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Vodoun

America is like the Vatican and it sees Russia as the devil.  When the devil is no longer the devil, you have a problem.

—Anonymous French Military Officer, 1988

For Christine

Later the police would determine that several people had seen the body in room 1365 without reporting it.

The window washer, working his way across the sleek exte­rior facade of the thirteenth floor, must have seen the blood sprayed against the glass in a grotesque scarlet spider web. But he had kept quiet.

A suitcase belonging to a guest in the adjoining suite was found saturated with fresh blood, which had puddled under the door from room 1365. A bellman had answered the guest’s complaint but hadn’t filed a report on what he’d found.

Even the maid had been in the room. Fresh linen was squared off on the bathroom towel racks; sanitary-wrapped drinking glasses were stacked in a neat pyramid on the wet bar. She would have seen the man’s body twisted on the bed, the tie stiffly knotted as though he were preparing for a busi­ness meeting. She would have been horrified by the condition of the victim—it was the raw material of nightmares—but she had kept it to herself.

The Russian police found the silence easy to explain. This may be the new Russia on paper, they patiently explained to the Americans, but it’s still the old Russia inside people. In the old Russia you learned to live with fear. Paranoia was an over­coat you put on each morning, both a protective casing and a camouflage. You didn’t ask needless questions. You didn’t look into shuttered windows. You didn’t try to pry open locked doors.

And you didn’t want to know what went on on the thir­teenth floor of public buildings. In Soviet mythology the thir­teenth floor had been the KGB’s province, the floor of shadows, of harassment and interrogation. A dead body dis­covered in a room on the thirteenth floor was something to be instantly forgotten.

So the body had gone unreported for an entire day. Knocks on the door to room 1365 were not answered. Phone calls were put through from the front desk, but no one picked up. Dusk dimmed to a long November night, but the lights in room 1365 didn’t come on.

Later, when the shock faded, the hotel staff would joke that capitalism finally found the body. The night room service waiter, addicted to the generous tips doled out by the guest in 1365, grew concerned, when by eleven-thirty in the evening, there had been no order placed for dinner. The waiter rode the elevator to the thirteenth floor and, unnerved by the soundproofing in the French-built luxury hotel, padded down the corridor; though the rooms were fully booked, the hotel wore the scent of vacancy and isolation.

He knocked on the door to room 1365.

When there was no answer, he used his master floor key. He stepped into flickering darkness; his feet sank into blood-mat­ted carpeting. An American Airlines billboard glittered across the Mira Prospekt, promising the world, streaking the room in red, white, and blue neon.

He saw a dark suit contorted on the bed. For some reason he looked at the feet first and saw spit-shined Italian shoes, tautly laced. Then he saw a pale Russian face and dead black eyes.

He turned on the light, then snapped it off immediately, the grisly picture impaled in his mind in that half second of il­lumination. Against his better judgment he called the police.

The Russians got to the body first. They’d seen death by stabbing, by strangulation, by gunshot, by vodka, by boredom. But this murder resonated with an eccentric brutality. There was too much blood; the wounds were too deep and ragged. This was overkill.

An unspoken verdict passed among the deadened Russian militiamen, as they called in their American superiors.

Somehow, they knew this crime was connected to the new Russia.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The last thing Moscow needed was another Gothic spire piercing the sky like a mocking exclamation point. Ringed by scaffolding, the tower of Sleeping Beauty’s castle grew more grotesque day by day, as armies of construction workers sculpted it into the landscape of Izmailovo Park.

Dean Joplin cracked the car window an inch and exhaled cigar smoke into the dusk. The architect in Stalin might have approved, he thought—if not of the content, then certainly of the form. The crenellated castle tower was a perfect comple­ment to the seven overbearing skyscrapers the “Strong Mas­ter” had erected after World War II in his symbolic attempt to establish the Soviet Union as a world power. America had built the suburbs; Russia had thrown up seven Empire State Buildings that could have been designed by Mad King Ludwig of Bavaria. Who could say what would last? You didn’t see Levittown on any travel brochures. Still, Dean spent a good deal of his time staring out of car windows and would have preferred something a little more aesthetic as the city’s new­est landmark.

He stirred in the cracked vinyl seat of his 1975 Zhiguli-3, flexing each muscle in deliberate sequence, a man accus­tomed to a cramped mannequin existence. He was a series 000 private investigator, chartered by the United States Mili­tary Occupation Police to operate in occupied Moscow and environs. He felt he spent half his time stuffed into his car on stakeouts, waiting for petty crimes and misdemeanors to un­fold, but this was the first time he’d ever staked out a client he hadn’t met.

He was parked on the Garaznaya Ulitsa, a side street which ran northwest toward Izmailovo Park and the Lefortovo train station. The neighborhood was better known for one of Mos­cow’s most notorious institutions, the Lefortovo Prison. In one of the many ironies of occupation, Disneyland Russia was being constructed within easy walking distance of the prison. Dean speculated on the view from the top-floor cells. Would the prisoners be able to catch a glimpse of Tinker Bell’s de­scent from the castle tower on opening night? As a matter of feet, since Tinker Bell’s act was all done with wires, couldn’t she shoot a grappling hook from Sleeping Beauty’s castle into the prison and help stage an escape? Something new for the guards to worry about.

A slate gray sunset was spreading across the southwest hori­zon. The uncertain weather made him uneasy; the November sky promised snow but delivered only a chilling mist The Moscow winter was well under way, and it would be months before Dean would feel warm again. Meeting an unknown cli­ent unsettled him as well. He liked to interview prospective clients in his office, where he could size them up on his home court. But the man he was to meet this evening had been calling him repeatedly, intent on hiring him for an assignment which he refused to discuss on the phone. Nor would he iden­tify himself or provide a reference. The telephone hide-and- seek had continued for a week, until Dean had finally agreed to a meeting across the street from the Disneyland construc­tion site. He’d given the caller a description of his car and been told to wait.

Most of Dean’s cases were drab and routine. Industrial es­pionage primarily. Beer companies that didn’t want the secret of their extra bubbles getting out. Fabric softeners stealing each other’s fluffiness formulas. Moscow was a thieves’ market for foreign sharks and hustlers, from multinational con­glomerates to desperate insurance brokers from Sioux Falls. The Central Business Authority, formerly the Ministry of For­eign Trade, tried to regulate the privatizing of the Russian economy by handing out numerical ratings from 100 to 1,000, the lowest rating indicating complete government control, the top, most coveted rating signifying total private ownership. As yet only the Walt Disney Corporation had achieved 1,000 sta­tus; without it the company had refused to lay a single brick of its Moscow theme park. Dean’s own business was so small that it fell outside the Central Business Authority’s purview.

