulge sensitive information related to my work as an officer of state security in Berlin from May to July 1947.

As this case develops, I pledge to keep an open mind about my sister. She may very well be guilty of spying for a Western intelligence agency. Then again, maybe she isn’t the traitor we took her for all these years; and if she isn’t, what does that mean? What would it say about all of us, the country that condemned her, the family that kept silent for so long? If she’s innocent, what does that say about me?
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Marya

Berlin, 1 June 1947

An hour after I should’ve left, we were still on Henry’s balcony, me in my lounge chair, fanning myself with the cover of his favorite record, Henry dozing, hat over his face, shirt hanging open. Through the French doors, Billie Holiday’s voice melted in the heat, singing about the love she’d lost. The balcony was just large enough for our chairs and the few potted flowers Henry hadn’t watered to death. His chair faced mine, our bare legs a warm tangle between us.

I shaded my eyes and looked out at the blue sky over the Schloßstrasse, the wide boulevard where he lived. All around us, the rooftops of the villas baked in the sun, and the smell of hot asphalt mingled with the wisteria climbing the wall of Henry’s house. This was our first summer together, and I was grateful for how the days seemed to go on and on. I wanted to stay another hour, the night, wake up with him in the morning for the first time. But I couldn’t. I had to be heading home before someone missed me.

“Wake up, Henry.” I ran my big toe ever so slowly down his bare chest and over his stomach to the edge of his shorts. He twitched; he was dreadfully ticklish but he could practice heroic self-control even while napping. “Say goodbye to me, sleepyhead. I have to go soon.”

“Already?” Henry lifted his hat from his face. He was all damp, poor thing, his reddish hair blazing in the sun. If he were standing on one side of the world and me on the other, I’d see him clearly if he only took off his hat.

“It’s past seven.”

“Plenty of time.” He crowded me on my chair, kissing my neck where I’m the most ticklish. I howled and nearly fell off the chair trying to writhe away from him.

“Stop!” I gasped. “Really, it’s too hot for this. And I do have to go.”

“Why?”

He was being stubborn. I’d told him the MGB looked for patterns. If the secret police noticed that every Sunday an interpreter from the Soviet military government—that is, me—left the Soviet Sector of Berlin, traveled west to a certain address on the Schloßstrasse in the British Sector, staying until six—in this case, seven—and then circling home, arriving back in Karlshorst by the curfew at nine . . . Well, it would interest them a lot more than I wanted it to. Really, it was no one’s business what I did on my day off. Unfortunately, in my sector, everything was everyone’s business, romances included. The secret police suspected anyone in a private relationship with a foreigner, since every foreigner was a potential spy to them. People were arrested for less than what I was doing now. Meeting someone privately in a Western sector of Berlin was considered politically unreliable. If I were caught, I’d be hauled home to Moscow, forced to answer questions, and if state security didn’t like my answers, I could end up in prison. I’d known it since I met him, but I still came every Sunday. He was worth the risk.

I reached between the flowerpots and picked up Henry’s binoculars. After a good polish with my hem, I passed them over, and with a sigh, Henry peeled himself off of me and went to the balcony railing. “You’ve been coming here for eight months and nobody’s caught you yet, Mouse. This is starting to feel a bit mad.”

“We’re all mad where I’m from. Go on. Take a look for me.” I set his hat on his head and then carried the record cover into the sitting room. “What do you see?” I called as I lifted the needle on the gramophone.

“Usual. People out for a walk. Chap on the second floor opposite has rigged up a hammock on his balcony. We need one of those. The Carters on the third floor right must be on their tenth pink gin of the day. Carter looks like he’s about to fall over the railing.”

Soothing to hear how very boring his neighborhood was, the reason he’d picked it and this lovely villa of flats confiscated by his army, now a home for bachelor officers. Women were to be out of the house by midnight, or else. The German landlady, Frau Koch, who lived in the attic, kept a moral household. She and our MGB would get along well.

After I put the record away, I soaped a washcloth in the bathroom and returned to the sitting room wiping my neck. “What else do you see?”

