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Pete Bagley, before he entered the secret world.






Dedication

For Phil Werber,

My good buddy since way back when

And Leonard Novins,

In memory




Epigraph

There’s no such thing as a former spy.

—A KGB wisdom

On the second day, a sail drew near, nearer, and picked me up at last. It was the devious cruising Rachel, that in her retracing search after her missing children, only found another orphan.

—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick
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A Note to the Reader

IN THIS BOOK, MY INTENTION is to reveal one of the last great secrets of the Cold War. It is also the true story of one spy’s quest through a legacy of betrayals to solve this mystery. And to accomplish both these goals, I relied on not only previously classified government documents, memoirs, interviews with both present and past officers in the intelligence services but also, most helpfully, conversations with individuals who were intimately connected to the characters who animate this story. A complete chapter-by-chapter sourcing appears at the end of this book.

But let me also share another advisory: When the hero of this story, Pete Bagley, knew he was dying, he wrote to a friend, “In the future an alert journalist or historian, inspired by some new revelation, may remember one or another of these old ghosts and dig deeper to lay them to rest.”

And that’s what I set out to do in the pages that follow.

—HB




Cast of Characters

(In Order of Appearance)

The Americans

TENNENT “PETE” BAGLEY: Counterintelligence officer and deputy head of the CIA’s Soviet Bloc division.

MARTI PETERSON: The first female case officer assigned to Moscow Station.

JOHN PAISLEY: CIA analyst with a wide-ranging portfolio, which included defector interrogations as well as Soviet military strategy and nuclear weapons capabilities.

RAY ROCCA: Head of Research and Analysis, the CIA’s Counterintelligence Staff.

JAMES ANGLETON: Chief of the CIA’s Counterintelligence Staff.

CLARE EDWARD PETTY: Member of CIA’s Special Investigative Group (SIG).

CHRISTINA BAGLEY ROCCA: Pete Bagley’s daughter, a CIA officer who married Gordon Rocca, a DIA analyst and the son of Ray Rocca.

WILLIAM COLBY: CIA fieldman who became director of Central Intelligence.

GEORGE KISEVALTER: Russian-born CIA officer who served as handler for several double agents.

JACK MAURY: CIA Soviet Division chief.

WILLIAM HOOD: Cold War Vienna Station chief.

DAVID MURPHY: Berlin fieldman and CIA Soviet Division chief.

RICHARD HELMS: Wartime OSS officer who rose through the ranks to become CIA director.

JOHN ABIDIAN: Security officer at the American embassy in Moscow who performed operational tasks for the CIA.

BRUCE SOLIE: CIA security officer who defended Nosenko’s bona fides and later played a key role in the ill-fated running of double agent Nicholas Shadrin.

LEONARD MCCOY: CIA reports officer who defended Nosenko, asserting he was not a dispatched Russian agent.

JOHN HART: CIA officer who cleared Nosenko and later gave testimony to the House Select Committee on Assassinations that was pointedly critical of Pete Bagley.

KATHERINE HART: Chief of staff for CIA field stations and wife of John Hart.

MARYANN PAISLEY: Wife of John Paisley and, for a time, a CIA clerk working directly for Katherine Hart.

DAVID SULLIVAN: CIA analyst who leaked information to an aide of a US senator and later reported his suspicions about John Paisley to the Office of Security.

The Russians

ALEXANDER OGORODNIK: Double agent code-named Trigon who, when caught, committed suicide by ingesting a cyanide pill concealed in a fountain pen.

PYOTR POPOV: Lieutenant colonel in military intelligence (GRU) who provided military secrets to the CIA and was executed for treason.

OLEG PENKOVSKY: Colonel of GRU who passed secret intelligence to both the CIA and MI6 and was executed for treason.

LEONID BREZHNEV: Soviet general secretary whose private conversations were covertly recorded in the course of the CIA’s Gamma Guppy operation.

BORIS NALIVAIKO: KGB officer based in Vienna who lured the CIA into an embarrassing trap.

GENERAL OLEG GRIBANOV: Chief of KGB counterintelligence (Second Chief Directorate) who established a special unit to focus on “operational deception.”

LIEUTENANT GENERAL SERGEY KONDRASHEV: High-ranking KGB officer with a wide-ranging career in foreign intelligence and counterintelligence operations.

The Poles

MICHAL GOLENIEWSKI: Polish intelligence officer code-named Sniper.

The Czechs

KARL AND HANA KOECHER: Husband-and-wife team of Czech intelligence officers who worked closely with the KGB and succeeded in infiltrating the CIA.

The Defectors

PETER DERIABIN: KGB officer who became a consultant to the CIA.

YURI IVANOVICH NOSENKO: KGB officer who defected after the Kennedy assassination.

ANATOLY GOLITSYN: KGB officer who later worked closely with the CIA’s Counterintelligence Staff.

IGOR KOCHNOV: KGB agent who pretended to be a defector in order to set a trap for a Russian-born American citizen working for the DIA.

NICHOLAS SHADRIN: Soviet naval captain who became a US double agent, an operation that resulted in his kidnapping and death at the hands of the KGB.




Prologue: The Weight of Guilt

GUILT IS A HEAVY BURDEN. It weighs down on the heart, an unremitting punishment. Yet she did not try to escape the pain, or find excuses to wiggle out of the blame.

Instead, she acknowledged her complicity. There were things she might have done that could have made a difference. That’s the definition of guilt, she discovered: knowing all you should have done.

