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CHAPTER ONE





	It had been snowing in Moscow since shortly after midnight — a heavy, wet snow that buried 
footprints, covered up pathways
 and filled in ruts in the grimy street slush left over from yesterday.  The muffled sound of early morning traffic through Gagarin Square barely reached the Antonovs’ eighth-floor apartment, but the heavy thuds of snowdrifts falling from the roof and hitting the balcony railing outside her window finally wakened Katya Antonov and catapulted her out of bed to the alarm clock her husband had forgotten to set.

	“Yuri!”   Pulling on her robe, she leaned over to shake him.  “Yuri!   The children could be here any minute.”

	Not waiting for him to answer, she pushed open the bedroom door and ran through the apartment to the living room where her worst fears were realized.  Anti-Party banners still on the walls.  Stacks of protest literature on the table by the sofa and on the chair across from it.  The political content of the previous evening’s meeting lay open on all sides, and so did the doorways into the children’s bedrooms.  She was peering through one of them when Yuri’s drowsy voice arrived behind her.

	“Too late, I’m afraid.  It’s seven thirty.”  He sat down heavily on the long Finnish sofa and rubbed his eyes.  “They’ve already been and gone by this time.”

	Katya’s search confirmed it:  clothes tossed on the bed in each room, closet doors ajar, desk drawers pulled open, and two leather book bags missing.  They had already returned from overnights at friends’ apartments and had gone off to school.

	As if by doing so she could turn back the clock and repair the damage, Katya quickly began to gather the political material and put it in the canvas case she would take with her to the Institute later in the day.  “There’s no excuse for this.”  She glared at Yuri.  “They undoubtedly looked at these things.  Maybe even read them.”

	Yuri rose to help her, glanced at some of the pamphlets, and avoided Katya’s accusing eyes.  If he remembered the previous rather alcoholic evening correctly, it had been his suggestion that there’d be plenty of time in the morning for political housecleaning.  He had been exhausted;  Katya was still putting food back in the refrigerator;  everyone else had left.  All he could remember after that was being shaken awake this morning.

	“I don’t think we have to worry about Skani,” he said, “she’s much too bright to go around repeating things like this to outsiders.”

	“Well,” Katya bridled, “Anton certainly wouldn’t blab it all over the city, either.  We haven’t been raising mindless parrots, you know.”

 	“Well then,” Yuri soothed, “there isn’t all that much to worry about, is there?”

	“But it’s not fair, Yuri.  It’s not fair and it’s not safe for a child to know about this,” she kicked the canvas case, “without sometime or other . . . to someone or other . . . making a dangerous slip.”   She put on her stern face.  “We agreed, Yuri.  We agreed at the beginning that the children would be kept safely clear of the VOTE movement — kept out of it, kept ignorant of it, kept beyond reach of whatever happens . . .  might happen.  This,” she pointed to the case, “comes too close”.

	“Sure it does, Katya, and I apologize for being careless.  But . . . “ Yuri wasn’t very eager to go on.

	“But what?” Katya demanded.

	He shrugged.  “But I don’t see how we can isolate the children from the risks VOTE brings with it.  What happens to them will depend, eventually, on how things work out.  If we win, our worries will be over and so will the risks.  If we lose, the Politburo will throw anyone remotely associated with us into a labor camp for the rest of their lives.  Skani and Anton aren’t going to be any better off for not knowing what we’ve been up to.  This is one thing we just cannot protect them from.”

	Katya looked long and hard into her husband’s eyes and then turned to the clock between the windows.  “You’re probably right.  I see we have to run now, so we can’t decide anything today.  But one thing is certain:  we have to be more careful.   Last night.  Leaving all this scattered around.  That was sloppy and irresponsible.”

	“I couldn’t agree more,” Yuri said quickly.  “Kids or no kids, this was stupid.  And it was certainly my fault.  Too much vodka, I guess.”

	“I know,”  Katya said as she went back through the apartment to the narrow kitchen.  “I drank too much myself.”

	“It’s the excitement,” Yuri said, “about the way things are going.  It’s easy to lose your head.”   He put water on for tea and rice.  “My count said the Politburo has already lost its majority in the Central Committee.”

	“Yes, but we haven’t picked up any new votes for at least six months,” Katya grumbled.  “Most of the people I talked to think it’s because Committee members are afraid our reforms will weaken the country.”

	“Weaken it?” Yuri snorted.  “With our technical knowhow, the country will be ten times stronger.”

	“Economically, yes.” Katya ducked her head to let Yuri open the cupboard door.  “But they’re apparently worried about military weakness.  They’re afraid the reforms will make people soft, divide opinions, make them drop their guard.  I don’t know.  People from the eastern districts kept talking about the Chinese missiles.  They said there were 130 heavy warheads aimed at our cities.  Some said more.  If we allow free speech and free press, people will argue in public, make us look confused.  Then the Chinese will figure we’re a pushover for nuclear blackmail.  Things like that.”

	Yuri stepped out of the kitchen so Katya could open the refrigerator.

	 “How many votes do they think we are losing over that issue?”

	“Quite a few,” Katya said, closing the refrigerator again.  “Of course, we didn’t have anyone here from the Pacific coast last night, so we’ll have to guess on how they would go, but the rest of the districts split heavily on the military security issue.”

	For twelve minutes they danced their usual morning ballet in the apartment’s tiny kitchen as they compared notes on the previous evening’s meeting.  By the time they had counted up all the potential Central Committee votes their organization might win by guaranteeing national safety, they had a total of one hundred and twenty-two — a narrow majority.  They stopped in their tracks and looked at each other.  Was it within their grasp after all this time?

	Yuri broke the trance.  “I’ve got to run.  We’ll talk about it this afternoon.”

	“We can’t,” Katya said.  “We’re driving down to Twin Oaks for the weekend.  Skani and Anton will be with us.”

	“Well then,” Yuri grinned, “it would make fascinating dinner-table conversation for tonight.”

	“Yes,” Katya laughed.  “Now that we’ve promised to be more careful, I can just see us discussing VOTE matters in front of father.”

	“If we’re going to get caught by the Party apparat, it might as well be Boris.” Yuri gave her a mischievous wink.  “I always believe in going right to the top.”

	 “Wouldn’t it be a feather in his cap,” said Katya.

	Yuri suffered a pang of conscience in the middle of their horseplay.   “Poor Boris.  We shouldn’t talk that way about him, Katya.  He’d be very hurt.  And rightly so.”

	“Would he?” Katya stopped laughing abruptly.  When Yuri glanced at her, he was surprised at the hard set of her features.

	“Well, he would, you know.” Yuri took his bowl of rice and molasses into the dining room.  “You’re the only family he has left.  And the children . . . he adores them.  You know he does.”

	“He adores her, you mean.”

	Yuri smiled at the thought.  “Sure.  Who can blame him? Skani is a real live wire.  He finds Anton a bit . . . well, stiff.  Now, tell the truth.  So do you.”

	Katya giggled.  The tight feeling in her chest eased off and she poured tea for both of them.

•  •  •

	As Yuri went through the living room buttoning his heavy overcoat, the lights dimmed for a moment, came back on full, then went off altogether.  He opened the outside door and they went out into the corridor.  He considered making a wisecrack about the electricity, but thought better of it.  They would both have eight floors to walk down in that narrow stairwell.  Her dislike for this apartment, and his enthusiasm for it, automatically made elevators stranded by power failures his fault.

	Once outside, his gloomy reflections on Katya’s attitudes toward their home and her father were swept away by the exhilaration of Gagarin Square in the March daylight.  Big as a football stadium and ringed with gleaming white balconied buildings, this intersection of three broad, tree-lined avenues stretching out into southwest Moscow was Yuri’s own part of the city:   full of his energy, crowded with scientific research and teaching institutes, with the best hospitals and with the soaring towers of Moscow State University in sight off to the west.

	He turned at Leninsky Prospekt and fell quickly into the loping stride that had been clocked at better than ten kilometers an hour on clear pavement.  The snow was slowing him down this morning, but it was also contributing to his mood of anticipation, of renewal, of wonder.  It had restored the capital’s winter beauty and rescued an ugly, depressing March on the last day of its existence.  The sun, low in the southeast, was sneaking under the heavy overcast and shining on snow-covered branches arching over the sidewalks, turning the Prospekt, particularly the side along the park, into a glittering crystal cathedral.  It warmed the branches just enough to destroy the precarious foothold of many tufts of snow.  He could feel the soft clumps landing on his hat and, as he walked briskly northward, could see them drifting down in random patterns along his path ahead.

	Yuri checked the morning traffic, quite sparse in the wake of gasoline rationing, and crossed Leninsky Prospekt headed for a six-story building of bronze-colored brick built in the forbidding modernistic design of postwar Moscow.  Suddenly, a green and white number 62 trolleybus lighted up and moved off toward October Square.  Yellow fluorescents came to life in buildings all along the Prospekt, turning brooding hulks into brittle latticeworks of light.  The power was back on.

	Timiing his stride to reach the main entrance at precisely nine o’clock, Yuri nodded to the matron in the parking-lot guardhouse and pushed open a large door carrying only a small metal plate engraved with the three letters: E.O.I.   The inside vestibule bore a more informative plaque declaring that this was the ELECTRO-OPTICAL INSTITUTE of the Soviet Academy of Sciences and that none but authorized personnel might enter.

	“Good morning, Comrade Director,” said the pensioner at the duty desk.  Yuri flashed his blue pass at the man and went up the stairs two at a time to what in Russia is called the first floor.  He walked straight ahead and into his office, the office he seldom used, that he wouldn’t be coming to now if his deputy weren’t away in Novosibirsk, leaving top level bureaucracy in Yuri’s unwilling hands.

	“Good morning, Comrade Antonov,” chirped the two secretaries in that hated dungeon of scribbled signatures.  Yuri braced himself against the onslaught of mindless forms:   authorizing, requesting, confirming and denying every detail of the institute’s business.  He would give the state apparat one hour of his morning; one hour:  no more, no less.  Then he would pick up the gantlet fate had hurled at his feet, the challenge Katya had passed along to him that morning.

•  •  •

	Since unspoken promises are made to be broken, Yuri pushed away from his official desk at twenty minutes to ten and fled through the outer office in a smokescreen of promises to return.  (He didn’t mention the exact day or month.)   He unbuttoned the inside pocket in his suitcoat and fished out a very different pass from the one he had used to enter the building.  This one was folded into a red leather cover and had twenty pages, most of them stamped and signed in varying colors of ink.  Its inside cover bore his photograph, a very careful photograph that showed clearly at least six distinguishing facial characteristics that would be difficult to counterfeit.