“Pucky is out walking Nelson. Or maybe Nelson is walking him. Old Pucky looks on his last legs.” Ah yes, I remembered him. Old Colonel Puckton, his mustache as flared as his trousers. A few weeks ago, we ran into him walking Nelson, his Scottish terrier, on the boulevard. Pucky ogled me from head to foot and called me Fräulein as if it were a dirty word. I didn’t know what he would’ve called me if he’d known I was Russian.

“Wait . . . Marya, come look at this.”

My breath stopped. “What is it?”

“Jerry’s just streaked down a lamppost, slid under Nelson’s belly, and they’re off!”

If Henry had been nearer, I would’ve thrown an ashtray at him for scaring me like that. Jerry was one of the neighborhood squirrels. Henry had named them all, insisting they were each different when they all looked alike to me. He pitched his voice to a sportscaster’s on the radio: “Nelson has broken away from Pucky. Jerry’s ahead at four lengths. But Nelson is having none of it. He’s coming up at speed. Will Jerry live to see another day?”

“Go Jerry,” I called from the bathroom as I peeled off my damp negligée and reached for my dress.

“Nelson is making a final desperate play. He’s lunging at Jerry . . . who is scurrying over the tram tracks. No, he’s taken a mighty leap onto a street sign! That’s stumped Nelson. He’s spinning around his own tail. And there’s Jerry taunting him from above. Well done, lad.”

We sent up three cheers for Jerry the squirrel. As I pulled my dress over my head, I heard shouting from the street and Nelson’s yiping bark. Colonel Pucky was dressing down Henry for cheering, half-clothed, against the dog of a superior officer.

Laughing, I found my belt between the sofa cushions and slipped it through the loops at my waist. I fetched the hairbrush Henry kept for me near the sink and attacked my hair.

“What else do you see, Henry?” I asked after Pucky had moved on.

“There’s a woman alone on a bench. Probably nothing.”

“What does she look like?”

“Bench faces the other way, love. And she’s wearing a hat.”

“What kind of hat?”

“You do have eyes, you know. Come and look for yourself.”

It was probably nothing, but I crossed the room aware of every knot in the carpet. The soles of my feet tingled. On the balcony, I took the binoculars and focused on the street, the strip of land in the center of the boulevard, the path where people were strolling by. Then I spotted the woman sitting on what looked like a scorched and rotting bench, her back to me. I could just make out her bright yellow hat. If she was observing Henry’s balcony, she’d have to have eyes in the back of her head.

“You’re right. It’s nothing.”

Henry kissed my hair. “Tea before you go?”

“Black as tar, please. None of that weak English stuff. And I’ll get you a fresh shirt.” I sniffed at him. “That one needs to be washed.”

In the bedroom, I tossed his shirt into the hamper and then made the bed since I was partly responsible for messing it up. Next to his alarm clock on the nightstand was the portrait of me he’d taken the day we met last November. Back then, I sat on the steps of our Soviet memorial in the Tiergarten, the wreaths and flowers for the Red Army dead arranged behind me. I looked straight at the camera, at Henry, a man I’d met only ten minutes before. Without me asking, he’d helped me tidy the wreaths, looking somber, very respectful. When we were through, he took off his cap and transformed from the typical British officer in his drab coat into a man full of color I hadn’t noticed before—not just his red hair, but the blue of his eyes, and the pink tint to his cheeks and the tip of his nose where the cold had gotten to him. He lifted the camera around his neck and asked if he could snap a photograph of me. “Why?” I asked, and he said, a little embarrassed, “Because I’d like to remember you. If it’s all right.”

We started up something that was unheard-of back home—a casual affair. Every Sunday we met for the pleasure, for the fun of it, and nothing else. We had no future; one day I would go back to Russia, he would go to England, and that was that. And since we knew this, we shared our countries with each other the only way we could. The smallest and dullest things interested us because they came from each other’s worlds: I brought him a packet of Russian cigarettes to smoke; he gave me a bottle of a sweet, lemony English soft drink; I showed him how to write his name in Cyrillic letters; he taught me to pepper my English with the Lancashire accent of his home. Everyone in his house thought I was German, even his roommate, Johnson, a funny man whom I only saw coming or going. Henry bribed him to clear out on Sundays so the flat was all ours.

After fluffing his pillow and planting a kiss in the middle of it, I went to his dresser and opened the top drawer. His undershirts were folded with military precision. I lifted out an undershirt, and beneath it was a small, framed photograph.