It didn’t matter that she had not been in the car that night. It didn’t matter that the accident occurred at the exit that led to the main entrance of the Central Intelligence Agency. Or that this was where her husband worked. And where she had worked, too.

All that mattered was that a young, handsome boy, her son’s best friend, had been killed.

In the terrible aftermath, she’d blamed her husband, too. It hadn’t been his fault; he had played no role in the night’s heartbreaking events. And yet! She knew, as any wife would know, that he’d created the reckless world that had inevitably bred this tragedy.

Full of rage, raw with shame, after nearly two decades of marriage, she had demanded a divorce. And with her anger, she had driven him into the arms of her best friend.

She now saw that it was all her own doing. As things had become undone, she’d capriciously kept yanking the dangling threads. And in the end, her life had unraveled.

Her punishment: a ceaseless, unabated guilt.

But all her guilt was nothing, no, less than nothing, when measured against the pain caused by the new, sinister knowledge that had taken hold of her life. It had the power to change everything that had come before, to turn long-accepted truths into lies. It was a very dangerous secret.

But she knew it could not be shared. She did not dare. It must be entombed forever in the shrewd armory of her heart.




Part I

“Once More unto the Breach”

1977–1983




Chapter 1

Brussels, October 1978

TWO DEATHS—EACH PURPORTEDLY A SUICIDE, each with its roots deep in the secret world, each with its own perplexing mysteries—wrenched Pete Bagley, retired and somewhat besmirched spy, from the complacency of his pleasant exile and set him on the twisting path back to the shadowy battlefields of his previous life. It would be, he fully recognized, his final mission, his last chance to set straight the betrayals, both personal and professional, that had scarred not just the agency, but also his own family of spies. And like every old man who at last musters the courage to confront unfinished business, he could only hope that it was not too late.

THE FIRST DEATH HAD OCCURRED without Pete’s—he’d been christened Tennent, but his mother early on had started calling him Pete and the name stuck—immediate knowledge; at the time he’d been living a retiree’s life of contemplative leisure with his wife and his books in the pretty city of Brussels. In fact, the suicide—if that was what had really happened—had been kept a closely guarded secret, and it wasn’t until a month or so had passed—the shared time line was deliberately murky—that the Soviets allowed the grim news to leak. Of course by then, in the aftermath of the menacing arrest and the ensuing diplomatic blowup, there was no longer any operational reason for secrecy. Still, the battle-scarred cold warriors in the SB, as the CIA’s Soviet Bloc Division, where Pete had once served as deputy chief, was known, couldn’t help but wonder if the normally reticent KGB hoods had only grown talkative because they couldn’t resist giving the knife they had planted deep into the heart of Moscow Station another vindictive twist.

The least disputed parts of this drama began to play out on the evening of July 15, 1977, a deceptively calm and quiet summer’s night in Moscow. A cooling breeze floated off the Moscow River, party apparatchiks hurried across Red Square on their way home from work, and lovers abandoned the pedestrian bustle of Prospekt Mira to disappear hand in hand into the secluded nooks of the Apothecary Garden. But it was a time of high alert in Moscow Station. In the boxlike seventh-floor spook’s nest hidden away in the US embassy on Novinskiy Boulevard, the spies were hoping that tonight’s operation would calm their worst fears.

When an agent goes silent, there can be many benign reasons. Operatives, too, have their quotidian, overt lives to live. They can catch the flu, grow frazzled trying to placate the demands of a relentless boss, get roped into entertaining visiting in-laws, or even mark the wrong date on their calendars. But hard-nosed professionals wearily concede that the search for excuses is largely wishful thinking. When a usually productive Joe can’t be contacted, when he misses a rendezvous or doesn’t service his dead drops, the truth is staring you in the face with a sickening inevitability: He’s been compromised, no doubt languishing in a cell in the Lubyanka, if he hasn’t already been summarily dispatched by a firing squad.

Tonight would bring clarity. It would resolve once and for all the disquieting questions surrounding the all-star agent the station was running deep inside the enemy’s citadel—the spy code-named Trigon.

Four years earlier, in a steamy Turkish bath in Bogotá, Colombia, a CIA officer with only a towel wrapped tight around his waist for a semblance of operational propriety had sidled up to Alexander Ogorodnik, a silky midlevel diplomat at the Soviet embassy, and had launched into his recruitment pitch. There’s no transcript of what was said, but presumably the CIA recruiter would have first methodically recounted all the reckless behavior that in the course of just a brief posting had characterized the married foreign service economist’s very undiplomatic life in Latin America; e.g., his frenetic juggling of romances with several of his colleagues’ wives, his illegal wheeling and dealing of automobiles purchased at diplomatic discounts, his teetering pile of debts, and, not least, the recent announcement by his young Colombian mistress that she was pregnant. The implication would’ve been clear: If the Americans without really trying had discovered all this, how long would it take for the diplomat’s Soviet comrades to catch on to his shenanigans? And it would’ve been unnecessary to point out that the dour Russian foreign service bureaucrats were as unforgiving as they were judgmental. Then when the CIA man saw that it wasn’t just the steam that was causing the diplomat to sweat, he’d munificently offer up a way out of all this mess: a chance to earn the sort of money that would make old problems go away, as well as finance new ones.

The moments that follow any approach are always pregnant, a tense time when things might veer off in any direction. There’s no telling if the prey will scream with indignation, or if he’ll slink off shamefaced to put a bullet in his head. However, Ogorodnik, according to the bemused CIA accounts, didn’t hesitate. He promptly announced that he’d never been a fan of the Soviet system. In fact, he insisted, he’d always been a capitalist at heart. And as if to prove it, he quickly proposed a very lucrative arrangement for his services.