	He went to the rear of the building, away from the street, and through a short connecting structure that linked the lower four floors of the fancy, modernistic “front” building with the lower four floors of the much more massive, 8 storied “back” building.  Here there were no civilians guarding the doors, but uniformed non-coms of the Ministery of Internal Affairs, the MVD’s domestic troops.  Yuri went through the narrow corridor, past the elevators and the glassed-in stairwell to the guard station at the entrance to EOI’s “closed” laboratory.  The junior sergeant was a fill-in for the regular guard, which meant that Yuri had to wait for him to go through the whole ritual of head bobbing from photo to face and back again at least six times.  The regular sergeant would have waved the director of the institute past after a quick peek from behind his newspaper.  When the young soldier handed back his pass to the Soviet Union’s “rezhinny” or restricted research institutes, Yuri pressed the elevator call button.

	As he got off on the eighth floor, Yuri left the dour grey capital of the USSR and entered a high-voltage madhouse full of intense, gesticulating, reading, listening, talking and generally cheerful people scurrying between laboratories, offices, record rooms, the instrument room and the famous eighth-floor lounge.  It was the lounge he headed for himself, but with a detour past General Office #1, where he found a lens grinder laboriously typing out a requisition form.

	“Excuse me, is Seriosha about somewhere?”

	The old man looked up with a smile and said, “No he isn’t, Yuri Ivanovich.  He’s troubleshooting some problem on the fifth floor.”

	“Will you ask him to come see me when he returns?”

	“Yes, indeed.  Indeed I’ll do just that.” and he was typing away again before he finished the sentence.

	Yuri turned and stepped across the corridor to the lounge.  The aroma that greeted him as he pushed through the swinging door loosened all the knots forty minutes of bureaucratic paperwork had pulled so tight.  He flashed a “thumbs up” sign at the room’s scattered occupants and headed straight for his pride and joy:  a charcoal fired samovar over a meter high that stood on a heavy carved oak table whose zinc top had a slightly raised lip all the way around to catch the occasional spill.  Yuri slipped a glass into an ornate pewter holder that would have been out of fashion a century ago and poured two centimeters of concentrated Georgian “Chaika” tea from the hot pot on top.  He eased open the bottom tap and let enough steaming water into the glass to make its contents almost transparent, then gratefully sipped the second of the day’s many glasses of tea.  The taste was pure mahogany.  Perhaps a bit too strong.  He adjusted it with a sprinkle of coarse brown beet sugar, tried it again, and closed his eyes.  Now he could get to work in earnest.

	The three labs along the east wall of the eighth floor contained precision optical benches on which intricate laser set-ups could be quickly made:   set-ups that wound around each room and, if necessary, could be led into the next room through removeable ports in the walls.  Yuri stuck his head into lab number three and peered through the gloom.

	“Are you home, Misha?”

	“Yes I am, Yuri.  Come on in;  everything’s turned off.”

	“I’d rather beard you in my own den if you can pull yourself away from all this lovely hardware.”

	Mikhail Volodin snorted out his version of a laugh and put down the miniature ring laser he had been adjusting.  For Misha Volodin, contact with actual working equipment was made exclusively for therapeutic purposes.  The institute’s leading theorist now that Yuri was wasting so much of his time in management, Volodin drew solace from the “real thing” whenever blackboard problems were driving him to distraction.  He was ham-handed and inept, lacking any vestige of muscular coordination.  He was roundly cursed by the experimentalists of the “closed” lab, most of whom had the hands of brain surgeons — cursed for throwing everything out of whack.  The “brain surgeons” sometimes claimed that his presence in a room two floors away could put an optical bench out of alignment for an entire afternoon.

	Yuri perched on a table in his office, his real office, the one he did his thinking in.  He waited silently until Volodin had come in and closed the door.

	“Think back to that laser-weapon study you did for the anti-tank people, Misha.  What kind of energy densities did you have to deliver to put a tank out of action?”

	“Depends what you mean by ‘out of action’.  If you have to blow a hole in it, you need at least a hundred megajoules per square centimeter in the impinging beam.  If you’re satisfied with hitting it hard enough to scramble the brains of anyone inside and put electronic equipment out of commission, you only need something like five or ten megajoules.” 

	“And how many could we deliver with a system we started building today?”

	“Well, you’ve got to remember, Yuri, that the Army put a whole lot of ground rules on that exercise, one of which was that we had to consider carbon dioxide lasers exclusively.”

	“And you wouldn’t have made that choice?”

	“Oh, certainly not.  Certainly not.”

	 “What, then?”

	“A chemical laser, without any question.”

	“Which chemical laser?”

	“That’s going to depend on a lot of other factors — — —”

	“Like what?”

	“Well, like size and weight restrictions.”

	“Unlimited.”

	Volodin’s eyebrows lifted.  “And path length through rain, snow or — — —”

	“The minimum.  Straight up through them.”

	Volodin’s eyebrows came down again as he searched the director’s face for confirmation of the suspicion growing in his mind.  “And the range to the target — — — ”

	“Also unlimited, I’m afraid.  But not much of an obstacle.  The path lies predominately in a vacuum.”

	“So that’s what you’re up to,” Volodin said quietly.

	 “That’s what I’m up to.” Yuri murmured.

•  •  •

	Yuri was on his fourth glass of tea when Beda arrived.  Volodin let him in and bantered good-naturedly with him as he locked the door again.  “Let me tell you how it is in here, Seriosha.  That in the corner behind all those dogeared handbooks is the director of this institute, Yuri Ivanovich Antonov.  He has a little job for us.  He very thoughtfully kept it little because this, being Saturday, is only a half day.  Do you understand?”

	“What is it?” Beda asked.

	“Is that all you have to say:  ‘What is it?’   Is that what the engineer Panilovsky would have said when he drove his locomotive off the bridge for the greater glory of socialism and justice for the Birmingham Seven?   Do you realize, Seriosha, how close we are to emulating the engineer Panilovsky?”

	“So what is it?”

	“He wants us to blow missiles apart with ground-based lasers.”  Volodin tilted his head to the side and fixed his eyes on Beda.  “Did you hear me, Sergei?   He wants us to build him a laser with a focal length of 5000 kilometers that can fire off two pulses a second, each of them packing at least fifty megajoules.  Fifty million joules of pure energy in a flash of light!”

	Sergei Beda stopped in mid stride and lined up each number edge-to-edge.  He turned them this way and that in his mind.  He reshuffled them and dealt them out all over again.  He was amazed that Yuri Antonov had been able to find a perfectly ordinary set of numbers that, when put together in a discussion about lasers, would never, under any conceivable circumstances, make sense.  It seemed, in its own small way, some sort of triumph.

	Beda turned to look at the man who had accomplished this feat, but Yuri was behind his favorite table, having spilled a pile of notes on the floor.  He found some whose calculations looked discouraging.  These he crushed into tight little wads and sent them soaring across the office toward a woven reed wastebasket in the corner.

	“Beautiful!”  he bragged.  “Perfect shot!”

	“Not bad,” said Beda.

	“Again.  And again.  Perfect shots!” Yuri was ecstatic.

	“But you missed them.  You missed both of them.” Beda said.

	Yuri stuck his head above the table and glared at Beda.  “The shots were perfect;   the basket was in the wrong place.”

	“You see?” said Volodin.  “You see what’s it’s been like?”

•  •  •

	Yuri’s feet were on the ground, splashing along Leninsky Prospekt, but his head was far above them, up above the heavy overcast.  Had he been aware of the surface of the earth, he would have been depressed;  the beautiful white snow was now dirty slush from the unseasonal thaw and the homebound traffic;  the sidewalks were lined by queues of sullen shoppers, sometimes doubled back on themselves, waiting for . . . whatever; and next to the Spartak sports equipment store, back behind the trees along the edge of the park, a group of homebound school children was violently pulling off the bright new waterproof boots from West Germany that a classmate had worn to school that morning, making them realize how disatisfied they were with their leaky old proletarian boots.  But Yuri’s eyes were in outer space;  they were closed to the struggle for economic justice on the earth below.

	“Daddy!  Where have you been?  We’ve got to hurry;  there’s a note.”  Anton had come out to the Prospekt to meet him and was now showing him the way home by dancing along in front with words of urgent encouragement.  Yuri saw that the children had already cleared the snow off the family car, a light green Zhiguli barely three years old.  Perched on the roof was a radiant fifteen-year old, her ash blond hair spilling out of the cowl of her coat.

	“Daddy.” She waved.  “Hurry up!   Mother left a note.”

	“Oh, yes?” Yuri grinned.  “And what did it say?”

	Skani slid off the car and let Yuri catch her.  “She says to pick her up in front of the Snowflake at ten minutes to two.”

	”What if I told you I already knew that,” he said, kissing the tip of her nose.

	“Yes, Daddy, I’m sure you did.  But you probably already forgot about it, too.”

	“Just for that sassy crack, I’m going to ask Grandpa to give me your pampushka tonight.”

	“Oh, Daddy,” Skani squealed, “are we going to have pampushky?”

	“All but one of us.”

	Anton whooped.  “Yaah.  Yaaaah.  None for Skani.”

	“Quiet, Anton,“ Skani rasped.  “This is not a fit subject for small children.”

	Yuri turned the knife.  “I understand they’re export quality,” he said.

	“Stop teasing, Daddy.   It gets Anton all worked up and he’s liable to do you know what in his pants the way he - - - - “

	“Skanil” Anton’s bellow rose from outrage to pain and back to outrage again.

	“Come on, kids, cut the clowning,” Yuri said as he unlocked the car.  “It’s already thirteen forty-five and your mother might be waiting out in the cold.”  They stuffed the tarpaulin into the trunk, fastened on the windshield wipers, screwed the rear-view mirror back on its stantion, and fought over who got to sit in front.  Skani’s size and head start prevailed.

	Yuri started the engine.  It worked.  Gas showed full.  Minor miracles.  

	He turned into the 2-lane “shopping” street that runs alongside Leninsky’s central 8-lane thruway and cautioned the kids to keep a sharp lookout for Katya.  They hadn’t gone two blocks before it was clear they’d never see her:   the snow was piled too high along the side of the street.  Yuri cruised slowly past the concealed Snowflake Café and pulled in at the intersection with Bride Street as the kids clamored to go find their mother.

	“Okay, you go, Skani.”   The last time Anton went off looking for someone, we spent the rest of the day looking for him.”