Curious, I carried it into the light of the sitting room. In the photo was a little girl, perhaps three years old, with cropped hair and a puzzled frown. She was holding a stuffed rabbit. “Henry?” I called.

He moved the teapot to the table. “Toss it over, Mouse.” He meant the shirt in my hand. I gave it to him, and after he’d pulled it over his head, his gaze dropped to the portrait I was holding.

“It was in the drawer,” I said. “Maybe I shouldn’t have—”

“It’s all right.” But it wasn’t. Something was squeezing his voice. “That’s Fern.”

I knew this to be the word for a type of plant. “Fern?”

He took the photograph out of my hand, gazed at it for a moment, and then set it on the table. “My daughter.”

“You have a child? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“She died.” He turned quickly to the cupboard. “Blast, I forgot the biscuits.” At the shelf, he searched for the packet when it was right there next to his hand.

“Oh Henry, I’m so sorry. When did this happen?”

“In the war—” He cleared his throat, began again. “I was posted to Egypt, and Fern was in London. She had polio. In the lungs.”

“A terrible thing. Terrible.” I stroked his arm.

“I didn’t get the news until it was too late. My wife told me to come home, but I was in Cairo. By the time I’d get back to London, the funeral would be over. I didn’t see the point of going back.”

I let go of him. “Your wife?” Louder, “Your wife?”

“I should’ve been there for her. For the both of them. She called me a selfish, cowardly bastard, and that was damned accurate.”

“You’re married?”

He turned from the cupboard, his eyes inflamed. “She divorced me. Only what I deserved. I should’ve gone home. I should’ve tried.”

He set the biscuits on the table. He’d done wrong to his family, that was clear. The rest was tangled up in my head. That he’d been married. That he was the father of this child looking up at me from a framed photograph. That she was gone. He carried all of it alone in his heart, and I’d never noticed.

“She was a beautiful girl, Henry. She had your eyes.”

Nodding, he poured the tea. He’d given something of himself to me, the burden of his grief, and the shame too. I understood how risky that was. I wanted to give him something of me in return, but I didn’t know what. The oldest and deepest things. My family, the war. For the tiniest moment, I thought of telling him about Felix. But no, I couldn’t. The shame sat too deep now that we all knew the extent of the atrocities the Germans had done in the war. Maybe . . . Vera. I could tell him what she was. I wasn’t sure how to do it, if he would understand.

I went to the clock he kept on the sill and turned it facing away from us. “I think it’s time for me to tell you about my sister.”

I didn’t know where to begin and surprised myself by starting on the day when Vera was eleven and went missing. Everyone in our apartment house on Arbat Street in Moscow looked for her, in every flat on every floor, in the yard, in the alley, in the square. I was six and wasn’t supposed to help; our mother took me to bed, tears in her eyes behind her thick glasses. My brother, Yuri, was eight, and as we lay together in our bed listening to our neighbors call “Vera! Vera!” he patted my hair and told me not to worry. If somebody tried to snatch Vera away, she’d kick and bite them, and they’d regret picking on her.

I wasn’t so sure; Vera was a big girl to me but I knew she was a small girl to the rest of the world, with serious brown eyes and thick hair the color of honey that she wore in two long braids. She was the cleverest girl in her school, and I was proud that she taught me calligraphy and numbers and other things the big children knew. She was always patient and kind when I was listening and applying myself to her lessons. When I made a stupid mistake, or babbled about something other than the lesson, she was severe. She never hit or pinched me—that was Yuri’s way when I annoyed him—she would just . . . shut me out. Pretend I didn’t exist. She could do it for days, floating around me in our little apartment as if I were a ghost, not speaking to me, not looking at me. She kept it up until I cried and begged her to stop. Then she would hug and kiss me, and I knew her punishing me hurt her almost as much as it hurt me.

And so, when she went missing, I lay in bed sure that I was the reason she’d run away. I’d done something wrong, though I didn’t know what, and she’d run away and maybe she’d fallen into the river or gotten hit by a bus, and it was my fault. I had to help her. I told Yuri I had to go to the toilet, slid out of bed, and joined the search.