But the authority couldn’t control every salesman who was out to make a buck in occupied Russia. Everyone knew about the hundred billion rubles Soviet citizens had accumulated in state savings banks at 2 percent because under the Soviet gov­ernment there had been so little to spend money on, and they all wanted their chunk of it. Moscow was a salesman’s para­dise; its citizens’ pent-up urge to consume made them ripe for the plucking. When the pluckers needed a detective, Dean was their man.

As the sky darkened, streetlights flared on, illuminating a neighborhood of closing shops and gas stations and homeward bound pedestrians. Dean focused on every passerby, no matter how unlikely. If his prospective employer had chosen such an odd meeting point, then it was possible he’d come in an equally bizarre disguise.

The number 144 electric autobus fanned a spray of water onto Dean’s windshield as it fishtailed to a stop in front of him. A construction worker stared at him from the back seat, through rain-dotted windows. He seemed to look Dean straight in the eyes, as though to ask, “What are you doing parked there like a parasite? It’s quitting time. Don’t you have a home to go to? Wife, kids, and TV?”

Dean squinted into the bus. Maybe his client was on board. But the only passenger to disembark was a blond woman, damp hair matted to an overworked face. She dodged through light traffic to the other side of the road and flagged a cab. A Chevy, piloted by a thickset Georgian, its interior trellised with roses and icons, snatched her up, seemingly without stopping. The bus, one taillight missing, slogged up the street and turned the corner folded into the shadows. Dean was nearly alone now. Mist muffled the patter of distant footsteps and blurred the neon blush of a Coca-Cola billboard.

A man appeared at the corner of Zigulenkova Ulitsa, a broader avenue which paralleled the park. He was wrapped in a thick coat, much too heavy for the season. What would he do when it really got cold? His head was topped by a heavy fur hat, earflaps secured. He smoked a pipe and fiddled nervously with his tie knot with one hand, held a black brief­case in the other. He hovered at the corner like a disori­ented tourist.

A MOP car eased to a stop at the light. The two farm boy faces inside looked bilious in the light of their dashboard com­puter. Dean noticed the man stiffen and transfer the briefcase to his right hand, a telltale gesture. He smoked right-handed, but until now the briefcase had dangled lackadaisically in his left. It was obviously important to him.

Once the police car had proved its indifference, the man set off down the street toward Dean. He walked with a relaxed gait, his breath clouding so rhythmically Dean surmised he was whistling. Could be a new branch of police science, he mused. The analysis of speech through breath patterns, lipreading for cold climates.

The stranger made an amusing picture as he theatrically feigned nonchalance, strolling contentedly while everyone else hurried through the damp with a shivering determination to get indoors. He stopped at a glass case housing the day’s Pravda, appeared to struggle with the Russian headlines, then stepped to the opposite side to examine the English transla­tion.

He won’t last long there, Dean thought. The day’s front page dealt with dry economic matters: currency reform; bidding between Chevron and Texaco for the Leningrad gasoline fran­chise; the Vienna discussions, which had trudged along for two years now, concerning the proposed merger of COM­ECON and the EEC. Nothing on the trial of Nadia Suslova, the teenage Kirov star accused of strangling her American lover with a pair of leg warmers. It was the only thing worth read­ing in the paper these days.

The man seemed unnaturally interested in the fine print. How would Dean have described the scene years ago? An op­erative, obviously studying a sophisticated code, in which the day’s football scores could be transposed into letters, de­ciphered with a decoder book sewed into the lining of his overcoat.

If this was Dean’s client, what the hell was he waiting for?

A loud patter, like applause at an outdoor concert, reverbe­rated from the end of the block. Dean stared into the drizzle, which eddied in the wake of a mysterious funnel of wind. Five charcoal figures in a wedge formation, led by a squat, sweat- suited man, his face bursting with exertion, ran toward the Pravda case, pacing themselves like the trotters at the Mos­cow Hippodrome.

They were joggers. Blue handwriting scrolled across the lead man’s sweatshirt—“Dodgers.” Dean recognized him as a member of the Russian Occupation Secretariat, the governing body that was supposed to wither away following the elec­tions in January. The man’s paunch shuddered, and his barrel thighs jiggled together as he ran.

Dean considered his own physical condition and was grate­ful. At forty-three, he would not describe himself as taut and lean—his waistline expanded annually, largely because he could not bring himself to turn down a good restaurant meal—but he kept his extremities in shape, his legs with an exercise bicycle, and his arms with chin-ups and push-ups. They were the tools that mattered most. He’d never heard of anyone winning a fight merely because his stomach was flat and rippled with muscles

Reeboks slapping against the puddled cobblestones, the for­mation pounded past Dean’s car, bodyguards bringing up the rear, radio transmitters poking from their pockets as they looked furtively over their shoulders. An exercise of profes­sional caution, or was Dean really that conspicuous?

His car was a modest tan box with Moscow plates. He al­ways smoked cigars on a stakeout; they didn’t burn as brightly as cigarettes. Ensconced in the passenger seat, he could have been taken for someone waiting for the driver to return. What were the bodyguards staring at?

Then a Taiga van, one of the specialized new vehicles flow­ing from the Kama River truck plant—could a Russian Win­nebago be far behind?—pulled even with the joggers. The word “Vremya” was stenciled on its flanks in bold black let­ters.

Television news. A video camera stuck its scavenging nose out the side window, following the runners, recording the dedication of this government official, who, despite the hour and the inhospitable weather, was honing his physical state to the peak necessary to confront the country’s massive prob­lems. He’d probably hired an off-duty Vremya crew to film a campaign commercial. With the water too cold for most Americans to swim in, soccer season a memory, and ski season an expectation, there weren’t many photo ops for a candidate to present himself as an up-and-at-’em hard charger. A rainy jog through Moscow offered dramatic lighting and the oppor­tunity to prove he wasn’t afraid of pneumonia.

Dean mentally began to convert the scene into a coded ca­ble, a habit left over from his days with the CIA: ATTN: Sovop Com: eyes only: “Candidate aggressive, but overweight. Rec­ommend additional troops and crash diet.” End

“Gavnoe,” he spat. While he’d been dreaming up his tele­gram, the man with the briefcase had vanished. The television crew must have scared him off. Even the most forthcoming of Dean’s clients wouldn’t appreciate it if their meetings showed up on the nine o’clock news. Now he’d have to repeat the whole charade of cryptic phone calls.

Disgusted, he fitted himself into the driver’s seat and cajoled the engine to life. Radio Moscow crackled over the Zhiguli’s torn speakers, noting the time with seven hollow peals from the chimes in the Spassky Tower. His debt to tradition paid, the Russian disc jockey announced that beginning next week, commercials would be introduced, allowing Radio Moscow to “broadcast a wider spectrum of music.” Shostakovich punctu­ated by Tampax ads. Dean snorted. The conquest of Russia is complete.