	Skani whooped and dashed off around the wall of snow toward the sidewalk.  Anton sat soundless in the back seat recalling that his earlier misadventure had been almost three years ago and had lasted barely thirty minutes;  hardly the “rest of the day”.

	When Skani proudly rejoined them with Katya in tow, she was outraged to find herself ushered into the back seat.  Yuri was impatient to share the morning’s excitement with Katya, but was prevented from getting anything across to her because of the alert ears behind them.  The agony was all the worse for knowing that they would have to avoid even the slightest mention of VOTE affairs in the presence of the man who would be greeting them in less than an hour, Katya’s father, the deputy head of the General Department of the Central Committee, an integral part of the leadership both Katya and Yuri were striving to replace.  Their affection for Boris Baranov himself was boundless, as was his for them, but the exasperation of the intellectuals and technicians of modern Russia with the Party hacks and political apparatchiks of old Russia was intense, widespread and implacable.  It carried with it no animosity or bitterness, nor any trace of vengeance.  It was the attitude of an energetic and productive generation toward one that had stayed on past its competence:   the attitude of auto mechanics toward blacksmiths.

	Yuri was reminded of the good times they had enjoyed with her father over the years:   the celebrations when Skani and Anton had been born, the celebrations of even their most trivial successes ever since.   He felt guilty about VOTE for a moment, felt resentful that the system couldn’t be changed by free and open discussion, that Katya and he were forced to carry on their work so secretly, even conspiring within the family:  child against father.  It was an offense against nature, particularly when the father was Boris Baranov.  Particularly when Boris had filled the void in Yuri’s heart for the father he had never met, when Yuri had filled the void in Boris’ heart for the son he had never had.  To steel himself in the attitude “Whatever comes will come” was not easy.  It wasn’t even possible — but Yuri kept his unspoken reservations to himself.

	The spell was broken when he had to maneuver off the Prospekt on to the Moscow Ring Boulevard, then off again at the next exit to head south on the Kaluga Highway.  They left all traces of the city behind them now as they drove through the green belt that surrounds Moscow at a distance of about 18 kilometers from the Kremlin walls.  Legally protected from new construction, it provides the city with lungs to oxygenate its atmosphere and with a wooded countryside within easy reach of its eight million citizens.  There were few of those citizens on the Kaluga Highway this Saturday morning, however, with the exception of the human sardines packed into a lonely number 595 bus on its way out to the little green-belt village of Kommunarka.  When the Antonovs spotted the blue signboard giving distances to nearby cities, all conversation stopped and the atmosphere grew tense.  Yuri was barely making fifty kilometers an hour now, taking his foot off the accelerator from time to time and then nervously putting it back to regain speed.  It wasn’t very economical on fuel but it was a lot better than missing their turn and having to double back again.

	They had driven less than a kilometer past the limits of the green zone when Katya said  “There it is.  Just this side of that birch grove on the right.”

	Yuri relaxed.  “Great.  I see it“

	He swung the Zhiguli off the highway into a narrow track cleared of snowdrifts and paved with hard-packed snow and ice.  In less than a minute the forest on the left gave way to a large cultivated field stretching down to the barely visible banks of the Desna River.  The dense woods continued unbroken on their right and closed in again on the left after a kilometer and a half, inspiring more watchful tension in the car.  But this time the turn was more obvious, coming just before a large wooden Izba with three chimneys.  Yuri turned left into the access road and rolled to a stop in front of a heavy chain stretched across it.  They hadn’t been there ten seconds before three heavily clad figures scurried out of the Izba and surrounded them with whoops and grins.  The back seat emptied out in a flash as Katya shouted instructions and issued commands.  When one of the figures disengaged itself and unlocked the barrier, Yuri put the car in gear and drove on down the road looking for two driveways hidden in the snow.  He turned into the second one and drove through woods until they entered another clearing, this one occupied by a sprawling green house whose white-trimmed porch completely encircled it in wooden lacework of the sort that hadn’t been crafted in Russia for half a century.  Yuri parked facing the house.

	It was the time of year when the snow melted a bit each day and froze again each night, hanging hundreds of icicles off filigrees and vines, off eaves and shutters on the second story, off the branches of two huge oak trees flanking the short path to the front door.  The slanting sunlight set them sparkling and cast a network of shadows across the whole scene from the oaks and birches that straggled off untidily in the direction of the river.  Yuri reached over and patted Katya’s hand as she heaved a sigh.  “You’re home again, Katerina.  Another weekend you’ve escaped the city.  Thank you for bringing us along.”   Katya craned her neck to kiss him on the side of the nose.

	Still dazzled by the extravagant beauty of the scene, they crunched through the snow and climbed the three steps to the porch, crowding into the vestibule together before opening the inside door.  The aroma of baking bread leaked under the kitchen door and filled the anteroom.  Yuri took Katya’s coat into the huge cloakroom on the right while she pulled off boots, hat and scarf for deposit in the appropriate nooks and crannies on the left.  When she opened the door beyond the boot room, they heard the thunderous cadence of a symphony orchestra in full cry.  They stepped into a large pantry full of every kind of electronic equipment — except loudspeakers.  It was the next door they opened that catapulted them into the presence of 120 musicians suddenly plummeting from the peak of fortissimo to the faint whisper of a single cello.

	It was the whisper that did it.  Boris Baranov heard the door close and sprang from his chair by the fireplace with a look of excited anticipation on his face.  His expression, to be fair, did not betray his disappointment at seeing only adult relatives — he hugged his daughter and son-in-law with fierce and genuine joy, but he did keep looking at the door to the pantry.  Katya tried to explain that the children had stopped off at the farm house and would be arriving shortly, but the music had risen to a sustained crescendo and no one could hear anything that was said.

	Boris stepped into the pantry with surprising lightness of foot for a squat bear of a man, and soon the music stopped.  The room then filled with a sound that had been masked before — the drafty exhalation of three full-size logs burning in the huge fireplace, punctuated by snaps and pops as the flames found small pockets of moisture in the heavy maple trunks.  They all pulled up deep, comfortable armchairs facing the fire and filled each other in on the two weeks they’d been apart.  They were still at it thirty minutes later when the pantry door burst open and Skani came running in, followed closely by Anton.  Now it became clear that the earlier bear hugs between adults had been pale imitations of the real thing.  Somehow Boris got his short arms around both his grandchildren and they whooped and hollered, all three of them, while they danced around the living room.  Suddenly Boris stopped and held up his arms, his mouth open, a look of alarm on his face.

	“Good Heavens!”

	“What’s the matter, Grandpa?”

	“We’re wasting valuable time.”

	 “Time for what?”

	“Time for you two to do your homework,” said Boris, his eyes popped out to the size of 20-kopek pieces.

	The children whooped.  “Homework is forbidden on weekends, Grandpa.  By order of the state.”

	Boris grinned.  “What will the state think of next?”

	“I’ll tell you one thing it’ll think of,” said Anton.  “If you keep saying.’Good Heavens’ all the time, they’ll make you get up at dawn tomorrow and go to church with all the old women.”

	“Boris shrank back against the wall.  “Dawn on Sunday?  I’d never survive!  Thank God I’m an athiest!”

• • •

	Every house has its fingerprints:  the furniture polish, the way sound bounces around in each room, the smell of the soap in its bedsheets, of the smoke from cigars or, worse yet, the foul tobacco in papirosy cigarettes.  They tell its residents where they are.  As Katya lay sleeping, her mind sensed the fingerprints of Twin Oaks combined with Yuri’s presence in the bed next to hers.  When his presence was removed, her mind began to wake her up.  She saw him, wrapped in a blanket, in the glassed-in balcony of their room, and she joined him.

	The scene outside was full of beauty and wonder: the overcast gone and the sky filled to the brim with stars.  More splendid yet was the effect of the moon, a full moon low in the southwestern sky that bathed everything in view from their windowed observatory in a dazzling luster.  Across the cleared fields of the Little Farm they could see the river, now a river of ice.  And along the border of the main field they could see the shadow antlers the trees laid out across the smooth snow, side by side, marching in a ghostly herd toward Twin Oaks.  They sat silent in the moonlight for what must have been twenty minutes before Yuri spoke.

	“We’ll build a roof over all this.”

	“A roof?”

	“An impenetrable barrier.  Unseen but impenetrable.”

	“What do you mean, dear?”

	Yuri pulled his arnchair around to face Katya.  “My Institute will develop a system of lasers, to be deployed all across the nation, that will have sufficient energy and agility to stop any object that enters the space above our territory.”

	“Object?”

	“Airplane, missile, satellite . . . anything.”

	“Can you do that?”

	Yuri grinned.. “Beda and Volodin are busy trying to prove that we can’t.”

	“And you?”

	“I’m busy establishing it as a matter of faith and doctrine that we can.   As director of the laboratory, that’s my job.”

	“Who’s right?”

	“I am, of course.  What they keep looking at is what has been done.  I’m only concerned with what must be done.”

	“But what will you do . . . I mean, even after the research, the development of such a thing . . . isn’t that too big a construction project for . . . .?”

	“Oh yes, way too big.  We can’t build the whole system ourselves — but we don’t have to.  We can get the votes we need by building a single station and demonstrating how it works.  We can show that modern, scientific Russia can protect the people far better than the jack-booted goons who pretend to protect us now.  Then it will be obvious we deserve to lead the country.  It will be obvious in the most basic historical way, Katya.”  Yuri leaned forward and took both of her hands in his.  “Just think back over the centuries.  As long as the legions of  Rome could stand up against the barbarians, the legitimacy of the government was not in question.  It was when the Teutonic hordes and the bloodthirsty Huns broke through their shield that the government lost its mandate.  And think of the centuries since then, centuries when farming communities and villages gave their allegiance to the knights and noblemen who protected them from roving bands of robbers — knights and noblemen who could shield them from the danger outside.  Then bigger groups and systems of warrior-nobles who defended whole regions,  then whole nations, then. . . well, today.  That’s where we are today — nation defending against nation.  And it has always been through that one deed, that one achievement, that history’s leaders have won the right to lead.  We are being put to that same test, Katya, and we must not fail in it.”

	“They can make us fail,” Katya said.

	“Who? How?”

	“The Party can make us fail.  By changing the rules at the next Party Congress.  Changing the Central Committee’s authority to elect the Politburo.”

	“Because they find out about our VOTE organization?”

	“Yes.

	“Then we must succeed before the next Party Congress . . . whenever that will be.”

	“I’ll try to get some idea from father.”

	“Good.  I need to know that.  The scheduling is going to be difficult.”  Yuri was silent for a period.  “Is he going to be all right in this?  Can he be hurt?”