Most of the adults were outside the building now, and I took it upon myself to slink into the neighboring flats, which wasn’t hard since all doors were generally open and we children ran in and out of one another’s homes all the time. “Vera,” I called in the rooms upstairs. “Vera, come out.” I tried to think of it as a game of hide-and-seek. Where would she hide?

I looked in places the adults hadn’t, behind doors, under the washing, in the small spaces under the stairs. I dared to do what I was normally not allowed, opening other people’s closets and cupboards. In the flat of the downstairs neighbors, in a wooden cupboard, I found her—Vera, in her Young Pioneers uniform, hunched into a small circle like a snail. I gasped, and she shushed me. “Is anybody around, Masha?” she asked. “Check the hallways.” I did, and returned shaking my head. She unfolded herself from the cupboard, grasped my hand, and crept with me to the door. I imitated her careful footsteps, and when she began dashing up the stairway to our flat, I stumbled to keep up. We flew into the bedroom and leapt onto the bed. Yuri looked unimpressed.

“I knew you weren’t really missing,” he said.

“What were you doing in the neighbor’s cupboard?” I asked, relieved, but also confused.

“Being vigilant.” Vera unknotted the scarlet scarf around her neck, the symbol of the Pioneers, and carefully folded it. Ever since she’d joined the communist youth league, she’d hinted at the important work she did for the party and the Motherland. It all seemed mysterious and exciting to me. But what did it have to do with Vera disappearing for a whole day? “You learn a lot about people,” Vera said thoughtfully, “when you hide in their cupboards.”

When Mama came in and found her with me and Yuri, Vera said, “You didn’t have to worry about me, Mamochka. I was just up the street playing at Svetlana’s.”

Even Mama doubted that. Vera didn’t really have friends and was the only girl I knew who didn’t seem to care. But Mama chose not to argue, and after she hugged and scolded Vera and then left us alone in the dark, I rolled over and asked in a whisper, “Why did you lie to Mama?”

“She’d just worry if I told the truth. She’d think I was strange and tell Papa.”

“But you shouldn’t lie, Vera.” I was genuinely upset. Our parents raised us to be honest and moral children. Our papa was a veteran of the Revolution, a skilled tradesman at the Red October factory, and when his long weekly shifts allowed, he would crowd on the couch with us and tell us stories of the glorious days when the people broke their chains and rose up against the czars. In his gentle voice, he told us how important we were, the children of today, “not just you, Yura,” he said affectionately, taking a warm swipe at Yuri’s head, “but you girls too. Do you know what you have to do?”

Vera opened her mouth, while Yuri and I shook our heads, and baby Nina babbled sleepily in Papa’s lap. Vera said, “We must carry on the work of the Revolution.” She’d learned that in the Pioneers.

“We’re building a new society,” Papa said, holding me close with one arm, since I was the third of four children just like him, and as he used to say, we third children were often ignored in families. He smelled wonderfully of tobacco and the sweets made in the factory. “You work with your hands?” He held up his strong, wiry fist. “Then you should own your workshop or factory or farm along with everybody else who’s working it with you. Girl or boy, you should go to school and learn to do the job best suited to your talents. Like words,” he said, smiling at me, “or engineering,” he said to Yuri, who was always fixing things and taking them apart. “And even political philosophy,” Papa said to Vera, who puffed up with pride.

“What will Nina do?” I asked, speaking up for the baby who lay slack in Papa’s lap, her mouth hanging open, sleeping through the conversation.

“Maybe she’ll be a doctor,” he said. “Or a scientist. Who knows? All of you have a good future because of the Revolution and the party. To me, you’re the generation of hope. You’ll work and live for the greater good, not selfish greed and profit. You’re going to show the world a new way to live as Soviet people.” He exchanged a look with Mama, who was pulling a needle and thread through a rip in Yuri’s trousers. I was sensitive to people’s moods and didn’t understand why Papa’s look seemed to be a warning to Mama, something that unsettled me even back then. Only much later in the war, when we soldiers of the Red Army began to talk real truths about our country, did I remember those cautious looks of Papa and guess what they meant. His lectures had been a way to protect us children. We would be happier and safer if we grew up to be Soviet people in harmony with our society.