As Dean flipped off the radio, a black shape suddenly thumped against the passenger window. It was the man in the overcoat, his briefcase clutched in gloved hands. He peered in through the misted glass and motioned for Dean to roll down the window.

“Mr. Joplin?”

The face framed by the fur and earmuffs was so plain and businesslike it took Dean by surprise. Dean didn’t speak, forc­ing the man to commit himself first.

“Mr. Joplin, we spoke on the phone yesterday morning?”

Dean recognized the voice. He nodded flatly and pushed open the squeaking passenger door.

“Richard Gardner,” the man said. “I trust you’ll forgive the delay?”

Gardner propped the briefcase primly on his lap and peeled off his gloves. He extended a friendly hand to Dean. Their shake was competitive. Gardner seemed to feel a viselike grip was called for but didn’t really have the strength to back it up.

“Dean Joplin. Glad we finally established contact.”

Gardner rubbed his hands together, as though he were warming up in front of a campfire.

“Do you mind if we drive while we talk?” Gardner asked.

So far almost every word out of his mouth had been a ques­tion.

“Well, carrying on a conversation in rush-hour traffic isn’t the best way to begin a business relationship.”

“It’s just that I imagine you’ve been parked here for quite a while. Someone may have seen you.”

“Plenty of people have seen me. But they wouldn’t have noticed anything special. Blending in with the surroundings is part of what I get paid for.”

“Well, someone may have seen me then. Please, I don’t want to insist.”

Dean shrugged. The point didn’t seem worth contesting at this early stage. Make the client feel comfortable, isn’t that what he was always telling Natalie, his secretary? If Richard Gardner wanted to drive, they’d drive.

“Again, let me apologize for dragging you out here like this, but really, it was the only convenient time and place for me today.”

“Sure, why wouldn’t a construction site in the middle of a rainstorm be convenient?”

As Dean drove toward the perimeter of the Disneyland to be, he caught brief glimpses of Gardner when they passed be­neath streetlights. “Shipshape” was the word for this fastidi­ously dressed man in his late thirties. His clothes were not expensive, just thoughtful. His copper blond hair was neatly combed and trimmed. His eyes were gray and neutral. White, orderly teeth peeked from behind thin, determined lips. He came from what Dean’s ex-wife would have called “good stock.” As he unbuttoned his overcoat, he revealed a red silk handkerchief squared off in his pocket, a perfect match for the red silk tie that pierced his gray flannel suit like an artery.

This is a man who’s never cut himself shaving, Dean thought.

“Not just any construction site,” Gardner said. “I’ve lined it up so my family can take a behind-the-scenes tour. You’re a father. You can imagine what a kick it is for a kid to peek inside the Matterhorn as it’s being built, to see what makes a dinosaur work, to peel back the stars over Peter Pan’s head and learn what makes them twinkle.”

“Seems like it takes the mystery out of the place,” Dean said.

“I have two children. Eight and five.”

“Cute names,” Dean joked.

He turned north along the Proletarskovo Vschoda, which edged along the western flank of the park. The construction site was hidden by a gaily painted plywood barrier, which opened only on the north to admit the armies of construction workers recruited from the unemployment ranks.

“Impressive as all get-out, isn’t it?” Gardner said with gen­uine awe.

“In a depressing sort of way.”

“The magic kingdom, depressing?”

“All those thousands of construction workers ... they re­mind me of European peasants whose lives were spent build­ing cathedrals, or Egyptian serfs who slaved for generations on a single pyramid.”

Look what democracy is bringing you, Ivan, Dean thought. Job security and Mickey Mouse.

“You must be in the construction business if you can get your kids in here,” Dean said. “They keep a tight lid on the place.”

“Construction,” Gardner said. “Good trade. You start with your blueprint, hire workers, order materials, and go to town. In a few months, easy as pie, you see the results. Unfortunately, there are no blueprints in our business.”

“Our business?”

Gardner produced an alligator billfold from his breast pocket and gingerly leafed through it, like a grandmother opening a Christmas gift to preserve the wrapping paper. A gold shield reddened in the glow of a traffic light.

“I’m with the Military Occupation Police, Mr. Joplin. Naval Division. I think that makes ours allied professions.”

Much the way the four powers had carved up Berlin after World War II, the four branches of the American armed ser­vices shared police jurisdiction in Moscow. The city had been sliced into four geographic quarters governed by the military police forces of the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines. Gardner’s attachment to the Naval Division meant he was re­sponsible for law and order in Moscow’s northeast quadrant.

“Excuse my stunned silence, Mr. Gardner. But a cop wants to hire a private investigator? It’s not exactly in the daily rou­tine, is it?”

“This isn’t a routine case.”

Gardner focused on Dean. The whites of his eyes were so pure they seemed never to have been bloodshot by drink or exhaustion.

“You really don’t recognize me, do you?”

Dean didn’t remember the face, but the demeanor and the mold in which Gardner had been cast were familiar. Prep schools. Ivy League colleges. State Department. Central Intelli­gence Agency. A world of men with first names like Blair and Montgomery and McGeorge.

“Nineteen seventy-seven?” Gardner hinted. “Camp Peary, Virginia? You taught a Soviet operations course. I was in sec­tion five. You were a little thinner, wore a neat little beard, made us memorize quaint little quotes you’d picked up from Soviet defectors.”

Dean thought back on that distant summer of thun­derstorms and weekend business picnics with mixed emo­tions. He’d just spent two years in obscurity, slaving in the Luxembourg section, and had been rewarded with a teaching position in the Central Intelligence Agency’s training center at Camp Peary—the Farm, as it was known to the recruits who spent six sticky months there.

“You were in my class?”

“This is all a bit embarrassing, since I’ve never been much of a hero worshiper. But every once in a while we encounter a teacher whose insights fix in our brain; they turn us like a compass needle to a course that sets our future.”

“Don’t tell me. ...”

“You don’t appreciate the compliment?”

“It would have meant a lot more to me back then. I always felt like an asshole standing in front of that blackboard. It was like throwing baseballs in the dark. And call me Dean. If I revolutionized your thinking, we can be on a first-name basis.” 

“You don’t really take me seriously, do you?”

“I can barely get the landlord to let me slide with my rent. It’s a little shocking to realize I’ve been rattling around in somebody’s brain for this long.”