	“If we succeed, no.  If we don’t succeed, it depends.”

	 “On what?”

	“On what you and Beda and Volodin come up with, I guess.  When can you put this proposal before VOTE?”

	“On Wednesday.  There’s an all-Union meeting on Wednesday.  I need you there.  I need your interpretation of how they react to it.”

	“Where is it?”

	 “At the Planetarium.  After the seven o’clock closing.”

	“I’ll be there.”

	Yuri lifted her hands and put his forehead on them.  They withdrew into their own thoughts;  nurturing some, agonizing over others, carefully avoiding the rest.















CHAPTER  TWO





	Boris saw his daughter and her family off to Moscow in the early afternoon on Sunday, then made conversation with the cook until she went back to the farm house, then puttered around with the logs in the fireplace until he had exhausted himself of procrastinations.  The door to the pantry stood open, partly to admit heat from the living room.and partly to reproach him for all the delays.  At last he hung the fire tongs on the rack and crossed over to the little room with a sigh.

	The reels on the Tandberg slowly rotated, sobbing out Bruckner’s 7th Symphony from speakers in the living room, in the library, and in Boris’ bedroom upstairs.  He turned off the big tape recorder and hit the re-wind button on one of the two smaller ones.  In a drawer under the lefthand counter, he found a pair of earphones, which he plugged into the small tape recorder’s front panel.  Then with another sigh he hunched forward in front of the three-tiered equipment panel to listen very privately to a freshly recorded tape.

	“WE’LL BUILD A ROOF OVER ALL THIS.” The sound level was much too high and Boris quickly reduced it.

	“A roof?”

	“An impenetrable barrier.  Unseen but impenetrable.”

	“What do you mean, dear?”  There was a sound of an armchair being moved and Boris settled back into his own.

	When it was finished, Boris re-wound the tape and started it again.  This time he took a small notebook out of his inside pocket and occasionally jotted in it.  At last the tape drew to a close for the second time.

	“At the Planetarium.  After the seven o’clock closing.”

	“I’ll be there.”

	Boris re-wound the tape once more and listened to be sure he had reached the start of it.  Then he pushed the erase button and ran it through for the third time.  He listened to the replay to be sure it was completely blank, but then he changed his mind.  Maybe they have some new technique, he told himself.  He took the reel off the machine and went into the next room.  He stayed with it until the flames had devoured everything, even poking the ashes with the fire tongs to be sure.  As he jotted the date down in his book he noted that it was the first day of April.

	“April Fool’s Day — wouldn’t you know,” he said into the empty room.  “We get smarter all the time, we keep learning more and doing more, but no matter what we do, each year brings us back to All Fools’ Day.” He put the notebook back in his pocket.  “The question is:   Are they the fools or are we?”

•  •  •

	They had been arriving all day.  Some by Aeroflot into one of the city’s five airports, then by cab to the Garden Ring road, there to be let off at some insignificant destination on Kudrinskaya Street.   Some arrived at one of Moscow’s nine railroad stations and took the Metro to Barrikadnaya, then walked through the connecting tunnel to emerge in a circular temple surrounded by tall marble columns: one of the more ornate Metro exits in an extraordinarily ornate Metro system.   Others spent part of the afternoon next door at the zoo or at the Writer’s Union down the street or the medical library in the same block.

	They were all titled members of the New Class:  lords and ladies of the intelligentia, the sciences, the military-industrial complex.  They were members in good standing of the tiny group that had pulled Russia up into the twentieth century and now held it there against its will.  They were Communists, every one.  Friends and relatives, in some cases, of the very Politburo members they sought to expel.  But there are those who need the Party and those the Party needs.  These were of the second category — they used the Party to remove obstacles, not to provide stepping stones.

	They began to drift into the building with the shiny, egg-shaped roof about an hour before sunset, gawking at the satellite models in the halls, satellites some of them had helped design and launch.  They examined the relief map of the moon and sat for a time in the planetarium itself while a lecturer pointed out various astronomical features projected on its dark blue dome.   Some were still strolling through the little park outside, with its snow-topped model of the planet earth, when others were gravitating to the deserted back hallways inside the Planetarium and disappearing through unmarked doors.  As the sun went down behind the entrance to the zoo, the last of them closed an inside door behind him and sat down to wait.  Just twenty minutes later, the Planetarium closed and the last of its normal visitors was ushered out into the evening gloom.  After several tours of its ampitheater, its halls, its two lavatories, and its random nooks and crannies, the building’s attendants locked the outside doors and invited their cramped guests out into the spacious, now lighted, dome.

	It was a typical VOTE meeting, one that swung wildly between periods of orderly concentration and interludes of silly gossip.  They started with disciplined work, drawing from all the represented regions and professions a much more accurate accounting of the numbers game played at the Antonovs’ apartment by a small group the previous Friday night.  The fence sitters on the Central Committee were analyzed with great care by all who knew them, and the various factors that could move them one way or the other were listed.  The figures were neatly recorded in the recorder’s personal code.

	There broke out at that point a completely useless discussion of whether or not their organization had been penetrated by informers for the present regime, the Party apparat, the State apparat, the Committee for State Security, or somebody’s malicious uncle from Smolensk.  Although informers were everybody’s special hate objects, there was absolutely no point wasting the time of eighty-seven delegates, some of them from as far away as Irkutsk, in fruitless tumult on a subject that was better handled by the more methodical effort of a much smaller number of people.  The matter was finally delegated to those who usually looked after that sort of thing and the meeting returned to its scheduled agenda.

	Several speakers, whose accents placed them in the Ukraine, the Caucasus and in Central Asia, made an organized plea that the Council of Nationalities be invested with equal authority in the Soviet legislature with the Council of the Union.   Since it was a basic aim of VOTE to turn the legislature into the actual governing body of the USSR, the idea of giving independent power to its 104 nationalities, comprising half of its total population, was a source of profound misgivings.  The delegates dealt with their inner fears in the usual mnner:   they adopted the motion with enthusiastic unanimity and then cast about for some neutral matter to identify as the “real” source of their anxiety.

	As Yuri grew more impatient by the minute, the ability of the meeting to focus on any given subject seemed to wane.  The floor was now being monopolized by a congenital worry-wart who had predicted at least a hundred of the last three problems VOTE had encountered.  Random comments, pro and con, came floating out of the assembly as the poor frightened fellow worked out a lifetime’s accumulation of anguish on the possible sociological impact of the extension of Moscow’s underground Metro system past the eastern district of Perovo.  Yuri rose in his place and shouted.

	“That’s enough!”

	He threaded his way through a dozen chairs to the front of the assembly.  “Sit down,” he said harshly, and the neurotic little man fell into his chair without a word.  Yuri then turned to the others.  “Before we resolve the question of whether we can get enough votes to lead this nation, we had better resolve the question of whether or not we are fit to lead it.”

	He glared at the worst of the offenders during the past hour’s chatter, and lowered his voice to a quiet intensity that silenced his listeners.

	“Our people are cold in their homes.  They have less than two-thirds of an adequate diet.  The available food and fuel this year will be less than seventy percent of what it was last year.  While some of you busy yourselves tattling on your uncles, the crippled oilfields of Western Siberia produce a million and a half tons less oil every month — each and every month!

	“The new techniques needed to restore oil production must come from our laboratories and design bureaus.  The new equipment needed to drill wells and lay pipelines must come from our high-technology factories.  The new leadership needed to lead our nation out of this and many other severe difficulties must come from serious-minded people who are better at solving problems than at creating them.

	“It is the considered judgement of this assembly that many members of the Central Committee no longer believe the current administration capable of overcoming our economic difficulties.  They, in fact, see the people and professions represented by this group as the nation’s only hope for future prosperity.

	“It is also the considered judgement of this assembly that many other voting members of the Central Committee are fed up with the current administration, but would probably not support our program until they had confidence in our ability to guarantee the nation’s security.

	“All right, then.  Let’s deal with that subject like serious minded people.  And let’s deal with it now.”

	Yuri went on to describe in great detail — — more detail than was warranted by the known facts — —  a project that could develop a laser-beam protection system for the entire USSR.  He offered as the project leader the Electro-Optical Institute, the nation’s foremost laser-weapon laboratory, and he explained how VOTE could become identified with the successful demonstration of the system without prematurely exposing its political intentions to the Politburo.  He ended with an impassioned plea to substitute action for words and genuine progress for political rhetoric.

	There were eighty-seven different reactions to his proposal, but not one word of response.   Every one of the delegates sat mulling the whole thing over while Yuri hardly dared breathe.   Each used his own technique:   chin cradled in one hand,  pencil tapping against a fingernail,  staring into space,  snapping and unsnapping a barrette in her hair,  buttoning and unbuttoning his cufflink.  And there’s no telling how long this would have continued had it not been for a heavy-set old man who rose at his chair like a reciting student.

	“Professor Antonov,” he said quietly.

	“Yes?”   Yuri was relieved to hear the silence broken at last.

	“I want to make it clear, before I bring up a very serious objection, that I agree completely with your analysis of the political benefits, the domestic political benefits, we could expect from your project to put a roof over our homeland.  In this you are, I believe, quite correct.”

	The man leaned heavily against the empty chair in front of him to emphasize his next statement.  “And I find your ‘roof’ concept more appealing than anything I have heard from the Ministry of Defense during the past decade.”

	Now he was ready to make his point.  “But it is imperative that I point out to everyone of you that any attempt to construct such a system here in the USSR - - unilaterally - - would be interrupted by a full-scale nuclear attack from the United States. . . ”   He had to raise his voice to be heard over the gasps,   “. . . and any attempt by the U.S. to build such a system would provoke just such an attack by us.”

	Yuri was infuriated by the disruptive effects this statement was sure to have.  “I fear the Deputy Foreign Minister has fundamentally misinterpreted the intentions of my proposal.  The lasers involved in this system will be mammoth.  The equipment envisioned here is by no means transportable.  There is no conceivable way this system could inflict damage on the United States or on any other country.  This is an intrinsically defensive system.   It cannot be employed in any manner as an offensive system.”

	Yuri’s pause for breath gave Maksim Zelinsky a chance to inject one quick statement.  “It also directly violates a treaty between the United States and the Soviet Union that forbids us to have precisely the system you have described.”

	“How can this be so?” Yuri shouted.  “How can you have signed such a stupid treaty?   We promised the Americans we won’t defend ourselves?  Whoever signed such a treaty should be executed!  This is idiocy!”

	 “You must now listen,” the Minister said, “as carefully as you can, to what I am saying.  The peace of the world depends upon it.”