If Papa had believed everything he told us, he should’ve been happy too. But as a girl, I saw him gradually fall apart. More and more, he came home smelling of drink, and sometimes he wouldn’t come home at all. He might disappear for days. Our mother stopped sleeping. She was an oboist who worked at the Moscow Conservatory, a palace compared to the modest houses we were used to on Arbat Street. When Papa didn’t come home, she would sit up at night moistening the reed of her oboe, letting out tiny squeaks like a distressed mouse. She began to do strange things, quietly inserting papers into the stove, examining the books we had, looking under the mattresses or behind the furniture. She wouldn’t say what she was looking for.

Once, after Papa had been gone five days, a neighbor came with his cap in his hand and whispered something to Mother. She covered her mouth and stared at us. Yuri was screwing together two bits of wood, little Nina trying to grab a piece with her chubby hand. Vera was watching Mother, who came back to us and sat at the table with a special silence that made even Yuri stop his work.

“Papa has drowned in the river,” Mama said, and then she stared down at the table.

“Isn’t he coming back?” I asked, confused. I was eight at the time and knew what drowning was, of course, but Papa could swim.

Yuri caught on faster than me. “He drank too much vodka and fell in.”

“Shut up,” Vera said.

Yuri set aside his wooden pieces. “I’m the man now.”

“Nobody cares, Yuri. I’m the oldest. Do you want me to leave school and go to work, Mama?”

I said, “You’re only thirteen, Vera,” and began to cry. Nina, who was always watching me, burst into tears.

“I should go to work,” Yuri said, crying now too. “I’m the man.”

Vera slammed her fist onto the table. “Stop blubbering! All of you!”

Mama took up her oboe and blew into it violently, a terrible sound like a dying goose. “We’ll be all right. None of you are leaving school. That’s what Papa wanted. For all of you.” She pointed to each of us in turn: Vera, who would go on to study law at Moscow University; Yuri, who would go to technical school before volunteering for the army, never to return. Nina would study chemistry. I wanted to learn languages and translate great literature, but my plans were cut short by the war.

But that was far in the future. For now, we had to learn to survive alone without Papa to guide and support us. We never went hungry, but it got harder to find enough food to fill us up, or clothes to replace what we’d grown out of. I never had anything new, only Vera’s old things. If she could, she would’ve lived and slept in the uniform of the Komsomol, the real youth league, she boasted when she joined at fourteen. “I’m going to be a political activist,” she announced to the family. “I’m going to meetings every day.”

“Oh no, you’re not,” Mama said. Our apartment was small, but there was housework to be done, lines to be stood in at the grocer’s, clothes to be washed, food to be cooked. We girls shared the work, while Yuri didn’t have to lift a finger. After school, Vera and I had to go home and do our chores and look after Nina. Yuri could streak off on his bicycle, free as could be. Nobody seemed to care where he went after school.

Vera and I explained to Mama the unfairness of this situation. Vera argued how it violated the 1918 Bolshevik Code of Marriage, the Family and Guardianship, which gave women and men equal rights. “Yuri should do an equal share of the chores,” she declared like the lawyer she would later become, “based on a weekly plan drawn up by us”—she gestured at herself; me, who was in awe; Yuri, who was staring at her like she had a turnip on her head; and Nina, who was playing with her doll—“in the spirit of a true soviet. If every member of the proletarian family works together, each of us will be free to—”

“I’m not washing clothes,” Yuri said, “that’s girls’ work.”

“Shut up, Yuri. Each of us will be free to attend meetings.” Vera gave me a hard look, a reminder that it was my duty to join the Komsomol too one day.

Vera’s argument failed to convince our mama, so she began to avoid chores, coming home late and lying about where she’d been. Over the years, I’d caught her lying again and again, about where she’d been or who she was with. I grew wary of her, and ashamed of myself for feeling that way about my own sister. Vera, the oldest and best of us children, the child we all thought Papa would’ve loved the most for becoming exactly what we thought he wanted. She was the first of us to go to university, the first to go to war. By then, I loved her as I always had, but it was a careful love, full of caution.

“Vera led the way,” I said to Henry, “in all things. School and the war and . . . She’s the strong one. The clever one. Brave. She always knows best. Even if she isn’t easy to live with. Or understand.”