A crash course in tradecraft was conducted over several weeks in a room in a Hilton hotel in downtown Bogotá. Shooting documents with a tiny T50 camera concealed in a fountain pen as well as mastering the protocols for dead drops can be a tricky business. Yet to his new handlers’ delight, the diplomat was a natural. With surprising speed, the agent code-named Trigon was up and running.

Only it wasn’t long before disappointment set in. The camera work was first-rate, the deliveries flawless, but top dollar was being shelled out for bargain-basement product. The spymasters in Langley had a bad case of buyers’ remorse.

Then in 1974, Ogorodnik was transferred back to Moscow and given a desk in the Ministry of Affairs that gave him access to a steady stream of top secret memos and planning documents. And just like that, the CIA’s high-priced investment turned prescient. Trigon was soon making regularly scheduled drops of rolls of T50 films that, when developed, brought a treasure trove of secrets into focus. Moscow Station now had eyes in the enemy’s house. Langley was head over heels.

But after nearly two high-flying years, the exuberant mood had grown subdued, even a bit glum. Warning signs had begun to appear. In January 1977, a CIA officer skied through a fresh blizzard of snow to the designated drop site in a forest on the outskirts of Moscow. Nothing could be found. Perhaps the snow had deterred Trigon, the optimists wanted to believe. So after an uneasy month of waiting, Moscow Station tried again: A hollowed log filled with previously requested communication gear was left at the usual site. It was never retrieved. But then in April, Moscow Station broke out in cheers when Ogorodnik left a cache of film canisters as scheduled. Only once the station’s tech officers sorted through the material, there were renewed doubts. Every spy has his own handwriting, the way he goes about his clandestine tasks, and to the discerning eyes of the analysts at the embassy, this cache didn’t seem to be Trigon’s handiwork. It was too sloppy, assembled without his usual meticulous tradecraft.

Yet refusing to accept the unacceptable, Moscow Station decided they’d give Trigon one more try. A coded message was sent by shortwave radio requesting that if he was ready to resume work, he should send the prearranged signal.

And to the rekindled excitement of the true believers in Moscow Station, he did. A red dot appeared on a “Children Crossing” traffic sign adjacent to a Moscow school.

There were naysayers, though, who had misgivings. They dismissed this signal as a lure. To their skeptical eyes, the red dot was clearly stenciled—and no genuine fieldman would stick his head out of the shadows long enough to execute that sort of painstaking procedure. Further, the stenciled dot was colored in a red as bold and bright as the Soviet flag—and that, too, didn’t seem a secret agent’s furtive doing. It was all too deliberate; in the field, subtlety was the guiding rule.

In the end, both sides agreed there was only one way to find out for sure.

UNBUTTONING HER BLOUSE, THE SPY attached the tiny radio receiver to her bra with a Velcro tab. Her long, streaked blond hair hid the earpiece. If the KGB watchers were tailing her, she’d now be able to eavesdrop on their transmissions. But that, she realized, offered only small reassurance. If the opposition was on to what was going down, that meant it was already too late. For Trigon, and for herself.

It was just after six on that July evening in Moscow when Marti Peterson, a willowy thirty-two-year-old and the first female case officer ever assigned to Moscow Station, left her apartment and headed off for the drop. She clutched a bag containing what looked like a lump of black asphalt. A closer examination of the shard, however, would reveal a secret compartment; inside were messages and a new, improved miniature camera that the tech wizards at Langley had fabricated just for Ogorodnik.

As Peterson got behind the wheel of her squat Zhiguli, she wanted to believe that all would go well tonight. The sexist dinosaurs at the KGB, she’d been assured by her gung-ho station chief, would never suspect that the agency was running a female officer in Moscow, let alone a young and attractive one. And after two cautious years in the city, she, too, remained convinced that her cover had not been blown; to the First Department watchers who kept a vigilant eye on embassy personnel, she remained just another clerical worker, a woman of no intelligence interest. But Peterson also knew that the KGB routinely blanketed the city with a small army of its operatives. They had roving cars, pavement artists, as well as hidden cameras all over Moscow. And on a summer’s evening when the sun stayed high in the sky till absurdly late, when even at ten p.m. the shadows would only be gloaming, the watchers would have nature on their side, too.

With the careful, well-practiced discipline of an agency professional, Peterson went through the maneuvers to shake any tails. She drove around the city, turning left and right at whim, her eyes darting to the rearview mirror. When she was convinced that no one was following, she parked and headed to the subway. She rode to the first stop, then switched lines, traveling now in the opposite direction. Studying the faces reflected in the train window, she looked for a sign that she’d been targeted. But even as she decided there was no cause for alarm, Peterson knew that if the A team was out tonight, they’d know better than to stare.

Peterson got off at the sports stadium at Luzhniki, and, luck on her side, a soccer match had just ended. She floated along in the sea of departing spectators and let the crowd carry her forward, until once again she was assured that no was paying any attention to her. Then she slipped out of the swarm and hightailed it to the drop point, arriving with a well-trained sense of timing at precisely the prearranged tick of 10:15.

An ancient stone tower, crenellated like a turret from a medieval fortress, rose up from a railroad bridge that spanned a lonely stretch of the Moscow River. The stairs inside the tower were slippery, the old stone worn with age, and she trod with care. Peterson silently counted forty steps and then looked up to find the casement window where she’d been told it would be. Starlight seeped through, casting opaque shadows on the thick, dark walls. She placed the asphalt shard exactly one arm’s length from the windowsill. No one would notice it, unless, of course, they knew where to look.