	Yuri stared at the man and slumped into a chair.  Zelinsky didn’t move a muscle.

	“If the Soviet Union builds an impenetrable roof over its head, no missile or airplane from the United States can reach our country.  If we build such a system unilaterally, we can sit inside its protection and send missiles or airplanes or even gas-filled balloons against the Americans without suffering the least damage ourselves.  Behind such an impenetrable shield, we could threaten to destroy Denver with an SS-18 missile if America doesn’t send us steaks for breakfast.  If the Americans raise the price of their oranges, we could threaten to disintegrate Orlando, in the state of Florida.  

	“If, on the other hand, the United States were to build such a system — unilaterally — it could dictate terms to us just as capriciously.  Are you beginning to comprehend what your roof does to the system of mutual deterrence our two countries have built up over the past three decades?”  The Minister still didn’t move a muscle.

	Yuri rose indignantly.   “You have built a system in which we must both be open to national destruction every day of the year!”

	“Exactly.  Very well put.”

	“Then you have built a lunatic asylum,” Yuri groaned.

	“Hardly that,” the Minister replied.  “We have built a system that you, as yet, do not fully understand.  When and if you take the necessary time to see how it works, you will understand how it has kept our two nations from attacking each other throughout these very trying times.  Then you will be as pleased with it as intelligent and ratioral people on both sides of the ocean already are.”

	The meeting had run head on into a granite crag and was about to splinter into a dozen fragments when a famous surgeon pushed back his chair and came forward to face both Yuri and the Deputy Foreign Minister.

	“It is possible, my dear friends, that we can eat our kasha and have it, too.”

	It took a little time for the nervous chatter to die down and, in fact, there was a second wave of it as those who had heard what the doctor said passed it along to those who had not.   At last it was the Minister who spoke.  

	“My dear friend,” he said, “if you can stitch this problem back together again, I will gladly pay twice your normal illegal fee.”

	“I’ll hold you to that,” came the quick rejoinder.   And when it appeared that their good-natured banter had relieved the worst of the tension, the surgeon continued.  “What our Deputy Foreign Minister has said in private just now has already been said in public by American statesmen at the highest level.  And one of those statements shows us the way out of our dilemma, I believe.   A remark by president Reagan during a televised debate demonstrates his agreement with the Deputy Minister,”  he inclined his head toward Zelinsky, “while directly inviting an exchange of information that will make possible the precise project our eminent director,” he bowed in Yuri’s direction, “has been proposing to us.”   Having drawn the two protagonists together in his statement, the doctor addressed himself thereafter to the entire gathering.  “For those of you who may have forgotten his remarks, let me remind you that the then-president Reagan said precisely what the Deputy Foreign Minister has just told us, namely, that any country building a perfect roof over its head could launch a first-strike attack against the other with impunity — which presents us both with an intolerable problem.  Then the president expressed his opinion that the correct solution would be an exchange of technological information allowing both nations to build their roofs simultaneously.   I propose, then, that we offer the results of Professor Antonov’s laser research to the Americans in its totality.   Not one detail shall be held back;   not one fact concealed.”

	Eighty-six people abruptly froze in place.  The sound of fidgeting and sneezing — even breathing — instantly vanished.  Maksim Zelinsky rose from his seat, his voice high-pitched with the effort to force taut vocal chords to form his words.  ‘My good . . . my friend,” he coughed and tried again, “if we were to give the Americans so much as a floor plan of Yuri Ivanovich’s institute, we would end up in Siberian labor camps.  What you suggest would get us all shot!”

	“Quite right, Maksim,” the doctor calmly replied, “and so the liason must be made with the utmost secrecy, through a channel at once discreet and unimpeachable.  A channel, I am delighted to say, that will become available to us in a few months’ time.”   He spoke so quietly the delegates had to give him their complete attention in order to catch his words.  “My surgical research team has been in contact with medical scientists at the University of California in the city of Berkeley for some time now, and we have arranged an exchange agreement that will send to the U.S. a skilled microbiologist from my group and to the Soviet Union a very creative medical physicist from their group.”

	The universal incomprehension of the delegates was being held in abeyance by something in the doctor’s voice that sounded confident.

	“But this physicist,” he continued, “happens to be one of America’s foremost authorities on lasers.  Some day soon, then, we shall have in the privacy of our own VOTE community an American scientist who is on first-name terms with every laser expert in the US and, I assume, with the appropriate authorities in the government.  That means that we can, at our leisure, explain Professor Antonov’s project to Doctor..... to Doctor . . . excuse me, I have forgotten . . . “ he thumbed through his pocket notebook, “yes, that’s it.  The name is Cheese . . . how. . . lum, it would appear.  Doctor Genry R. Cheese-how-lum.”   He grimed sheepishly.  “I have never been good at these complicated American names.”

	“If I may interrupt, Doctor?”

	“Yes of course, Maksim,” the doctor smiled.

	“What makes you think this,” Zelinsky paused, “this physicist is a suitable channel between our very unofficial organization and the American government?”

	“He was in charge of a recent project at Berkeley, a project which derived its funding from the central government.  Hence there can be no question but that he enjoys the complete confidence of American federal authorities.  It is well known that the military-industrial complex at Berkeley is on the very closest of terms with the Pentagon in Washington.  This is a man the American government would listen to.”

	Maksim Zelinsky felt the eyes of everyone present.   He felt their hopes, their need.  He shrugged his shoulders.  “My profession usually destroys optimists before they are dry behind the ears.  It’s an unfamiliar feeling to be hopeful about anything that involves the government:  of           any country.

	“I must admit, however, that what you say is sound.  Even promising.   At any rate, it is certainly what we should do.  Now that the Maoists are back in control of the Chinese government, now that the primitive tribes of Islam are using oil revenues to buy nuclear weapons, no one is safe in this world without a ‘roof’ over his head.

	“I withdraw my objection to Professor Antonov’s proposal, and I urge the delegates to support this clandestine relationship with the United States.  I must urge the greatest caution, however.  If those members of the Central Committee whose votes might be swayed by your roof project . . . if those very same men and women were to discover, in the wrong way, that you are collaborating with the United States government . . . do I have to tell you what would happen to their votes . . . and to your necks?”

•  •  •

	That night the cold spell finally broke and filled the streets with dark grey slush.  The next morning it splattered up on Boris’ Chaika as he was driven to work from his in-town apartment near the Pushkin Museum.  The roadway finally cleared when they reached the inner Boulevard Ring where heavy traffic had long ago worn off the heavy snows of the past week.  As they approached Old Square, his driver swung around behind the block-long Central Committee building to the courtyard entry and pulled in along the left-hand side.   Boris released him for the day and went quickly up to his office.

	The report from the Planetarium was on his desk, along with a summary of the citizen complaints filed at Party offices across the nation the day before.  He put the summary aside and, with a glance at his wristwatch, took up the four-page report.  It sent him straight up out of his chair.  “An American!” he screamed, soundlessly.  “The Devil take us all! Are you people insane?!”

	He tried to sit down again but could not, tried to stand still but could not, finally snatched the last page off his desk and read it while pacing back and forth in front of the windows.

	“My God, you idiots, why not the head of the Chinese Army?”   With page four half obliterated in his tight grasp, he walked angrily over to the sofa against the wall.  He looked at his watch again.  “I have forty minutes to come up with a convincing story.”   But then he realized that all his fairy tales had become useless.  Up until now he had implied in his reports to the General Secretary that his informer within the VOTE organization was none other than that staunch Leninist and loyal Party soldier, Yuri Ivanovich Antonov.   Assisted, of course, by his even more loyal, one might say zealous wife, Lizabeta Borisova Antonov.  Now VOTE had transformed itself from a prattling safety valve for New Class bitterness into a full-fledged conspiracy of traitors pulling a Trojan horse through the gates.  And who was to lead this project intended to topple the government?  Yuri Ivanovich Antonov, that’s who.

	Boris wasted half of his forty minutes holding his head in his hands, his mind a blank.  He spent, actually, about ten or fifteen seconds reaching his decision and, in the end, it was the only one that had a chance.  The leader of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union was a frightened man these days, of that Boris had no doubt.  Indeed, all fifteen members of the Politburo were frightened.  Most of the department heads reporting to the Central Committee Secretariat were scared out of their wits;   Boris’ boss, the head of the General Department, being no exception.   But Boris’ boss was flat on his back in the hospital and, since the General Department was responsible for security within the Communist Party, it was clearly Boris’ responsibility to report on this matter at once . . . which his watch told him was in seventeen minutes.  

	If he went to this frightened leader of frightened men with a lie, Boris would put his beloved young family’s head in a noose.   The first inkling of the real truth would open the trap door beneath their feet.   But let him be the first one revealing the truth — let him take a self-condemning report to the General Secretary, a painfully truthful report.   What inspiring loyaltyl  What dedication to duty above family!  What proof of fidelity!   Yes, indeed.  The most precious gift to bring to a frightened man is self-accusation.  With the nation in deep trouble on all fronts, with the people on whom it most depended turning their backs on established authority, with the Party itself torn by bitter dissension, what comfort there would be in an honest and loyal servant.   What better cloak of immunity for the only people who meant enough to him to make the struggle for life worthwhile.

	Boris Baranov, a man of relentless pragmatism, rose from the couch and straightened his tie.  It was too early to go to his meeting with the General Secretary since it was not over in the Kremlin but here in the Old Square headquarters.   In his mind’s eye, however, Boris had begun to see bars on hls office windows.  He felt an urgent desire to leave it.

	He went into his secretary’s office and told him where he was going.  The poor fellow didn’t know what to say, since he had spent all week, at Boris’ insistence, making the appointment with the General Secretary, and since he had, himself, notified Boris of the meeting no more than an hour ago.  He gulped and nodded and pretended to be making a note of it as he calculated his chances of promotion if this addled old man should stumble.

	Boris took the elevator to the first floor, realizing too late that, if the power went out, he could be stuck between floors and miss the meeting altogether.  Then he realized that the underground trolley bringing the General Secretary over from his Kremlin office was also electric powered — they would both get to the meeting or both be stranded.

	Instead of taking the elevator all the way to the sub-basement, Boris got off on the ground floor and walked down the east corridor, lost in thought.  Where he expected to find the stairway to the General Secretary’s office he confronted, in its place, the wide double doors leading into the Central Committee hall — its meeting chamber whenever it was assembled in Moscow for a plenary session.   With barely a glance at his watch, Boris pushed through the doors and took a few steps into the room.