“Marya,” Henry said in such an odd tone, I blinked and realized I was here, in Berlin, speaking to him. I held his hand on the tabletop.

“Yes?”

“If you squeeze my hand any tighter, they’ll have to amputate it.”

I let go of him and said in a rush, “Vera is in the MGB, an officer of state security. I’m not sure what she does exactly. Investigations. Counterintelligence . . .” I stopped.

The silence lasted long enough for the clock on the sill to click over louder than usual, sign of the minute hand on the twelve, a new hour. Henry said, “Say that again?”

“Vera, my sister. She’s—”

“All this time, you’ve been scared of the secret police finding out about us, and your own sister is one of them?”

“I should’ve told you earlier. But she doesn’t know about us. I haven’t seen her since the war. She’s not even in Berlin.”

He shook his head and looked at the portrait of his daughter. It was easier for him to look at her than me. I didn’t know what his people would do to him if they knew he was not only seeing a Russian in secret but a Russian whose sister was an officer of Soviet state security. I imagined the worst, Henry arrested by his own people and taken in for questioning. They would assume I had ensnared him for my own and my country’s ends. He wouldn’t be trusted to work for the military government anymore and would lose his rank and his job. He might be court-martialed, sent back to England in disgrace.

“I understand if you’re angry. Henry? Henry, are you going to throw me out?”

He wrapped his hands around his teacup and raised it to his lips. He still wouldn’t look at me.

I went into the living room for my purse and shoes, everything awash in the thin wall of tears I could not, would not, let fall from my eyes. Because of Vera, this affair—casual or not—was over. I should’ve never said anything about her. She wasn’t an immediate danger to us. Why did I have to tell him?

I thought about the things of mine I should take with me, things he wouldn’t want to see anymore, my hairbrush, my negligée, the soaps and perfumes he’d bought and kept for me here. I didn’t have the heart to pack any of it. He could throw them out himself if he wanted. What did people say at the end of a casual affair? It was fun while it lasted? So long?

I was never coming back. Eight months of Sundays, of whatever I’d had with Henry . . . gone. Well, if he was the type to condemn me because of my sister, I didn’t want him anyway.

Henry came up behind me, his bare feet hushing over the carpet. “You can’t just leave, Mouse. I haven’t thrown you out properly yet.”

Ah yes, the English. He’d make a joke of it. I should’ve known. I marched out of his flat and into the hallway. A swing orchestra played on a radio behind one of the other doors, and men laughed suddenly from a flat down the hall.

At the top of the stairway, my legs suddenly went out from under me. Henry was lifting me up, hefting me with a grunt into his arms.

“Put me down.” I could barely get the words out; I was laughing too hard, my anxiety and relief flooding out. Our center of gravity shifted, his foot on the first step. “Henry, put me down right now!”

“Do you want me to throw you out or not? Make up your mind, love.”

Doors were opening behind us, his comrades, young officers like him crowding the stairway, cheering him on. We were several lurching steps down when I realized I was clutching his bare arm. He was in his undershirt and shorts and nothing else. I was scandalized, but Henry seemed oblivious to everything but working his way downstairs huffing and blowing as if I were a bag of bricks. The door to the cellar opened and Frau Koch, holding a bucket and mop, gasped in shock. “Captain Barrow!”

The officers along the stairway sent up a chorus in falsetto—Captain Barrow!

He carried me past Frau Koch, who darted around him to open the street door, and he stepped over the threshold, into the little patch of front garden.

There, he planted me back on my feet. To the cheers of his comrades, he kissed me long enough for me to know that he’d swept Vera out of his mind, and the risk of the secret police, and the fear that had salted this affair all along. None of it mattered now. We wouldn’t let it.
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Vera

Testimony for Chairman A. Cheptsov

Military Collegium of the Supreme Court of the USSR

Moscow, 28 February–3 June 1956

[RECORDING]

If I may paraphrase our late filmmaker Dziga Vertov: The eye is for spying, the ear for eavesdropping. He meant the eye of the camera, but as I stand on Dzerzhinsky Square across from KGB headquarters, it is human eyes that I see in the windows, brightly lit even now, at night.