Her instinct was to rush down the stairs, to get away as quickly as possible, but with a leisureliness that was all discipline she descended slowly. One step after another, she made her way. The space was as tight as a cocoon; she felt trapped, there’d be nowhere to flee if she had to run. In her desperation, she listened for stray night sounds.

As she exited the tower, three men rushed toward her. She saw them coming; their shirts were very white against the backdrop of the river, the old gray stones, and the incipient night. At that horrible moment, a number of thoughts raced as if in a single instant through her mind. The hoods had no need to follow her because they knew where she was going even before she’d left her apartment. That meant Trigon had been burned. Yet she couldn’t be sure, so she needed to warn him to stay away. At the top of her lungs she heard herself yelling, “Provocation! Provocation!” And even as she screamed, there was a wild moment when she considered jumping into the river, executing a swan dive like a spy in a Hollywood movie. But at the same time she decided it’d be a doomed escape; if she survived the impact, they’d send out boats to scoop her up.

All at once they were on her. One of the men ripped her blouse, searching for the wire, and he let his hands linger, enjoying the hunt. Three against one, and she knew there was no way to spring free, but her rage was fueled by the intrusiveness of the assault. She fought back wildly; hands balled into fists rained blows. They grabbed her arms, fixing them tightly to her sides, so she let loose with a kick. It landed with power, straight into a groin, and her victim fell to the ground with an agonized scream.

But now a van had pulled up and more of them piled out. She was surrounded, and someone started taking photographs, the flashbulb going off like tracers in the night. “Let me go!” she yelled. She could see they’d retrieved the hunk of asphalt, and one of the Russians had raised it above his head, rejoicing like an athlete who’d just scored a goal. She insisted that it was all a mistake. Call the American embassy, she exhorted. But she knew like any professional would that there was no way out.

The van took her to the Lubyanka, and they led her handcuffed across a long concrete courtyard. Peterson feared that she’d be locked in a cell for a few days, and the thugs would work on her until she signed a confession. Instead, a team of interrogators put on an elaborately orchestrated show. She was seated at a table in a windowless room, and with the cameras rolling to preserve every incriminating moment, the asphalt chunk was brought in. The headman, as self-satisfied as a magician pulling rabbits out of a hat, began emptying the contents from the hidden cavity: a coded message imprinted on 35 mm film; a black fountain pen that concealed a camera; and, spoils for the traitor, tight rolls of rubles and emerald jewelry. Peterson’s face remained rigid, betraying nothing.

Later that night she was released, and a stolid American consular officer drove her straight to the embassy. The universal frame of mind at Moscow Station was one of despair, but the debriefing had to be done while Peterson’s memory was fresh. At three thirty that morning, an enciphered summary of the debrief was sent as a Flash signal to Langley. Peterson flew out of Moscow later that day, officially branded a persona non grata. If she’d been asked, she’d volunteer that the feeling was mutual.

And now the waiting began. Yet the only question that remained was how bad the news would be.

IT COULDN’T HAVE BEEN WORSE. There were two versions of Ogorodnik’s fate, both of them leaked over the next couple of months through semiofficial Soviet channels, and while the details of what had happened on the night of June 21, 1977—not quite a month before Peterson was sandbagged—differ, the woeful punch lines were identical.

One grisly account had a tough-guy squad led by a general from the KGB’s Seventh Directorate pounding down the door of Trigon’s apartment on Krasnopresnenskaya Embankment. The invaders swiftly uncovered the cached CIA communications equipment, and, obeying the Kremlin’s predetermined decision that a trial would be an embarrassing formality, they executed Ogorodnik on the spot.

The other version gave the captured spy a more heroic finale. Here, too, the spy was rumbled in his apartment. Only in this telling, he’s forcibly stripped to his underwear and a no-holds-barred interrogation begins. They want his contacts, his drop sites, whatever else he knows about the enemy. Ogorodnik, despite growing increasingly worse for the wear and tear, won’t give an inch. But finally he breaks, just as anyone eventually would under similar duress. Just stop, he begs. I’ll tell you everything. Give me my pen, he offers with a weary resignation, and I’ll write it all out. So they handed him the black Parker pen from his desk, and suddenly he bit down hard on the barrel and ingested the concealed cyanide pellet. He was dead before his astonished interrogators could wrest the pen from his lifeless hand.

Of course, there was still the mystery of how Trigon was blown. The stories coming out of Moscow Center helpfully cleared that up, too. The credit, the spymasters boasted, belonged to the counterintelligence owls in the Second Chief Directorate. They’d noticed Ogorodnik’s car parked time after time in the same spot near Victory Park and then deduced that this had all the markings of a prearranged signal; the location was on the route many employees at the American embassy would normally pass on their way to work. Once they’d caught the scent, they maintained surveillance until Ogorodnik was observed emptying a dead drop. And if anyone didn’t believe that bit of detective work, dismissed it as too much of a coincidence, well, there was a highly publicized confirmation: The leader of the Trigon arrest team, a Second Chief Directorate officer, had, with much ceremony, been awarded the Order of the Red Banner for his work on the case.

BUT AFTER THE BROAD DETAILS of this debacle and the subsequent postmortem rationalizations made their meandering way to Pete in Brussels, he sat in his book-lined study and tried to sort it all out. His outsider’s instinct was not to pin the blame on either slapdash tradecraft or the malicious efficacy of bad luck. Instead, his thoughts broke out into a familiar sort of mayhem, racing back into the past with anger and concern. He knew now, just as he had known back then. He was certain. And the old fear rose up in him again.