	It was full of ghosts.  One of them seized him and carried him off to June 1957 when, as an ambitious apparatchik in his late 30s, he had ushered Central Committee members into this very room just as fast as Marshal Zhukov’s military transports could bring them to Moscow.  They were frenziedly saving Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev, who had been thrown out of office five days earlier by a surprise vote in the ruling Politburo (called, in those days, the Presidium).  When Zhukov and Baranov had finally managed to get a quorum into this hall, the Central Committee had voted Nikita back into office and had branded his opponents the “Anti-Party Group”.  Its leader, Georgy Malenkov, found himself running an obscure electric power plant in the Urals.  Nikita’s champions, including the lowly Boris Basilovich Baranov, found themselves on an escalator headed for the top.  “For the top of what?”  Boris wondered.

	“For the top of what?”  Boris whispered the words aloud.  “Did we have any better idea then, gentlemen, where we were going?”   His voice was louder.  “In nineteen sixty-four we knew!” Boris shouted.  A second ghost shook its head silently.  “We thought we did,” Boris appealed.  The ghost admonished “You only knew who you were against.  You turned on Nikita in 1964;   blamed him for ten years of Party blunders and threw him on the scrap heap.”   Boris winced as he heard the echoes in this room of all the speeches denouncing the old man, holding him up to public ridicule, mocking the verbal miscues and unwary enthusiasms of a work-weary man in his dotage.   He tried to recapture the bold spirit and confidence of those days when Kosygin, the respected technician, and Brezhnev, the amiable old sot took Nikita Khrushchev’s place, here in this room, in that unseasonably cold October of 1964.  The vote in the Central Committee had been substantially more than a mere majority, but it had been the “military people” then, too, who had made most of the difference.

	And now, when the Party desperately needed to turn over leadership to a younger, more vigorous and perhaps better informed generation, it was again the “military people” who forced the old crowd to hang on to the reins of political control.  “What are they afraid of?” he asked himself.  One part of the answer was self-evident:   budget cuts.  They assumed that a bankrupt nation on the verge of famine would look to its burgeoning navy and army and missile forces as candidates for economy.  They didn’t want to take a chance on these new people, he told himself, they. . . “Good God, look at the timel” Boris said aloud.  

	He rushed out of the Central Committee hall and searched wildly for his bearings.  Ah yes.  He realized he had taken the east corridor by mistake.  Crossing quickly to the west side of the building, Boris ran down two flights of stairs to the sub-basement and brought no fewer than four panicked guards running toward the sound of his footsteps with hastily drawn guns.  They saluted in confusion at sight of the Deputy Director of the General Department of the Central Committee.  When finally he reached the Party Secretary’s office, Boris was ushered in with aplomb by the bored guard on the door.

	Having taken the trouble to be precisely as tardy as their relative ranks dictated, the General Secretary was miffed to find his office empty at six minutes past eleven.  He momentarily suspected Boris of waiting in the hallway until his superior had at last arrived.  But that was impossible:   the KGB guard would never permit such an affront, and they had no way of knowing when he arrived, anyway.  It was the sort of accident one must try to overlook, the Party Secretary told himself as Boris walked through the hall door a few seconds later.

	“My dear Boris Basilovich,” crooned the General Secretary, “it must be a month now.  Yes, a month at least.” He walked over to shake hands in the manner he imagined American business managers might behave.  Yes, the hand on the back pushing the junior man toward the exact seat one had in mind — that’s the way it’s done in the big corporate offices, I daresay.  Now for step two.

	“And how’s the little woman, Boris?” He searched his mental file cards.  “Has Xenya Alekseevna been enjoying this weather?”

	“Not this weather, Comrade Secretary.  She has been basking on Black Sea beaches since the middle of March.  I think we spoil our prima sopranos too much in the new socialist state,” Boris countered with the sureness of a functionary whose political computer was fast and accurate.

	“How true!  How very true, Boris.  And how glad I am to see that you, too, understand how far we’ve gone wrong in catering to these public darlings of the arts.  And sciences too, I might add.”

	There followed a twelve-minute harangue on the subject of automobiles as rewards for superior performance in scientific, industrial or agricultural production.  The G.S.’s phonograph record seems to be cracked, thought Boris, as he listened yet another time to the complaint that the “motorization” of the New Class carried out by Kosygin and Brezhnev had stressed the Soviet economy to the breaking point.  But the well-worn phrases were being uttered at a distinctly higher pitch this morning, he noticed.  He filed away the information and waited patiently for the old man to run down.

	At last he did, and Boris gave him a complete report on the activities of the VOTE organization.  It was full of candor, replete with little sketches of the unmistakeable guilt of his own family, punctuated here and there by Boris’ sincere anger and contempt for these interlopers, and brought to a close with a fervent promise that the American spy would tread on the sacred soil of Holy Mother Russia only over his dead body.   When his voice was finally still, there was no other sound in the room.  The General Secretary sat looking at him intently.  His gaze never wavered and his eyes were surely fixed on Boris, but that was the only aspect of his consciousness that was present in the room.

	At long last he reached down and took a briefcase off the floor from beside his desk.  He removed several documents from it and spent much time shuffling them, staring at them now instead of at Boris, still lost in thought — now even less present in the room than before.  He finally stood all the papers up in a single pack, rapped them on the desktop to straighten them, and shifted his steady gaze back to Boris’ eyes.

	“My dear Comrade,” he began, “you must control your temper in this matter.  You must look on all this as a dispute within our Communist family	 . . . our loyal Communist family . . . as a healthy difference of opinion between honest groups of people working toward the same ends, the same goals.”	

	The General Secretary’s voice had not solicited a response from Boris and now he sat silently staring at him again.   He abruptly took the top page off his thin sheaf of paper and handed it across the desk.

	“Read this, my friend.  Read this.”

	Boris cursed himself for leaving his glasses back in his office.  Squinting and straining, he could see that it was a formal order carrying the highest priority.  He read.

From:     Politburo of the Central Committee

To:        All-Union Ministry of the Gas Industry

Subject: Termination of Natural Gas Deliveries

1.  As of Friday, 6 April, deliveries of natural gas through the following named pipelines will be terminated at or before 2400 hours.

a)  Northern line:   Brest (S.U.) - Siedlce (Poland) - Prenzlau (E.Germany) - Lauenburg (W.  Germany)

b)  Central line:   Uzhgorod (S.U.) - Bratislav (Czech) - Vienna (Austria) - Augsburg (W.  Germany) - Mulhouse (France)

c)  Southern line:   Belgorod (S.U.) - Galati (Rumania)  - Rousse (Bulgaria)

2.  All recoverable pipe and pumping equipment shall be dismantled and sent by rail to Tyumen, West Siberia, USSR under Priority T-4.

3.  Gas flows as far as Brest, Uzhgorod and Belgorod will continue for the time being, but no economic planning will be carried out based on future deliveries to these distribution points.



Copies:     1. All-Union Ministry of Foreign Trade

2.  State Committee on Foreign Economic Relations

3.  Union Republic Ministry of Foreign Affairs

4.  International Department of the Central Committee



	Wide-eyed, Boris started reading again from the beginning.  “March sixth,” he said.  “But that’s tomorrow!”

	“Yes it is.  It is tomorrow,” the General Secretary confirmed.

	“All of East Europe . . . .”

	“All of East Europe.”

	“ . . . and West Europe, too.”

	“And West Europe, too.”

	“There will be economic disaster in Europe.”

	“In Europe, my dear Boris?  In Europe?  There will be economic disaster in the Soviet Union.  Shipments of food from the West, and of spare parts for our Western equipment and factories — all these will stop immediately.”   He rose at his desk and slammed down the sheaf of documents.

	“And shipments of every category from East Europe will be curtailed, eventually and altogether.”   He turned his back to Boris and walked directly away from him.  “But we need the gas to fill our own basic needs, my friend.  There have been supply . . . difficulties already.   Even deaths.  Yes. Soviet citizens have died.  A few hundred here, a few hundred there.”  He turned at the wall to face Boris again, his hands in front of him.  “We cannot freeze our own people while the fat exploiters of the capitalist world toast their marshmallows with our vital Soviet gas, Boris Basilovich.” 

	“No, of course not, Comrade Secretary.”

	“And so you see why you must deal with these people in VOTE with the cordiality due our most beloved comrades.”

	Boris did not see.

	“These technicians are our only hope, my friend.”

	Boris began to see, but only dimly.

	 “It is not just a matter of developing clever little ways to pick cabbages, Boris.  There is also an important military question here.”

	Boris didn’t see any more, but reflexed a “Yes, Comrade?”

	“Yes, indeed!”   The General Secretary rose suddenly and walked over to the small table at the side of the room.  “We are unable to bring up enough energy from under our own harsh Soviet soil, Boris.  But there are huge supplies of oil and gas across our southern border —  supplies that are easy to reach and easy to bring to the surface and easy to ship north.”   He rummaged through the table’s selection of refreshments.  “How do you think the West would respond if we sent our army down there some day to secure these . . . these more favorably situated resources?”

	“You mean seize the Persian Gulf?”

	“That is what I mean.”

	“There would be war, Comrade Secretary.”

	“Ah, but with whom and with what, Boris?   There you have a real question.  We could brush the land forces of the West out of the Persian Gulf with the back of our left hand.”   He was looking at labels and speaking in an utterly casual tone of voice.  This was not a new thought;  not a topic of the spur of the moment.  “Then there are the scruffy Arabs who currently occupy the territories under discussion;   surely no problem for our 180 Soviet divisions.”

	He returned to the desk with two glasses and a bottle of Narzan mineral water.  Ever since the hard drinking Leonid Brezhnev had tumbled down the swiftly moving escalator of the Kremlin’s Palace of Congresses, it had become a political liability to appear too often with a bottle of vodka in one’s hand.  Brezhnev had had one in each hand, and some treacherous tourist had snapped a photo that later appeared in the Western press.  Pouring half a glass of mineral water for each of them, the Party Secretary returned to his seat and stared again at Boris - - fixedly.

	“But it is the somewhat wider range of response available to the United States that concerns us in this particular question, my friend.   Although we shall . . . would have the Europeans and Japanese by the very throat with our hand on that oil valve, we would not be assured of the Americans being on their best behavior.”   

	He leaned across the desk toward Boris and pleaded his case.  “The Europeans . . . we Europeans are, after all, realists to the core.   They know, in Western Europe, that they cannot raise a hand against us here on this continent;  we would overwhelm them in a matter of days if it came to anything like that.”   