Bent against the wind, I pick my way across the icy pavement to the yellow façade of the Lubyanka. I haven’t worked here in years and need permission to enter. To the guard, I state my name and the intention to see Leonid Ivanov of the KGB’s North American Department. It is after nine and I’m still in evening clothes, smelling, I’m aware, of wine and smoke and salmon. I slipped out of a reception at the Ministry of Culture. Nikolai won’t notice or care where I am now. He is at the Kremlin monitoring the unrest that has broken out in places since Khrushchev’s speech. The anniversary of Stalin’s death has turned into days of protests against the speech in his native Georgia, where crowds have been chanting, “Glory to the Great Stalin!” To restore order, we’ve had to send in tanks, and I’m afraid that people have died. Even from his mausoleum, Stalin is still deadly.

In the cold entrance of the Lubyanka, I follow the guard across the red carpet to his telephone, which he murmurs into while staring at me, then replaces the receiver on the base with a soft click. As I wait for him, I sense the layers of this building under my feet, the cellars where the prisoners are kept. After her arrest and transport from Berlin, Marya was brought here too. I’ve known this from the beginning, but now that I’m here on her behalf, I seem to hear the echoing clang of a door, my little sister, our Masha, forced into the dark cells below me.

My old friend Leonid Ivanov meets me in the fourth-floor hallway. His mild face is fatigued; his wife has just had their fifth child. I ask about the vagaries of fatherhood while we shake hands warmly, then pass together into a small unused office. I hang my coat on the hook and set my cigarette case on the desk. Ivanov has already turned on the lamp, the yellow light pooling on a file. It is a strictly secret file, and Marya’s name is on it.

“You’ve looked at it?” I ask Ivanov. Years ago, as university students, we were both recruited by the security organs because our thirst for knowledge, public or secret, was insatiable.

Instead of answering me, he says, “As a general observation, not every political prisoner in Siberia is innocent.”

“I suppose we did catch a few actual spies, Leo.”

“If I recall, your sister’s case was clear.”

“You’re saying she’s guilty?”

Ivanov spreads his hands and says, “I’m only wondering what you’re after.”

“The truth.”

“Even if it confirms your sister really is a traitor?”

“If that’s the truth, I’ll have to live with it. I’ve been trying to do that for years.”

Ivanov stubs out his cigarette and takes his leave, insisting I should come to him if I have any more needs. After he’s gone, I sit for some time smoking and looking down at the file. My husband’s reach does not normally extend into the Lubyanka, but something about Ivanov’s argument has a whisper of Nikolai, a warning to leave the past alone.

After I stub out my cigarette, I open Marya’s file. The smell of years, of aging paper, hangs in the air. I browse the contents first, sifting my fingers through the fragments: brief and conflicting reports about her activities, a faded love letter in English, a newspaper clipping she had translated in Berlin as part of her work, and other ephemera of her life. As is often the case, there is no strict organization to the file, but I soon find the general parts: the thin surveillance section and the more substantial investigation report. As noted on the documents, the chief investigator was a man named Valentin Gusev. I write his name in my notebook. I’ll get Ivanov to find him for me. With any luck, he’s in Moscow.

Sometimes a case file reflects the investigator nearly as much as it does the suspect. A brief glimpse at the materials shows me that this Valentin Gusev was trained in the old ways of state security. He believed once a suspect falls into the hands of the police, it is not the investigator’s prime task to uncover what the suspect did, it is to discover who that person is. If we operate under the assumption that only guilty people are arrested, there is nothing left to do but discover the weaknesses and flaws in the suspect’s character to understand why this particular person has become a criminal.

And so it was with Marya. I prepare myself for this redefinition of my sister’s life by skipping the surveillance materials and turning to the start of the investigation section. And there she is. Marya, photographed after her arrest in Berlin. The mugshots send a blaze of offense through me—how dare my sister be photographed like this, her hair disheveled and her eyes glazed with shock and fear? I note the tender smoothness of her face. She was young back then, in Berlin, so very young.

For comfort, I rub my fingers on the lid of my cigarette case, the only artifact I kept from my time in Berlin after the war. It’s a small wooden box, its lid decorated with four pieces of tin that represent the division of Berlin into four allied sectors. In the days of our occupation of the city, this cheap trinket was sold everywhere. I’ve held on to it because it reminds me of the consequences of defeat.