Chapter 2

BUT IT WAS THE SECOND death that hardened Pete’s certainty, and in that confirming way further challenged him to make a decision. It occurred a little more than a year later, and the events were played out not behind enemy lines but rather in the homeland from which he’d fled. And the fact that this suicide, as it was also being called, occurred at sea, well, that just gave the mystery a more piquant pull; after all, he had been a sailor’s son way before he had been a spy.

Pete came from a long line of old salts, each a navy man of formidable and distinguished reputation. A small flotilla of warships, from frigates to cruisers, had been christened with the names of his father and uncles. And while his two brothers, in keeping with the family tradition, had shipped off to the US Naval Academy and gone on to become the first siblings to sport four stars on their shoulders, Pete’s dodgy eyesight had prevented him from becoming a midshipman. So, breaking with familial convention, he headed to Princeton at a precocious seventeen. But when the war came, he quickly enlisted in the US Marines and, as if fated, wound up at sea as a lieutenant in a marine detachment on an aircraft carrier. And with the arrival of the new Cold War, and after putting in a couple of brief stints of active duty as a Marine Reserve officer, it was the judicious shaking of the well-connected branches of his naval family tree that conspired to ease Pete’s path into the secret world.

The year was 1949, and Pete, taking advantage of the GI Bill, had been spending long days toiling at a desk in the Library of Congress researching a high-minded dissertation on the intricacies of nineteenth-century diplomacy. His much more scintillating nights, however, were spent bivouacked at his uncle Bill’s pleasant house on Florida Avenue. One night at dinner, Pete, having come to the realization that academic life promised only a humdrum future and, to boot, no opportunity to be of genuine service to the nation, mentioned that once his doctorate was completed, he was mulling applying to the newly created Central Intelligence Agency.

“Good idea,” agreed Uncle Bill, who also happened to be Fleet Admiral William D. Leahy, the very man who had been one of the founding fathers present at the creation of the Central Intelligence Group, the CIA’s immediate postwar predecessor.

“I’ll mention it to Hilly,” Uncle Bill added helpfully. “Hilly,” to those on less intimate terms, was Rear Admiral Roscoe Hillenkoetter, the director of the CIA. They went back a ways; when Bill had been ambassador to unoccupied France in 1940–41, Hilly had been the naval attaché. These postwar days, Uncle Bill was also known around DC as one of the men who had President Truman’s ear, and that didn’t hurt either.

With a swift “Aye, aye, sir,” Pete’s CIA application was stamped “approved.”

Now a lifetime of secrets later, after all his frontline Cold War adventures, Pete found himself on the outside looking uncomfortably back at a clandestine world from which he had walked away. And it wasn’t just the maritime connection that gave this second baffling death—murder? suicide?—such a strong pull on his emotions. The corpse was someone he had known a bit, a man with whom he’d done some things in the shadows.

AT FULL SAIL, ITS BIG white sheets spread by the crisp autumn wind, the Brillig was a sight to behold, the sloop majestic as it glided through a Chesapeake Bay glistening in speckled early-morning sunlight. It was just after nine, a fresh Monday, September 25, 1978. Robert McKay, an ancient mariner who had made his living for seemingly eons crabbing in the waters off his hometown port of Ridge, Maryland, watched the approaching craft from the weather-beaten deck of his Miss Lindy with a heartfelt pang. “It looked so pretty, like it was in a race,” he mused with a sailor’s covetous admiration.

Then it was as if he woke with a start. All at once he realized: The sailboat was speeding straight toward him, hell-bent, and on a collision course. It must’ve been doing seven knots.

Moving with furious energy, while all the time screaming invectives at the deranged skipper of the rapidly approaching sloop, he began wildly spinning the wheel of the Miss Lindy to port as fast as he could. Only the Brillig kept coming, charging at him. He braced for the moment of impact.

In the end, the Brillig came this close, but somehow managed to fly by without contact. Yet as it passed, in a startling moment that put a sudden brake on his towering rage, McKay saw that there was no one at the tiller. In fact, there was no one at all on the Brillig’s deck.

Was the captain down below? Asleep? Hungover? Sick? Dozens of possibilities filled McKay’s head.

For forty-five apprehensive minutes, McKay, full of an old-time seaman’s sense of foreboding, followed the Brillig. His calls to the sloop went unanswered, futile volleys of concern swallowed up by the far reaches of the bay.

But when the wind changed direction, the sailboat tacked in response. Its sails still unfurled, it headed swiftly toward the shore.

The thirty-one-foot Brillig had a deep keel; it’s what kept her steady when powerful gusts raged. But on this morning it saved her from being wrecked. As the sloop raced closer to shore, as it seemed a sure thing that she’d smash into the jagged rocks rising out of the water just beyond Hays Beach, layers of Chesapeake Bay mud trapped her deep keel like a vise. The ooze held the sailboat tight in its grip, quite effectively slowing the Brillig until at last, as if spent by its exertions, it came to a weary halt.

The Coast Guard station perched on the promontory overlooking Moll’s Cove, that’d be the closest, McKay figured. He reached for his radio.