“Do you remember the surveillance course? The way you had us following each other all over suburban Virginia? And the final—that was a bear cat. Leave the camp; get to the drop point; make it back to class without being spotted. I sat up two straight nights working out the details of my plan. I’d been married only three months. It drove Emily crazy. I finally recruited her help. Three a.m. before the final she was helping me sketch out my route. My drop point was at National Air­port, the United check-in counter. I was to leave a briefcase supposedly filled with cash, pick up a matching briefcase of Czech troop dispositions. I switched cars twice on my way to the airport, turned my coat inside out in the men’s room. Snatched the briefcase, pushed my way through the crowds, fought off skycaps. Rushed to the gate like a harried com­muter, nearly boarded the Eastern Shuttle, then pretended I’d forgotten my ticket and left the airport through the TWA ter­minal. Changed taxis twice, buses three times on my way back to the Farm. I huffed and puffed into the classroom, swollen with confidence. I snapped open the briefcase. It was the wrong one! Five minutes later you sauntered in with my brief­case, dressed in a skycap uniform! It was quite an education.”

“I suppose I should be grateful for the flattery,” Dean said.

“You can express your gratitude by helping me, Mr. Joplin.”

“Dean.”

Gardner shook his head, a skittish smile inching across his face. “That’ll take some getting used to. I guess it starts in grammar school, but we never feel quite equal to our teach­ers. As it is, it’s taken an incredible act of will to approach you like this.”

"This isn’t an audience; it’s just a friendly chat. You don’t approach me; you just ask away.”

They reached the northwest edge the park in silence and turned east on the Izmailovsky Prospekt. Dean could sense Gardner’s mounting anxiety.

“The Romanovs used to unwind in Izmailovo Park. Their private little manor. You ever wonder what they’d think of all this? Can you picture Anastasia losing her breakfast on the teacups?”

Dean’s stab at humor failed. Gardner’s shoulders rose as if he were slowly inflating them with air. He exhaled heavily, nervously slapped the handle of his briefcase against his thigh. He turned a severe, almost painful expression on Dean, and when he spoke, his voice darkened with desperation.

“This may sound strange coming from a homicide detective, but I want you to solve a murder for me.”
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They were parked in the yawning mouth of an underground garage, across the street from the construction site. Though Dean had suggested they continue the interview in a nearby cafe, Gardner had insisted on the privacy of the car. But now he was having trouble getting to the point. His eyes wandered to an overalled mechanic who was topping a radi­ator with vodka, anticipating a freeze. Above the gas pumps, a sign in Russian and English proclaimed: champion spark plugs—getting Russia started again. In a country that was conducting a love affair with the automobile that matched America’s car-crazed fifties, the availability of reliable foreign spark plugs was a bright spot on the dim landscape of occupa­tion.

“Suppose you begin by telling me who was murdered,” Dean prompted.

“Well, that’s just the point. We’re not exactly sure.”

Gardner opened his briefcase and began to sort through ink-smudged notes and official documents. “Three weeks ago, on the fourth of November, a male Russian, approximate age forty-two to forty-five, was killed in his room at the Kosmos

Hotel, after registering under the name Zhores Borisovich Shukshin. The body was found by a room service waiter. Ap­parently several other people had seen the body but hadn’t reported it, fear of the police being what it is in Russia. But there’s no listing for his name and patronymic in Moscow. The name he provided the desk clerk turned out to be nonexis­tent. He had no ID on him, no driver’s license, no Moscow residency permit, no perimeter pass if he was from out of town. Time of death was fixed between eleven p.m. and mid­night, two days after his arrival at the hotel.”

“Russian and American pathologists in agreement on that?” Both were required to certify findings in a murder case. In the first year of the occupation, forensic scientists on both sides had been known to juggle the facts in politically sen­sitive crimes.

“That’s the only thing they agree on,” Gardner said. “The murder weapon is the subject of intense debate.” Gardner shuddered and formed his next words gingerly. “It looks like he was killed with a saw. I was with the first squad of MOPs to view the body. ... I’m still trying to cleanse it out of my mind.” Gardner handed Dean the pathology reports. “Shukshin’s throat was slit by a wide-toothed, saw-like implement. It severed the carotid artery. He bled to death.”

Dean skimmed the reports with his penlight. “You think the choice of weapons is significant?”

“It’s certainly quieter than a gun. But death would have been awfully slow and messy. You have no idea how much blood is contained in the human body until you see some­thing like this.”

“And it would have taken a certain finesse to wrap a saw around someone’s neck. Any suspicious lumberjacks spotted in the area?”

Maybe the killer simply couldn’t get hold of a gun. Under the Soviets, gun control had been strictly enforced, and it was even tougher under American occupation. Dean scoffed at the irony. For decades the National Rifle Association had warned Americans that the first thing to expect when the Commies landed was the abolition of firearms. Instead, it was the Yanks who’d junked the Russians’ right to “keep and bear arms.”   “I’ve got people who insist the murder weapon was a hand­saw. I’ve got a deputy coroner from Cape Cod who claims the wounds are consistent only with shark attack. I’ve ordered catalogs from every hardware store, every specialty tool com­pany in Moscow. Haven’t found a blessed thing.”

“Was it robbery?”

“If it was, we don’t know what was stolen.”

“He have money?”

“The Kosmos isn’t cheap.”

“I mean, on him?”

“A couple hundred rubles in his wallet. A gold wedding ring, which at the current market would fetch about two thousand.”

“If the killer didn’t flinch from cutting a throat, he probably wouldn’t have anything against sawing off a finger. No obvious suspects?”

“One very obvious one. The trouble is, no one’s been able to identify him.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.”

Gardner blushed defensively. “But we do know the sus­pect’s occupation. He seems to have been some sort of sketch artist, you know, one of those guys who dash off your portrait for a couple of rubles. He was seen hanging around the lobby the day of the murder, trying to drum up business with the tourists. Later several guests reported seeing him arguing with Shukshin. Apparently it got quite heated. A couple of the bell­boys had to throw him out.”

Gardner had rested his case. He retreated to his pipe, press­ing in the tobacco with an intense screwlike motion of his index finger.

“Well, it’s a fascinating story, I’ll give you that. But there’s one aspect of it that’s bothering the hell out of me.”

“And that is?”

"Why you’ve come to me. What makes this case so special? There’s a murder a night in the squatters’ camps, and nobody even blinks.”

“The Kosmos is Moscow’s showpiece hotel. The occupation government is trying to attract the serious investor to Mos­cow, you know. Multinationals lease suites there to conduct negotiations with the Business Authority. A secure, scandal- free environment is a necessity if we want our young business community to thrive. As you can imagine, a crime like this isn’t the best publicity.”

“Still, I’ve never heard of the MOPs admitting they need help with a case. Especially an important one.”

“Didn’t I make myself clear on that point? I’ve always re­membered you as competent, careful. And you know Moscow inside out, I’m told. I simply need the best man for the job.” 