The broken map also shows the reality of the fascist capitol at the time of Marya’s alleged crimes. Of course, we Soviets had won the Battle of Berlin, taking the city with our blood. But at Yalta, we had agreed to share power over Germany and its capital with the Americans, British, and eventually the French. These were the conditions that led to my sister’s arrest and conviction, and my own posting to Berlin in mid-May 1947.

Back then, the city’s heart was in ruins, full of half-blasted buildings, mountains of rubble, and mangled bridges over waterways still clogged with debris. For the Germans, there was a shortage of everything, from nails to glass to bread, and by the time I arrived in Berlin, they had settled into an existence marked by scarcity, a constant awareness of just how low they’d fallen.

My first impression of the city was one of corruption, streets and squares crawling with vice and foreigners and the most dangerous creatures in the world: bored young soldiers. What fertile soil for my work! I was eager to begin, to inhale the dust of the ruined houses, the dirt on the streets, the aroma of soot on long-burnt monuments. In Berlin, more than in any other place in Germany, I felt our victory in the war had been total. The enemy was truly vanquished, never to rise again.

Though I was posted to the military courts as an investigator, I took days walking the city when I first arrived to get the feel of its streets and landscapes and taste the grit between my teeth. At that time, there was no East and West Berlin as there is now. One could move easily between the four international sectors. It was a matter of crossing a street, passing a sign, or stepping over a white line painted on the pavement. We discouraged our personnel from spending time in the Western sectors, but I made a point to visit them all. Berlin may have been a divided city on our maps, but in our heads, it was one—and it belonged to us by right of conquest.

Marya had already been in the city for quite some time. As a military interpreter, she had witnessed the Battle of Berlin in 1945. The last time we had seen each other was when she visited me two years earlier in a field hospital, where I was recovering from a leg wound. After our victory, she didn’t come home during the demobilization of the Red Army but signed on to stay with the military government in Berlin. By the time she got home leave to see our family in Moscow, I was already working with Chief Prosecutor Rudenko at the trial of Nazi war criminals in Nuremberg. Our duties kept us apart and our letters to each other were short and rare. I arrived in Berlin during her last summer of freedom unaware of any dangers to either of us. I was looking forward to our reunion.

But I didn’t contact her at first. I’m an observant woman by nature and wanted to form an impression of her life and who she’d become since the war. What was my little sister doing in that city of ruins and black markets, beggars and prostitutes, soldiers with roving eyes and hands?

Purely out of curiosity, I consulted the file kept on her by the local MGB in Berlin. I knew our security organs would keep an eye on her; her language skills meant she often worked with foreigners, a cause for concern when foreign agents were so eager to recruit Soviet personnel.

That old file from nine years ago now forms the bulk of the surveillance section of the KGB file now open on my desk. It is thin, maybe only a dozen pages, and as is usually the case with these things, the information is fragmented and contradictory. The Berlin MGB spoke to her colleagues and housemates, and came to the conclusion Marya was a quiet girl, a fun-loving lively one, that she stayed home a lot, went out a lot, and so on. The usual muddle.

The surveillance eased off in the fall of 1946. She no longer interested the MGB. But she interested me, and by the end of my first week in Berlin, I thought it prudent to pick up the thread to be sure my sister was still behaving. We had ways to keep track of our personnel quietly, and I enlisted an informant, a local German woman on the MGB payroll, to report directly to me about my sister’s activities. I was very clear with this woman that Marya was under no particular suspicion; I only wished to know about her habits.

A week later, I went to Treptower Park in the Soviet Sector to get the first report from the informant. The park was full of people in uniforms of every description, from many nations, and civilians as well. It wasn’t unusual for me, an officer in uniform, to be strolling the pathway with a German woman. I remember her gaudy yellow hat. I thought it was too conspicuous for an informant, though it was also the way I spotted her that day in the crowd.

“I have disturbing news,” she said to me in German. Her manner was stiff and awkward, and I guessed why. Like many Germans, she struggled with the fact that I was both a woman and an officer with the power and authority to reward her for truth and punish her for lies at my discretion. Such equality of the sexes was foreign to Hitler’s people.

I also understood that the informant was nervous about bringing bad news, and I controlled my eagerness to hear
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