WHEN YOU SIGNED ON FOR the job as a Maryland park ranger, the bosses had a habit of reminding that you need to be, just as the training manual declared, “a generalist.” Ranger Gerald Sword, posted at Point Lookout State Park, liked that about the work, that it wasn’t just endless days of staring out across the blue expanse of the bay toward the horizon. In his time, he’d rushed sun-worshipping summer tourists with third-degree burns to the hospital, tracked down lost toddlers, even had broken up a fistfight when the annual Civil War reenactment near the site of the old Confederate prison camp got a bit too realistic. And so when not too long after his shift had started, maybe 10:25 a.m., he received a call from the Coast Guard to check out a report that a sailboat had gone aground about two miles north of Scotland Beach, he hurried off. Only, Sword would later confess, all his generalist years had not prepared him one bit for the challenges and deep perplexities of what he stumbled into on that bright, ripe autumn morning.

“Ahoy, Brillig. Anyone on board?” the ranger shouted. He was standing on the beach; the grounded sloop, sails unfurled, was, he estimated, six feet from the water’s edge. There was no response. Another concern: There were no footprints in the sand; no one had gotten off the boat.

He climbed onto the deck, and it was slippery beneath his feet. Looking down, he noticed the unspent cartridges—bullets from a handgun? maybe a nine millimeter, he guessed—scattered about the deck as though they’d been tossed like jacks in a children’s game. Making his way aft, he saw that the self-steering gear on the wheel was engaged. That would send the boat in circles. What’d be the point? he wondered. He looked for signs of life and saw none.

The cabin door opened to his pull, and he descended. It was pitch dark, the curtains drawn, and so he spread them apart. In the shower of daylight, he saw the disarray. Papers were thrown about. The galley table had been broken. Remnants of a meal—pickle loaf, he determined with a quick sniff—littered the floor. Was this just the housekeeping of a slovenly captain? Or had there been a fight? Ranger Sword filed those questions away for later. The fact that there were no bloodstains, neither on the walls nor on the floor of the cabin, allowed him to tell himself that this would all have a happy resolution.

He turned his attention to the papers, and, willing his pounding heart to a steadier beat, he began to sort through them methodically. He hoped they’d provide some clue to the identity of the boat’s owner. There were lots of pages, and as he continued, he perused with increasing concern. As best he could make out, they were some sort of government reports; in the margins, notes had been scribbled in pencil as if by a student cramming for an exam. Stray words caught his eye: missiles, Soviet Bloc, satellite. At the top of many of the pages was a stamped advisory that riveted his attention like a warning beacon: CLASSIFIED, TOP SECRET.

Beneath the pile of papers there was a small metal phone directory; slide the lever to the desired letter of the alphabet, and it pops open. Still foraging for clues to help identify the boat’s owner, the ranger began trying letters at random. It seemed, he decided quickly, that most of the telephone numbers had a 351 prefix. That wasn’t a local area code, he knew. Maybe the owner lived out of state. Perhaps that’d explain things: A vacationing sailor not accustomed to the vagaries of the Chesapeake’s currents had stumbled overboard.

Continuing his search of the cabin, Sword’s eyes riveted on an open leather briefcase. He extracted a letter. It was addressed to John A. Paisley, Washington Post Agent #1401, P.O. Box 9355, 1500 Massachusetts Avenue #847, Washington, D.C. The writer was angry, complaining that deliveries of the Post had been erratic, but payment was enclosed for what had been received.

Well, the ranger told himself with a small burst of investigative pride, he now had a name and an address: John A. Paisley. But no sooner had he settled on this deduction than he realized it was quite improbable: A guy who delivers newspapers owns a fancy sailboat like this? That didn’t seem likely. Still, he had a name and he’d better share it. And there was a boat that needed to be towed in.

He was about to leave the cabin when, for the first time, he realized that the ship-to-shore radio had been operating, emitting small, weak squawks the entire time. He chided himself for not hearing this before, and, searching for an excuse, he decided the noise had been drowned out by the intensity of his concentration.

Twisting the dial to the off position, he noticed the carefully arranged row of electronic consoles spread across a lower shelf. The ranger was no expert, but he felt these devices were something out of the ordinary, not your everyday ship-to-shore transmitting equipment. Why have this kind of sophisticated gear on a sailboat? Why, for that matter, was a collection of expensive electronics on a boat that apparently belonged to someone who delivered copies of the Washington Post for a living? He added one more question to the list of puzzlements that had been filling his mind since he’d boarded the Brillig.

Then he hightailed it to his jeep and drove across the dunes at breakneck speed to the nearest house to phone the Coast Guard.

CHIEF PETTY OFFICER JAMES MAXTON was a large, red-faced bull of a man with a furious temper. And this morning, as soon as the Brillig was towed to the tiny Coast Guard station he commanded at St. Inigoes, an appraising look at the fancy craft ignited his anger. Over his many years on the bay, he’d had his fill of hapless weekend sailors, and to his mind, despite Ranger Sword’s feverish conundrums, what had happened on the Brillig was not anything out of the ordinary. It was, he decided with a conviction reinforced by his mounting rage, just another case of some self-indulgent amateur with more money than brains or seafaring skills. Now he’d have to spend his day, as he’d done so many times before, tediously cleaning up this mess. Probably turn out that John Paisley was at this very moment drunk as a skunk in some seaside bar, not even realizing that his sleek boat had sailed off without him. He didn’t need to know John Paisley to know that he didn’t like him. Just thinking about him, and all the other feckless mariners like him he’d encountered over the years, sent his blood boiling.

But the chief knew the drill, and, to his credit, he followed it to the letter. He called the Maryland Natural Resources Police to report that a sailor had vanished from his boat. They dutifully passed the news on to an officer at the Maryland State Police who, as if he’d been roused from a deep sleep, dully replied that he’d list the incident as a possible drowning.