“There are those who would argue a duly appointed homi­cide inspector is the best man for the job.”

Gardner’s face slackened. His manicured facade was peeling, like old paint in the sun.

“Why have I turned to you? Simple, really. This case seems insoluble—correction: For me it’s insoluble. Every line of in­vestigation I develop dies. Every hunch I play backfires. Every guess, theory—nothing.”

“When is it ever different? The answers to a case like this don’t come gift-wrapped,” Dean said.

“Maybe if I fill you in on my background, it might help your decision.”

“It couldn’t hurt.”

“I was transferred here from Berlin about a year ago. I’d been waiting for an opening in the occupation police forever. Since the Company was reorganized, it’s a road without a fu­ture. ... I don’t need to tell you that. Anyway, I was biding my time in this grimy little office on Alexanderplatz, grinding out organizational papers. I’d been pressuring my superiors to move me into operations, so I could get some visibility, do what I’d been trained to do.

“I finally quit the Company, just like that. Moved back into Naval Intelligence, begged, borrowed, and stole my way into the deputy chief of homicide’s office here in Moscow. I’m not an abrupt person by nature, so it was quite a step for me. Sold the house in Wedding we were renovating. I pulled the kids out of the American school, pulled Emily away from her friends, and moved us. The kids were just beginning to get a grip on German, and now they’ve got to deal with Russian.” 

“In that respect, you’re unique. Most occupation employees spend their two years here without learning a word of it.”

“I believe in assimilation. I believe in what we’re trying to accomplish here. I believe in setting an example for my em­ployees. I’ve even instituted a Thursday night Russian cultural evening in my department.”

Gardner sneezed violently. Rather than disturb the silk handkerchief in his jacket, he blew his nose into a rumpled ball of Kleenex he pulled from his pants pocket. “I don’t know how people ever get used to this weather. I’ve had a cold since I got to Moscow.”

“And you’ll probably have it when you leave. Americans never get rid of their Russian colds. ‘Uncle Lenin’s revenge.’” 

“You see, everyone’s waiting for me to fail, Mr. Joplin. I’ve mortgaged my future, my family’s future to Russia. I foul up here, it’s back to Berlin. You know the Company. If they take you back at all, they like to see you climb the ladder all over again. I’ve been climbing it for ten years. I can’t start over. I can’t put my family through that.”

Dean surveyed Gardner’s face as he turned his profile to­ward the street. Dean hunted for the twitch, the blink that would help him decide if Gardner’s pain was genuine. But there was nothing, just an empty chalkboard.

“Listen, Richard. The occupation cops are run by people who don’t exactly see eye to eye with me. They cleaned house after the war, and I got tossed out with the trash. I waltz in there and punch a time clock, and you’ll hear one hell of an explosion. You know what that’d be? Every goddamn door in the place slamming in my nose all at once.”

“That won’t be a problem,” Gardner said. “They won’t even know you’re on the case.”

Dean shook his head groggily. This was getting surreal. He’d spent the last year of his life rifling mailboxes and peeping through corporate keyholes, leading what he called a career of insignificance, and suddenly a murder investigation dropped into his lap. And now he was supposed to conduct it in secret.

“That’ll never work, Richard I need access to information. Physical evidence. I’ll need to interview suspects. How will I—”

“Get paid? Directly from me. Cash, any currency you name. No checks or wires. I hope that’s all right. Information? You can have everything I have. It’s my case after all.”

“They count every doughnut and cup of coffee over there. Balancing the books is a religious experience. How will you mask your payments to me?”

“I’ll pay you out of my own pocket. I’ll just be another one of your clients. I may have to concoct some explanation for my wife....”

“I guess you could tell her you were squandering the money on a mistress.”

“She’d never believe me.”

“Not the philandering type, huh? Good. Makes you less sus­ceptible to blackmail. Did I teach you that?”

‘You know what you taught me, Mr. Joplin? Possibilities. You taught me that change can happen anytime, to any institu­tion. Look at the work that’s going on across the street. There are still possibilities, and for me I think they’re here in Mos­cow. But I need your help to keep me afloat temporarily. If you knew how difficult it is for me to speak my mind like this ... Look, I’ve been sitting here gushing a load of senti­mental nonsense. I know I was just another white shirt and tie to you back at Camp Peary, so don’t help me for old times’ sake. Look on it as a simple business transaction. You can use the money; I can use the help.”

Dean usually didn’t trust men who were so flawlessly groomed as Gardner; they were so busy with details they never saw the big picture. But Gardner was so uncomfortable, so apologetic that Dean felt he couldn’t possibly be talking him into some bizarre trap.

“Ah, here they are,” said Gardner, disrupting Dean’s thoughts.

At the entrance to the garage appeared three figures, an adult woman and two children, backlit by the headlights of passing traffic. Gardner’s family, fresh from their tour of Dis­neyland.

A darkly beautiful woman with shoulder-length black, curly hair bent over a pale boy with freckles, jeans, and a build other kids would call skinny, and a girl, cute but sticklike, laminated in red plastic boots, slicker, and rain cap.

Dean and Gardner got out of the car to greet them.

“It’s hopeless,” the woman called to Gardner. “They want us to take them out for vodka, or they say they’ll stay outside all night and catch pneumonia.”

Gardner grinned, rekindled by the sight of his family. “Tell them if they guzzle too much vodka, it’ll rot their stomachs and they’ll have to have them removed,” he called, his voice booming in the cold garage.

“I have stubborn kids,” Gardner explained to Dean. “I’m New England; Emily’s Latin. You can imagine the genes.” 

“Jack says he’s read they can feed you through your veins. He thinks that sounds neat and wants to try it,” Emily said.

Emily and her children huddled again amid more hushed inducements. Eventually the two kids snapped open their um­brellas and disappeared around the corner.

“They want to test their new umbrellas,” Emily said as she approached. “We’ll pick them up on the way out.”

There was something undeniably erotic about Emily Gardner as she shook the water from her hair, toweled her face with her husband’s silk handkerchief, and smoothed the rumples from her raincoat, gliding her hands along her thighs. Perhaps it was her movements, which recalled those a woman makes stepping from the water after a swim, always a compel­ling image in sun-starved November. Dean found himself wish­ing he were on the receiving end of the healthy kiss she bestowed on her husband. He was envious of their comfort­able passion.

Gardner introduced them, his arm entwined around Emily’s waist.

“Emily, you’ll never guess who I just ran into as I was com­ing from the car. Dean Joplin, remember?”