	He leaned back again with a frown on his face.  “But the Americans have no sense of proportion, Boris.  Would they, for example, become so overwrought by our seizure of those energy supplies as to . . . to launch, perhaps, against us . . . one or more nuclear weapons?   It is easy to say,” he hurried on, “in the calmness of the present moment that it would not happen.  Yes, but what about the American response to inflamed public opinion and economic catastrophe in Europe and gasoline lines in Los Angeles?   What if they made terrible threats from which they could see no way of extricating themselves?   What about the fatalistic paroxysm of a country that sees itself in a desperate position?   What, then would be our attitude toward the kind of system your son-in-law proposes, my friend?”

	The sudden turn in the direction of the conversation slammed Boris against the retaining wall, but his trained instincts provided him with an appropriate response.

	“What, indeed!” he said gravely.

	“What, indeed!” the General Secretary agreed.  “And so you can see for yourself that we must do nothing to discourage these clever people from developing a ‘roof’ to put over our heads - - a ‘roof’ we might well need one of these days.  And when it comes to this American, my friend, I find it very easy to see him as a blessing in disguise.”

	“But Comrade Secretary,” Boris exploded, “the ‘roof’ they build will protect only a nation led by them.  They will throw us out on our ears.  And the American will inform his countrymen of every detail of this project!”

	“You must place greater confidence in my ability to determine over whose heads this particular ‘roof’ will be built, Boris.  And you must place greater emphasis on the advantages to us of fixing the attention of American authorities on the pace and scale of the project at the Electro-Optical Institute.  Indeed, indeed!   I would have been put to great trouble to provide as useful a diversion had this splendid arrangement not fallen, fully ripe, into our laps . . . free of charge, as.it were.”

	He looked at Boris over his glass for a long moment, clearly deep in thought and clearly not wishing to be interrupted.  Then at last he put the glass down and leaned forward again.  “We must organize our supervision of this matter, Comrade Baranov.  I will leave it to you to expedite, quite confidentially of course, the installation of this American.  I will be counting.on you to keep abreast of the project at EOI and to report fully to me at regular intervals.  I will, for example, have my secretary schedule another private meeting between us in . . .”  he thought a moment,  “in one month’s time.”

	The General Secretary stood up to signal the end of the conference.  “Time, Boris.  It is running out as fast as the oil.  Our nation’s problems are already painful;   they will eventually become insoluble . . . except as I have outlined the solution to you.  One year.  Perhaps two years.  But not three.  In three years’ time we would be fighting for a nation already dead, my friend.  Three years is as bad as a century in this.”

	The General Secretary started for the tunnel to the Kremlin and then turned.  “Oh yes, and Boris . . . ” he said playfully, “if this American has a Brownie with him when he arrives, ask him not to take pictures of bridges and railway stations, would you please?  The ever vigilant forces of the Committee for State Security would be sure to arrest him in order to protect our vital state secrets.  We can’t have that, you know.”

	And, with a wink, he was gone.
















CHAPTER THREE





     	They came into the square like an army of endless caterpillars, gaudy columns under flowing red streamers, huge 
stream
s of hum
a
nity
 marching 
in 
twelve 
columns
, 
ten
 pairs of legs across each 
column
, undulating down the length of Red Square, down the length of over seven football fields laid end to end, more than two-and-a-half such fields side by side. The enormous phalanx filled the arena in front of Lenin’s red granite tomb where the entire Soviet Politburo and the Party Secretaries of all of the satellite nations were lined up to take its serpentine salute.  Television cameras broadcast images of the spectacle from their perches on the Kremlin walls, on the roof of the massive GUM department store across the street, on the crenelated ramparts of the Museum of History up at the northwest end of the square.  Two hundred million were supposed to be watching the awesome spectacle at the very moment
 
it
 was happening.
  
I
t
 
is possible that as many as twenty million actually were.

     	Traffic control for the giant caterpillars was a delicate and nerve-wracking business.  Let a single misdirection send one of them toward a wall, a dead-end street or the side of a building, and several thousand May Day marchers would be helplessly stacked up like cordwood as the relentless throngs continued to overtake them from behind.

         
I
t
 
was 
the 
delicate and nerve-wracking
 
traffic control that had reversed the order of the East German floats.   Each vehicle had been parked under strict supervision the evening before —  along one of the M
oscow River embankments, along one of the
 broad boulevard
s radiating from the square
 or in one of the nearby squares
 named after every conceivable aspect of the disastrous revolution of 1917
. Once the mindless monster began to move the next morning, there could be no argument, not the slightest hesitation about turning right or left, about which street to enter or which painted line to follow.  The East German vehicle carrying Lenin’s heroic statue with arm unpraised to a height of seven meters had been parked all night on Marx Prospekt, the intention being thatit
 
would lumber into Red Square in the extreme right-hand lane to pass majestically in front of Lenin’s tomb, bestowing its grand televised benediction on the dour bundles under the black fedoras lined up along its roof.

     	But gaps appeared in the caterpillars the next morning — gaps in the wrong places and at the wrong times — gaps that were strictly forbidden. To fill one such gap, Marx Prospekt’s line was swung wide through 50th Anniversary of October Square to the left of the Museum of History where its path would take
 
it
 
across Red Square directly in front of GUM, the farthest lane of all from the dark red tomb snuggled against the Kremlin walls.  The televised benediction was to be given across the width of two and a half football fields.

     	None of this was known to the “press photographer” making his way up the embankment behind St. Basil’s onion-domed cathedral at the southeast end of Red-Square. At each militsia checkpoint he had to show his press card and his spravka permitting him to take pictures from St. Basil’s sacrosanct front porch, then open his camera to let them peer into its harmless interior.   He at last arrived at his prized location looking down the full length of the square and went through the motions of putting film into his camera.

     	The endless streams of humanity flowed toward him in segments of blue, yellow, red, orange and green — each carrying the flag of its own small fragment of the big red tribe whose banner flew o
n all sides.   He nodded to the 
uniformed officers in the blue-and-white militsia van for silent permission as he stood on their running board and craned his neck. There were plenty of massed banners, of portraits on placards, of gaily colored balloons floating above the crowd — but no sign of the towering statue of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin.


     
"
Of course,
”
 he told
 himself
,
 
“
the arm cannot be put up until they get past the trolley wires next to the Museum of History.  There’ll be nothing to mark its position until they’re actually headed out into the square.
”
  He smiled again at the militsia and got off their  van.  He gained a much better vantage point by climbing up on the base of one of St. Basil’s massive pillars — a 
good grandstand while he waited —
 an excellent shield to move behind at the last instant.

     	Then he saw it, and realized why he hadn’t noticed
 
it
 
earlier. 	It was on the wrong side, the worst possible place, looking through the second-story windows of an irrelevant shopping arcade, looking at women’s wool and cotton dresses on the lst aisle front, at skirts and blouses and summer overcoats as
 
it
 
rolled toward men’s suits.  Their blow against Russian imperialism had been converted into disapproval of the Russian garment industry, certainly one of the least controversial statements imagineable — on either side of the iron curtain.  But a terrorist is a murderer for whom the cause is merely a pretext and, besides, there were all those television cameras.
 
 He moved behind the pillar, let his camera dangle on its strap, and turned his light meter to zero, thus arming the tiny radio transmitter inside. When Lenin’s upraised hand reached GUM’s central arch, he ducked his head and pushed the battery switch.


     	One
 hundred and twenty kilograms of dynamite packed tightly within the statue’s arm exploded with a roar heard out to the farthest suburban towns.

•  •  •

	Yuri raised his voice to be heard over the murmur of voices in the EOI eighth-floor lounge.  “But we can’t do
 
it
 
that 
way.”   With the brief attention of everyone there, he stated the problem as forcefully as he knew how.  “We can’t fire full-power pulses out of a laser this size until a return signal tells us that we are precisely on target.”

     	“Why not?” Beda demanded. “machine guns do
 
it
 
routinely.  And, to draw an even closer parallel, they do
 
it
 
when they’re shooting at airplanes.”

     	“Sure they do. But a machine gun cartridge costs two rubles twenty kopeks, while one of our pulses will cost at least ten thousand rubles.  Not only that,it
 
will cost something far more precious than money. 
 
I
t
 
will cost time.  You know how hard it’s going to be to clear all the fumes out of a laser this size and recharge it.  What are your estimates for the recharge period?”

     	“Between 350 and 400 milliseconds.”

     	“Almost half a second.   Add up the delays for everything else that has to be done before discharge and
 
it
 
might be three-quarters of a second between shots.  If we waste many pulses firing at empty space, one of those incoming warheads will get to the laser and the war will be over.”

	“But why would we miss? If we
’ve done our geometry right?
”


	“That’s just it, Seriosha, we can’t do the geometry right until we know what the atmosphere is doing to our beam.  Think of
 
it
 
this way: we’re looking at a fly across a hot stove.  The fly appears to be in a certain place, but the thermal currents rising from the stove are distorting the way light travels across it.  We’ve got to send out little locator pulses until one bounces off the fly and back to us.  Then we zap it.  And if we take too long about it, this nuclear fly we’re dealing with will zap us.”

         “On that subject, Yuri.”

         “Yes, Misha?”

     	“I haven’t pushed all the numbers through
 
it
 
yet, but it’s pretty clear we’ll have to have a nationwide grid of connected stations,” said Mikhail Volodin, “at least eighteen stations in mountainous or arid regions west of the Urals, and eleven stations — ditto on the site requirements — east of the Urals.  That system will have more knockdown capability and far greater ability to absorb damage.”

     Yuri massaged his tired eyes.  “Good, Misha. I wish you’d write that all out for me and keep
 
it
 
up to date from time to time as we go along.  We run a risk here of forgetting the overall system aspects of the job while we’re concentrating just on building the one laser to use for the demonstration.”

     	“That’s something I’ve been meaning to ask.” 
  
I
t
 
was one of the engineers in Beda’s section.  “How can we really demonstrate our laser without actually destroying a real warhead in a real trajectory?”

    	“We can’t,” Yuri replied. 

	“You mean we’re going to get t
he Americans to shoot a missile 
at us to use in our demonstration?”  The young man’s voice had risen almost a full octave.

    	 “That’s one way to do it, yes.  But there are others.  Let’s solve the problems we know how to solve, and work out the long-term problems in the long term.”

     	They had been at
 
it
 
for three and a half hours and
 
it
 
was clearly time to stop. 
 
Yuri decided to fix the program tasks in everyone’s mind before they went back to their own labs.  “Let me summarize the major steps we’ve identified so far,” he said.   “The list isn’t long yet, but
 
it
 
will certainly get longer when we know enough to see what our real problems are.