And there things might have remained for at least a few more indolent days if Chief Maxton hadn’t worked himself up into such a state. He wanted to give the careless Paisley a piece of his mind, but first he had to find him. So, following up on Ranger Sword’s initial discoveries, he began to make inquiries.

Apparently John Paisley worked as a newsagent at the Post, and he started there. A while passed before Joseph Haraburda, the circulation manager of the paper, got back to him. There was no John Paisley employed at the Post, he insisted. Not as a newsagent or in any capacity. In fact, he went on, flaring with high dudgeon, the identification number that the chief had shared belonged to someone else, a longtime employee named Archie Alston. And Alston, well, he’d never heard of Paisley and had no idea why this stranger would be claiming his ID number.

With that, Chief Maxton’s mood changed. His anger gave way to a fertile curiosity. A metal phonebook, one of those old-fashioned things, he recalled the ranger saying, and he went off to hunt it down.

All those telephone numbers with the 351 prefix were possible clues, he reasoned as he searched through the directory. He considered calling one, but instead, still tentative, he dialed the operator and asked what state had that area code. None, he was officiously informed. There was no such working prefix.

That threw him completely. Crazy notions started to run through his head. Who was this John Paisley? There was definitely something very odd about the entire incident. His suspicions were on high alert, but any reasonable explanation was beyond him.

Once again, he wanted to take the initiative, ring a number in the metal phonebook and see who answered. A lifetime in the Coast Guard, however, had drummed into him the necessity of protocol. There was a way things had to be done. He called headquarters in Portsmouth, Virginia, and, reining in his more outrageous theories, he shared what he knew with a Lieutenant Murray. His report was a model of objectivity, a recitation of the facts and nothing more.

Probably nothing to this, judged the lieutenant evenly. Just another boating accident. But stand by, the lieutenant instructed. I’ll run this up the chain of command and get back to you.

An hour, maybe even two, had passed before headquarters called back; time had seemed to lose its meaning for the chief that disconcerting day. It was Lieutenant Murray again, only now he’d abandoned the idea that this was simply another run-of-the-mill maritime mishap.

The 351 prefix is a government exchange, he explained cryptically. “Highly classified,” he added. But then, as if the secret was too juicy not to share, he blurted it out: “It belongs to the CIA.”

He ordered Chief Maxton to post an armed guard on the Brillig.

THE CIA WAS DILIGENT. TWO officious men from the agency’s Office of Security had, over several painstaking days, combed the Brillig from stem to stern. By the time they were done, they had boxed the reams of documents, the battered leather briefcase, the classified phone directory, and the sophisticated electronic equipment for transport to Langley. Whenever Coast Guard or state police officers dared to challenge their jurisdiction, the two CIA men offered a terse explanation that national security issues took precedence. Pressed for further details, the agency’s team refused to budge. “Need to know,” they barked, effectively slamming the door on further conversation.

John Paisley’s wife, Maryann, had also been informed; a resourceful Coast Guard officer had tracked down the address of her ranch home in McLean, Virginia. She had been separated from her husband since August, but, accompanied by her teenage son Edward, she immediately drove to John’s bachelor apartment in downtown Washington. She hoped to find something that would give her a clue as to what had happened on the Brillig.

When she opened the door to the apartment, she discovered that it had been turned inside out. Someone—or someones; a team perhaps, she guessed by the extent of the devastation—had wreaked havoc. It seemed to her that they’d been looking for something, something specific. It had probably been the work of the agency’s Office of Security, but when she inquired, she couldn’t get a straight answer. Still, she kept her temper in check.

It wasn’t simply that, after more than twenty years of marriage, she had tacitly acquired a practiced restraint. Maryann Paisley had worked at the agency, too. She held a classified clearance, was privy to many secrets, and knew from her own experience how business was conducted in the clandestine corridors of power. An obliging coconspirator, she didn’t complain about the breaking and entering. And she didn’t run to the press to share the news that her husband, the spy, was missing. She knew to keep her head down.

But then, a week later, a body was found.

THE DAY WAS GRAY AND gloomy, a warm drizzle falling. On Sunday, October 1, 1978, three fishermen aboard the Miss Channel Queen looked beyond their lines and, like a cautionary chorus in a Greek drama, suddenly shouted out in more or less unison: body ahoy!

Within an hour a Coast Guard cutter sped to the waters east of the mouth of the Patuxent River and lowered a wire basket to trap “the floater.” The corpse hauled on board was gruesome. Decomposition and the greedy nibbling of Chesapeake Bay crabs had rendered the body beyond recognition—a largely skinless, pasty specter of a human.

Yet even in the corpse’s macabre state, two abnormalities immediately caught the sailors’ attention. Above the left ear, a hole had been singed into the skull; brain matter continued to leak onto the deck. And, no less a cause for speculation, two sets of diver’s belts—later determined to be nineteen pounds each—were wrapped around the corpse like the tight bands encasing a sarcophagus.

Alerted by radio, the county coroner was waiting when the Coast Guard cutter arrived at the Naval Center on nearby Solomons Island. “Foul play,” Dr. George Weems summarily decided after a thirty-minute preliminary examination. Without articulating any further deductions, he sent the body off to the medical examiner in Baltimore.

The autopsy was performed the next day, and Dr. Stephen Adams recorded that the deceased was a five-foot-seven-inch, 144-pound white male. He then quickly determined that a single gunshot behind the left ear was the cause of death; it had fractured the skull as devastatingly as if a grenade had exploded inside the cranium. Establishing the identity of the deceased, however, proved more difficult. The corpse’s blood type could not be resolved since there was insufficient blood remaining in the body. Fingerprinting was also a challenge since the skin on the hands had decomposed. And a dental identification would be difficult, too, because only partial upper and lower plates remained intact after a week in the bay.