Her piercing bronze eyes examined Dean quickly, and she shook hands politely. Dean found it difficult not to stare. Her features were boyish yet brittle, her skin a sunny duck egg brown. She seemed a mix of southern hemispheres—Latin American, Asian—perhaps a trace of Mediterranean added for spice. She reminded Dean of the type of exotic woman he’d often pursued in the past, with little success.

But when she spoke, it was in wide-open spaces American phrasing, suggesting that sometime in her family’s history her ethnic past had been consciously buried.

“I’m sorry I don’t recall you, Mr. Joplin. Did you work with Richard in Berlin?”

Dean was a little miffed at Gardner. He hadn’t agreed to take the case, and here he was, already forced into inventing a cover story.

“No, I’m with the disarmament team. Swords into plowshares, you know?”

“Interesting work?”

“Not really. You’ve seen one warhead, you’ve seen them all.”

‘You’re not radioactive, are you?”

“Just to be on the safe side, I’d have Richard go over you with a Geiger counter tonight.”

“Emily, Mr. Joplin was an instructor back at Camp Peary.” An edge had slipped into Gardner’s voice. It was obvious he didn’t enjoy his wife’s ability to banter sarcastically when he didn’t seem capable of it himself.

“How could I forget Camp Peary?” She pointed sharply at Dean. ‘You very nearly caused our premature divorce. We’d just gotten married, and instead of spending my time in bed, I spent it in training exercises, running around Washington, try­ing to give my husband the slip. Come to think of it, I did pick up a couple of valuable pointers if I should ever decide to have an affair.” She suddenly focused an intense gaze on Dean’s chest. “I love your tie clasp, Mr. Joplin.”

There was an uncomfortable pause.

“Emily collects them,” Gardner explained.

“Among other things,” Emily said.

Dean handed the clasp to Emily. “It’s all yours.”

She protested meekly, then dropped it into her purse. She lit up a cigarette and blew a fragrant cloud into the cold air.

“Cloves. She’s trying to quit the real thing,” Gardner said. 

“I’m not an exhibit, Richard; you don’t need to explain me.” 

Gardner coughed. He gave Emily a demonstrative kiss, in an obvious effort to allay the growing tension. “Shall we be going?” he said. “I don’t want Jack to be late for Russian.” Gardner plucked his briefcase from Dean’s car.

“You’ll think over the offer then?” he asked.

“On the basis of what I’ve heard so far, we might as well go ahead.”

“Good. I’ll call you with the details.”

“What offer is that, Rich?”

“Mr. Joplin’s agreed to buy my golf clubs. Not much you can do with them in winter.”

“Thank God. Rich only took up the damn game to win a promotion, if you ask me. Well, we’re getting along quite well now without those ridiculous social rituals. Come to dinner next week, Mr. Joplin. Who knows what else you might find worth buying in Rich’s closet?”

The Gardners excused themselves and walked to a cream-colored, four-door Moskvich with MOP license plates. The car spouted a hot blue burst of exhaust as it lumbered out of the garage. The two kids and their rainbow-colored umbrellas met the car at the garage entrance and tumbled in. Through the rear window Dean saw Gardner trade fisticuffs with his chil­dren, who were delighted as he swung wildly above their heads in a flurry of deliberate misses.

Gardner’s cover story about meeting Dean while getting his car was puzzling. He could understand Gardner’s need to keep his request for help a secret from the police. But why go to the trouble of deceiving his wife as well?

“All happy families are alike. Every unhappy family is un­happy in its own way,” said Tolstoy. Which were the Gardners? Dean wondered.
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The Kalinin Prospekt was the future as imagined by a 1950’s comic book artist. Flying cars would have been at home in its spacious canyons. Businessmen, with jet packs strapped to their backs, could have happily rocketed from its glass apart­ments to its glass offices. Under the Soviet regime, offices kept their lights on all night, spelling out the abbreviation CCCP in twinkling twenty-story-high letters. Because its massive au­dacity was still impressive, many young high-profile enter­prises were headquartered there. Joplin Investigations was there, too, its dark, cramped cubicle waiting to capitalize on its proximity to big, glamorous, and aggressive. But so far Dean’s rented furniture hadn’t accommodated either the fa­mous or the notorious, his rented fax machine hadn’t brought him any urgent international dispatches, and his rented copy machine hadn’t duplicated any important documents or life- and-death legal briefs.

Dean had just gone through the mail, which he gathered daily from the PO boxes and drop sites he still maintained around Moscow. Four years ago the drop sites had bulged with coded messages and agent payments; now they fed him junk mail and bills.

He stared out his one smudged window at the Kalinin Prospekt, where a campaign poster was being unfurled from the roof of a twenty five story office building. Like a giant window shade, it would eventually cover ten stories with its Mount Rushmore-size portrait of a politician and his glib slogan. Rus­sians were used to being served their politics larger than life, and the Election Authority felt that by preserving the physical trappings of prewar politics, the transition to democracy would be less traumatic.

“What do you see out there that I don’t, Mr. Joplin? The future? The past? A woman undressing in a window?”

Natalie Yurchenko, his Ukrainian secretary, had edged through the door from the outer office. She was a short, dili­gent woman in her sixties, loyal to Dean, gifted with a bright sense of humor and a quirky formality which permitted her to tease him but not to address him by his first name. She also had the advantage of being married to Gennady Yurchenko, the owner of the White Palm, Dean’s favorite bar. She cradled a pot of tea and a stack of information Dean had asked her to obtain.

“I was just empathizing with those poor bastards across the street,” Dean said. “They fight for years to get an office with a view, then poof, they’re buried beneath a six-foot mus­tache.”

“It has its advantages. I spent six years in the accounting section at GUM. Every May and November, when Red Square was decorated for the parades, they’d slap a placard of Vladimir Ilyich across the facade of the store, completely covering our window. As the sun set, our office would be bathed in the most flattering red light. If it weren’t for that light, I’m convinced Gennady would never have asked me to marry him.”

“Don’t tell me your marriage was based on something as superficial as looks,” Dean said.

“It was based on something as superficial as lust.” She dropped a pile of manila envelopes on his desk. “Russian Law Review, ‘Law Enforcement in Moscow Today,’ ‘Roster of Oc­cupation Forces and Officers,’ ‘Trends in Occupation Policy.’ You private investigators do some awfully exciting reading.”

Dean had sent Natalie to the Leninka, the Lenin Library, to dig up information on Richard Gardner in the law enforce­ment journals. His first order of business was the same on every case: Learn everything about the employer. She’d been waiting in line there since 8:00 a.m., and it was now 2:00 in the afternoon. The explanation for the crowds was not a sud­den upswing in Soviet literacy—the Russians had always been voracious readers—but a dramatic explosion in the quantity of material that was now available to the public. The Leninka had been infamous for its system of double cataloging. Those books approved for the average citizen were found in one section; those books deemed spetskhrany—the special hold­ings restricted to party members and the scientific elite— were housed in a closed wing of the library, filed according to a secret alphabetizing system. Now the library’s entire stock was available to everyone, and Russians began lining up at 6:00 a.m. to catch up on what they’d missed.