Perplexed, Dr. Adams made the grisly decision to sever the corpse’s hands. Packed in ice, the two bloated hands were shipped to the FBI laboratory; the hope was that its technicians might somehow be able to lift a print.

Yet that same day, the chief medical examiner, Dr. Russell Fisher, took it upon himself to ignore his subordinate’s lack of conclusive evidence. He did not hesitate to sign a report declaring that the deceased was John Arthur Paisley. The fact that the papers were dated October 1, 1978, and his office had not even received the corpse till the following day attracted no protests. Nor did Dr. Fisher’s assertion that the identification was possible thanks to the FBI’s fingerprint files, when, in fact, the two disembodied hands had not yet even arrived at the bureau’s laboratory. The official cause of death—suicide.

Several days later the body was picked up by a suburban Virginia funeral home that had a cozy relationship with the CIA. It remained stored as if forgotten in the basement for nearly a week until Maryann Paisley, who had somehow never gotten around to viewing the corpse, obligingly signed the order for its cremation. Later, though, she’d assert that she’d never signed anything.

With the remains reduced to ashes, it seemed likely that any further interest in the suicide on the Chesapeake Bay would go up in smoke, too, its unresolved mysteries floating off into the ether. The institutional process of forgetting could begin.

BUT THEN, AS FATE AND alcohol would have it, a reporter at a small Wilmington, Delaware, newspaper met up with a Coast Guard buddy for a few beers. In the course of what turned out to be a long boozy evening, the sailor shared a provocative story. The following day the reporter, ignoring his pounding hangover, began poking around. Ten days later he published a very thorough account of “the strange death of a spy.”

Once the front-page piece ran, it was the death blow to any hope of keeping the incident quiet. The national press jumped into the fray, and their suspicions, as well as their tenacity, were exacerbated because the CIA, despite its years of practice, remained such poor liars.

Responding to questions, a bemused CIA spokesman publicly dismissed John Paisley as a “low-level analyst.” As if lecturing particularly dense young children, he patiently explained that Paisley had retired several years ago, and when he left the agency he’d also, of course, left behind any access to top secret documents. The press, he sternly admonished, was looking for a story where none existed. Move on, he advised.

In swift order, reporters succeeded in shredding his official disclaimers. It was established that John Paisley, in the course of his distinguished twenty-year career, had in fact risen to the upper echelons of the agency, a trusted participant in many of its most consequential operations. And while Paisley had ostensibly retired two years ago, at the time of his death he nevertheless was still very much involved in hush-hush work at the highest levels. He continued to have operational access to the agency’s most closely guarded intelligence secrets—its sources and methods for knowing the latest Soviet nuclear developments.

Then, when the CIA’s unrepentant spokesman tried to peddle the story that the electronic equipment recovered from the Brillig was run-of-the-mill stuff, that, too, turned to sand. A relentless flurry of exposés revealed that the sloop was outfitted with a top secret burst transmitter, that the device worked on a preset frequency to transmit or receive tens of thousands of words per minute, and that the machine was largely used by spy agencies for covert communications with satellites. However, whether the transmitter was one of ours or one of theirs, or, equally incendiary, whether Paisley was communicating with our birds or the Russians, well, that remained the stuff of heated speculation.

With the smell of fresh meat in the air, the newshounds went on the hunt. How did Dr. Fisher, challenged one skeptical journalist, ascertain that the body he’d seen was Paisley’s? A close look would’ve been of no value; the body was unrecognizable, layers of skin eroded by the long emulsion in the bay. All the hair on the corpse’s head was gone; same, too, for any trace of Paisley’s telltale beard. And as for fingerprints, even if the severed hands proved, against all odds, printable, another problem had, incredibly, materialized: Both the FBI and the CIA claimed they had no sets of fingerprints for John Paisley in their files. And while the CIA spokesman conceded that it was standard practice to fingerprint all agency employees and store the records with the bureau, somehow, he explained as unashamedly as if he were a straight man delivering the punch line to an outrageous joke, Paisley’s prints had been “inadvertently destroyed.”

More disconcerting findings followed: Paisley’s Merchant Marine file listed him at five feet eleven inches and weighing 170 pounds. The autopsy reported that the corpse had apparently shrunk to five feet seven inches and 144 pounds. The remnants of the underwear on the recovered body had a clearly marked 32-inch waist. The BVDs filling a drawer in Paisley’s apartment were size 36. And Dr. Weems, the county coroner who was the first professional to gaze at the corpse pulled from the water, gave an explosive interview stating that the neck “looked like it had been irritated, like a kind of squeeze, or there had been a rope around the neck. You get that type of lesion on your neck from hanging.” He told reporters that he’d stake his reputation as a coroner, and he’d been in the post for twenty years, that the circle around the body’s neck was made before the individual had been killed. Forget the Baltimore medical examiner’s suicide verdict, he went on angrily. This was a case of murder. And when diligent journalists gave the autopsy report another perusal, they found that it had dealt with the provocative implications of the neck abrasions by simply not bothering to mention their existence.

In fact, when scrutinized with renewed attention, the official verdict of suicide seemed to fall apart. The gunshot wound was above the left ear. Would Paisley, who was right-handed, have chosen to reach awkwardly across his body to deliver the fatal shot? And then why the thirty-eight pounds
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