“I should confess I spent my lunch hour going through sci­entific treatises on antisatellite weaponry, criticism from for­eign Communist parties, and novels by someone named Judith Krantz. I can’t see why this was all top secret.”

Dean began to sift through the information on Richard Gardner. The picture that emerged was of a man whose career had proceeded in a straight line, a constant upward grind, never spectacular, but free from severe setbacks.

He was born in Concord, Massachusetts. News clippings traced his patriotism to childhood games played on the Lex­ington green and other Revolutionary War battlefields. His fa­ther was a career naval officer and Vietnam War hero, who used his influence to rent Old Ironsides for his son’s tenth birthday party. Richard had graduated from Annapolis and joined Naval Intelligence, assigned to an intergovernmental of­fice liaisoned to the CIA. Married in 1970 to Amelia Benes, the daughter of an emigre Cuban intelligence officer and an Amer­ican translator employed at the American Embassy in Havana before the revolution. Marrying into a staunchly anti-Castro family couldn’t have hurt Gardner’s career, Dean thought. The only deviation from this wholesome norm was a brief hospi­talization in Moscow last year for “exhaustion,” a common enough occurrence in the postwar chaos.

Dean stared at a news clipping of Gardner accepting his Moscow post, all confidence and patriotism and boyish enthu­siasm. “What really brought you to me?” Dean asked the pic­ture. He looked at the gorgeous figure of Emily. Consigned to the wifely background, she nevertheless dominated the photo­graph.

He knew he would take the case.

That evening Dean ate at the Yakimauka, an Uzbek restau­rant, gorging himself on its famous “lagman,” a meat and noo­dle soup which he swore was skimpier now that Pillsbury was marketing the dish as a frozen dinner.

He compensated for the heavy dinner by pushing himself through twenty laps at the Moskva swimming pool. He suffo­cated in the prerevolutionary decadence of the Sundonovsky baths, where he endured a torturous massage for the reward of a cold shower and a pitcher of beer. Dean sat in a private booth, listening to the hiss of steam and the crackle of dried branches slapping against flushed skin, as old-line Russians tried to banish the poisons of city living from their pores.

A picture formed in his mind: the chart of his career super­imposed on that of Richard Gardner. Where Gardner’s was a straight, gradually ascending arrow, Dean’s was a choppy se­ries of ups and downs, like the graph of a volatile stock.

Russian studies degree from Berkeley. The realization that it was a useless scrap of paper outside academia. Travel. Search­ing. Failed novels begun at European sidewalk cafes. Recruit­ment by the Central Intelligence Agency, which’d promised him Russia. By then he didn’t care how he got there. A schol­arship to the Defense Language Institute in Monterey, Califor­nia, and then the drama of his first posting, the Luxembourg desk at Langley headquarters. Initial exposure to the govern­ment’s uncanny ability to employ you where you were needed least. Firings. Attitude problems. The summer teaching at Camp Peary. Finally the realization of a dream: He was transferred to the Clandestine Services of the Soviet/East Eu­ropean (SE) division, the creme de la CIA creme, and was assigned to Moscow. Along the way he’d acquired and lost a family.

When Dean first arrived in Russia, the Moscow station had been evenly divided between hawks and doves. As war began to appear inevitable, the sides polarized even further. By the time American and Russian soldiers met on the battlefields of East Germany and Syria, in the waters of the North Atlantic and the Mediterranean, the postwar jurisdictional spoils were already being carved up. The hawks had long argued that a nuclear war with the Soviet Union could be won. Unexpected twists of history—a coup in the Kremlin and the stubborn refusal of the Soviet’s solid-fuel missiles to fire—had proved them right. The doves, of which Dean had been one, were booted from the nest.

In theory the CIA was no more, absorbed into the bureau­cracy of the Occupation Military Authority. The enemy had been defeated. Who was there left to spy on?

Dean’s decision to open his own detective agency had been made much easier by the grim career choices that faced a retired spy.

The first option was guard duty.

Depending on which government agency’s glossy report you believed, the Soviet Union had, at the time hostilities with the United States broke out, 1,298 land-based missiles, 300 launch control centers, 5 airfields capable of supporting fight­ers and bombers, 1,200 air defense missile sites, 3 submarine bases, 5 naval fleet headquarters, and a still-undetermined number of factories and research facilities developing or pro­ducing chemical and biological weapons. Since the primary goal of the American occupation had been security through total disarmament, thus preventing another, more devastating war, all that hardware had to be guarded, down to the last bullet. A job for accountants and retirement-age clerks.

The second choice was data processing.

Before the war there had been approximately a hundred thousand KGB agents, not counting border guards and customs officials, and an unpublished number of GRU, military intelligence, operatives. They had generated thousands of vol­umes of information, thousands of miles of encoded telemetry, millions of anecdotes, observations, and insights, all tena­ciously recorded over two years of debriefing sessions con­ducted in cold concrete basements of KGB buildings across the Soviet Union.

It all had to wind up somewhere. It had to be cross-refer­enced and collated, the lies separated from the half lies. It was like using a flour sifter on a grain elevator.

Firms in the Silicon Valley were growing rich developing computer programs which would help the occupation’s data processors organize the blizzard of information their satellites and fiber optic phone lines were collecting every day. So, if you were willing to sit at a computer screen as Cyrillic non­sense paraded across your forehead, turning pasty white in a room without windows under fluorescent, scalpel like light, they’d retrain you and increase your pension contributions 17 percent retroactively. There was only one condition: They didn’t appreciate it if you asked why. What would they do with all this information now that the enemy had lost the war?

Why, analyze it, of course.

And then?

Get back to work, coffee break’s over.
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“But I reckon I got to light out for the territory ahead of O the rest, because Aunt Sally, she’s going to adopt me and civilize me, and I can’t stand it. I been there before.’” Dean closed the book and set his empty tea glass on its back cover, already darkly ringed from a hundred cups. Vera Polivanova’s eyes were closed. She was wound into the corner of the couch as though she were asleep in a cold bed, drawing into herself for warmth, but he could tell from the irregularity of her breathing that she was awake.

“So what do you think? All American literature is supposed to stem from this one book.”

“I have already read it. In Russian, in the school.”

“What? Why the hell didn’t you tell me? For two weeks I’ve been talking myself hoarse. I could have saved what was left of my voice.”

“I wanted to hear it in English. My literature tutor was not as gifted as you with the southern dialects.”

“My southern accent wouldn’t get me a mile past the Vir­ginia state line, honeychile. You’ve just never been exposed to the real thing.”

“There is one thing I don’t understand, though.”

“One thing? That’s pretty impressive. Entire careers have been devoted to this one book.”

“I told you. I’ve read it before. My question is as follows: If Jim is a fleeing slave and Huckleberry Finn is aiding him in his escape, why do they continue to follow the river, which leads them deeper into the South, deeper into the slave country?” She sat up, rotated her shoulders to clear a cramped muscle, and turned to face him, smiling in satisfaction, her eyes still closed.

“You ever try to paddle up the Mississippi? Look, the river’s just a metaphor.”

“Yes, quite possibly. For America, always so convinced it’s leading the world downriver to freedom.”

Dean laughed. “I guess you can take the girl out of the party, but you can’t take the party out of the girl. A Marxist interpretation of Huck Finn? Sam Clemens had critics shot for less.”

Vera opened her startling green eyes, eyes that always seemed afraid of missing the slightest detail.

“The old habits are difficult to annul. When I was preparing for the entrance exams to Moscow State University, my par­ents engaged a literature tutor.” She smirked. “He turned out to be somewhat of a sex educator as well, but he was hired because his political interpretations of American writing had been approved at the highest levels of the Ministry of Culture. Take Superman, for example,” she said, without a trace of irony.

She turned her angular face toward him, the gray tracings of dawn backlighting her dusty hair. There was something iconlike about her face, in the lacquered smoothness of her skin, and the seeming absence of perspective; she always ap­peared to be staring at him straight on.

“The Man of Steel is midway along the dialectical path to­ward the finalization of the new Soviet man. Caught between identities, on one hand, he’s Superman, a triumphant, selfless, hardworking leader, totally divorced from private property, able to ignore class distinctions—”

“And leap over tall buildings in a single bound,” he re­minded her.

“On the other hand, he’s Clark Kent, an exploited worker without even a smattering of trade union consciousness, a lackey of Perry White and the bourgeois class that owns the Daily Planet. Eventually these twin identities will merge, and the worker and the leader will be fused ... communism!” “Where does that leave poor Lois Lane?”

“Lois is on her way toward total emancipation. She’s en­gaged in common productive labor. But she must be on her guard. Her infatuation with Superman is dangerous. Wanton­ness in sexual matters is bourgeois. As Lenin reminded us, ‘Self-control is not slavery, not even in love.’”

Vera punctuated her remarks by draining a pewter vodka tumbler filled with the mix of Coca-Cola and vodka that she loved and strolled through the living room, stretching the drowsiness from her body.

Dean’s apartment was in a chestnut brown eight-story shoe­box on the Sadovoya Koltso, the Garden Ring Road. Because Soviet construction had emphasized assembly-line speed and uniformity, high rises grew out of the Moscow soil like weeds after a rainstorm. Addresses were an alphabet soup of Building X, Entry B, Block H, Apartment V. Apocryphal stories spoke of men returning from work to the wrong apartment and not noticing the difference for years, spawning entire duplicate families, their mistakes only uncovered at their deaths when city officials were called to cart away the bodies, and the den­tal work did not match official records.

His apartment had three bedrooms, but two were vacant, still waiting for the wife and son who had once intended to join him. The rooms sat there, like white scars, still stacked with paint cans and wallpaper.

Because Dean’s building had been designed to house for­eign journalists and minor diplomats, his apartment was more spacious than the nine square meters of living space Lenin ordained were the birthright of every Soviet citizen.

So Vera was able to stake out a lengthier course as she paced, laying out the party line on everyone from Faulkner to John Updike.

There were hundreds of thousands of physically displaced people in the occupied Soviet Union. There were millions of mentally displaced, of whom Vera was one.

Most Russians were bored with politics. They ignored the blitz of propaganda, the lurid red banners, the exhortations to work, fulfill the plan, surpass their quotas. They were indif­ferent to the party bureaucracy, concerned only when it failed to deliver a promised shipment of lamb cutlets or bumped them back down the waiting list for an apartment in favor of some party apparatchik.

But Vera had been a true believer. From her first days with the Young Pioneers she’d clung to Uncle Lenin’s words: The party is the mind, honor, and conscience of our epoch.

For many, party membership was a ticket to a snazzier car, higher salaries, a trip abroad, but to Vera it had been gospel.

Through loyalty, diligence, and her father’s influence, she had finagled her way into the lower echelons of the Moscow city party hierarchy. It was a privileged position. Because of Moscow’s importance, one could occasionally advance di­rectly to the republican apparatus, detouring around the re­gional committees.

Then, in the fifteen days between the declaration and the cessation of hostilities, the armies of Lenin stopped their for­ward march. Imagine a devoted priest, serving his church for years, without doubt or hypocrisy, confronted with the in­controvertible proof that there is no God, an unsubstantiated myth that had now been disproved. The day after the armi­stice Vera faced a featureless horizon, a world with no bor­ders, no signs to warn her when she approached the edge.

The Communist party machinery was absorbed by the oc­cupation and grudgingly handed limited powers. Busywork. The same way the Communist party had presided over the facade of the Soviet government, so die occupation now dom­inated the party. It was renamed Shadowland by those who chose to remain and carry out its uninspired, harmless tasks.

Vera was not one of them. She became an ideological vaga­bond She wandered, searching for a myth to hang her life on. Religion. Travel. In three years she visited all fifteen republics, meandered through eight different jobs. She’d dyed her hair, lost weight, gained weight. Conducted affairs with a series of men of different nationalities. Dean had dubbed her “Woman­hood’s Ambassador to the United Nations.”

Finally she’d found the ideal job to match her unsettled per­sonality. She landed a position with Mostours as a guide, es­corting foreign tour groups through the occupied Soviet Union.

Dean had met her on a bus tour of Moscow. Vera had been attempting to explain what irony of history had planted Detsky Mir, Moscow’s largest toy store, next door to the Lubyanka, the KGB’s infamous headquarters. Dean had been tracking an adulterous couple who masked their indiscretions by riding the tour bus to a different hotel every afternoon. Dean and Vera became part-time lovers.

They tried to conduct their affair in a vacuum. Vera knew Dean had been married, had a teenage son, but knew only that the dissolution of his marriage had something to do with ca­reer and thwarted ambition. Dean knew Vera had never mar­ried, placing party above personal considerations. He knew her father was dying an intellectual death with the collapse of Leninism; that her mother had reacted to war and occupation by turning to mediums and a belief in reincarnation. On one occasion Vera had had to restrain her mother when she de­cided that a setting of eighteenth
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