     “First, we must set up a low-power system for experimental use at an existing astronomical observatory.   We must exercise
 
it
 
with full optics in an appropriate earth-space setting until we know exactly how to acquire, track and hit space objects over our territory.

   
  “Second, we must build a labor
atory-model Hydrogen-Fluorine laser big enough to emit full-power pulses.

     “Third, we must build a full-scale field model, with a complete and operational aiming system, in an appropriate region of the Soviet Union.

     “Fourth, we must arrange a demonstration, under actual operational conditions, of our system’s ability to destroy warheads.

     “Since the completion of these tasks might take the rest of this afternoon, I think we’d better break up now and get at it.”

          There was a minimum of horseplay as the various members of the group went home to the top three floors of EOI’s “closed” laboratory, to the much smaller labs but larger computers at Moscow State University, to the Institute of Inorganic Chemistry at Bauman Tech and to a half dozen other academic and industrial organizations in the city.  There would probably be more horseplay when they had scored some successes;   for the time being they were more impressed with the problems than with their ability to solve them.

     	Yuri paid a visit to the charcoal samovar in the corner before leaving the eighth floor lounge.   As soon as he got back to his office he opened the little safe, the one with a combination dial and took out a small blue notebook.  Whenever VOTE people worked in “useful” positions around the country, the means of contacting them were written in Yuri’s personal code in the “blue book”.  Right now he needed to make a phone call whose interception would be disastrous.  Hence, as a normal part of doing business in a nation shared with the Committee for State Security, he had to clear the phones on both ends.

     	 Given the right people in the right places, this was not a particularly difficult task;  it
 
was just an irritating delay.   His own phone number began with 458.  To contact the appropriate “main frame”, the place his wires entered the city telephone system, he dialed the normal Moscow trouble code: 458 05 61.  When
 
it
 
was finally answered, he asked for the assistant manager and exchanged recognition signals with him.  He then asked him if anything was wrong with number 458 11 73, his own phone. This meant “Please check that line to see if there is a tap on it.”   When the man returned and gave him the all-clear, Yuri hung up and checked out the other end of the call, a phone in the plant manager‘s office of Moscow’s huge automobile factory.  It turned out to be a waste of time.  He was told that D.P. Gladkin no longer used his office at the auto plant and was given another number to call.  This, too, he had to check out, and his patience was wearing thin.  Finally the new number was answered.

          “Red Proletariat.”

          “What?”

     	“You heard me. This is the Red Proletariat Works.  Are you dialing with your eyes closed?”

          “Dmitri?”

          “Who is this?”

          “This is Yuri.”

          “Yuri who?”

     	“Who are you? . . . wait, don’t hang up . . .  please.   Just bear with me a minute.”

     	“This is the man whose phone you just rang.  This is Dmitri Petrovich Gladkin.”

     	“Dmitri.  At last.  Does your phone have any extensions?” 	Gladkin’s tone of voice changed completely when he saw that the stumblebum’s problem was neither stupidity nor drunkeness, but caution — an old associate in his business affairs.

          “No, it does not. But I hardly need remind you that . . . “

          “I’ve taken care of the outside.”

          “Who is this?”

	“Yuri 
 
, you old reprobate.  I’ve just turned you into the militsia for going through red lights.”

     	“Yuri Ivanovich!   What a wonderful surprise!   But what is this about taking care of the outside?”

          “I can do such things.  I did
 
it
 
before I called.”

          “I’ll take a million!  You could be a helpful guy to know.”

    	 “That’s why I called you, Dmitri.  That’s why I cleared the line first. I’m doing a . . . I’m doing some work that will soon require a lot of material . . . even manufacturing facilities . . . that are not available to me.  What I mean is . . . “

     	“Yes, yes, yes.  You are saying that we must meet somewhere and talk.  Let me see, what time is it? 
  A
lmost four.   Okay, Yuri, tell you what.   Meet me at Children’s toys off the 3rd aisle at five thirty.”

          “At GUM?!”

          “Yes.”

     	“Dmitri, you’re crazyl   Ever since May Day that place has had more KGB in
 
it
 
than customers.”

     	“Now, now, now.   Why don’t you trust your old buddy, eh?   You know I’ve always been the smarter of the two of us.”

     	Yuri felt partially relieved and managed a laugh.   “Or so you’ve always claimed.”   Yes, this was Dmitri, all right. And he sounded as if knew what he was doing.

     	“There, that’s better.   What you say about the gumshoes was, until recently, quite true.   With their usual lack of imaginat
ion, they . . . are you sure th
is line is clear?”

	“Yes. Don’t worry.”

     	“Well, with their usual stupidity, they flooded the entire market with blue collar tabs, searching for clues as to why
 
it
 
permitted itself to be bombed. 
  I
t
 
quickly came to the a
ttention of higher authorities  —  
you might chec
k this with your father-in-law —
 that most of the Committee’s cops were shopping for their wives all day.   And the borscht really hit the fan. 
 
That’s why it’s the best place in the city to meet right now — any blue collar caught in there has reached the end of his career — even if he is in hot pursuit of a platoon of spies with smoking guns in their hands.”

	“Forgive me for doubting you, Dmitri, I won’t let
 
it
 
happen again.   Say!  Would you tell me something?   What was
 
it
 
you said when you answered the phone?”

   	“Red Proletarian Works. We’re neighbors now.”

     	“I don’t believe it!” Yuri carried the phone as far toward the rear window of E0I as he could and then stretched himself out the rest of the way.   The near corner of a multi-acre expanse of blue-grey factory buildings was just visible.  “I can see you out my office window,” he said.

	“I’ll tell you all about it later,” Dmitri said hastily.   Apparently he was no longer alone.

	“Yes, great!   I’ll see you then,” said Yuri as he hung up.

•  •  •

	“Let’s sit over at the table, Boris. There’s more room to stretch out my leg.”

          “How is it, Comrade Secretary?   I’ve heard so many alarming stories.”

	 “But have you heard the one about my being killed in the blast and now being impersonated by a specially trained actor?”

     	“Yes, indeed. That seems to be the favorite one over in the Council of Ministers offices these days.”

     	The General Secretary roared as he leaned on Boris’ arm.   “Oh, Boris!  It’s great to have you to talk to.  Any of those fakers over in the Politburo staff would have feigned coronary outrage at the mere thought of fatal injury to the star of the Russian night.”    He sat down heavily, still holding Boris’ arm.   “It was a great mistake for Pravda to announce I was unhurt.  Now no one will believe I’m still alive.”   He slapped Boris’ arm and waved him into the other wing chair at the table.

     	“Frankly, Comrade Secretary, I thought you’d cancel out on this meeting.   Your leg must trouble you quite a - - - -

     “On the contrary, Boris. That cursed bomb has made our little conspiracy all the more important — and dangerous.”

          “Dangerous?”

     	
T
he General Secretary instinctively lowered his voice and leaned forward
 
d
espite the enormous expenditure of money and expertise that had gone into making their subterran
ean meeting room utterly secure
.  “The Committee for State Security is in a frenzy, Boris . . . an absolute frenzy.   If you think the rumors in the streets are wild, you should see the reports that have been crossing my desk this past week.   Those boys are hot to arrest everybody who knows where Germany is on the map, so help me.”

     	Boris raised his voice accusingly.   “Sprechen Sie Deutsch, Kamerad?”

    	The General Secretary threw his hands up in mock terror. “Nein!  Niemals!  Ich bin unschuldig!”

          The two old men laughed hysterically as they pounded on the table. 
 
Tears came unchecked from the General Secretary’s eyes as he grabbed Boris’ hand, his elbow, his shoulder, then slapped him on the back.  He drew his handkerchief to wipe his face and blow his nose, finally managing to choke out a few words.  “That’s the first time I’ve laughed since . . . since then, Boris.’’    Their mood abruptly reversed itself and they sat looking at each other with mournful expressions.  “What time I haven’t spent feeling sorry for myself, I’ve spent wondering what would have happened if that bomb had done its work,” the General Secretary said in a monotone.   “Would Arbat defeat Dzerzhinsky, or the other way around?” 
  
His reference was to two squares across town from each other:   the first, the home of the Ministry of Defense, the second, the den of the KGB.

          “But that’s why we must talk in earnest, Boris Basilovich.
 
 We must take steps now to keep the Committee from disrupting the progress of these VOTE people.    We may need their magic lasers sooner than we thought.  It has come to the point that our old troubles cause new troubles — one leads to another.   Because we lacked oil, we used too much gas.   Because we used too much gas, we had to shut off the gas to Europe.  Because we shut off the gas to Europe, 
our friend the German Chancellor
 is sure to be thrown out of office.  And 
his replacement will almost certainly
 be 
Teodor Klein
.   And do you want to know where 
Kleing
 is at this very moment?   He is in Peking, talking to Marshall Tseng.   If ever a country needed a roof, Boris, it is the USSR.   Have you been to the KGB yet to expedite this American?”

     	“The meeting is set for Thursday.”.

     	“Fine. While you’re over there, I want you to slip upstairs and talk to an old friend of mine.”

     	“The meeting isn’t at the Dzerzhinsky headquarters, Comrade Secretary.   As a foreigner, this American comes under the jurisdiction of the Committee’s foreign operations.   They’re all handled out in the new headquarters on the Ring Road
.’’

     	“Ah, yes.  Too bad.  Well, never mind, I’ll have somebody from Administrative Organs put a bee in the domestic crowd’s bonnet.   But seize any opportunity that presents i
tself, Boris.   And remember:  
nothing in writing. 
 
There must be no documents floating around Moscow on this subject.  One bomb is enough for the time being.

     	“Now give me good news about this roof business.   Nothing but good news, mind you.   Save the bad stuff for some other time.”

•  •  •

     Yuri asked Volodin to drop him off in Red Square on his way home.   He was shocked by what he saw there.  Scaffolding covered the badly scarred 
facade of
 GUM 
and there were construction barricades surrounding the front entrance out to a distance of fifteen meters. The lovely arched windows were boarded up with sections cut out of the huge wooden posters that had hung in front of the arcade last Wednesday.  Trucks of every conceivable category were parked in the square, some of them mounting floodlights on towers to enable the repair work to proceed throughout the night.

     Yuri found the entrance on 25th October Street open.   He walked into the usual crush of humanity on the lst aisle and threaded his way through it to the cross corridor.  When he came to the shop filled with tricycles and sleds on the 3rd aisle, he looked for Dmitri and then at his watch.   Too soon.

     	In a mood growing more morose by the minute, Yuri settled down to wait.  It had been like this all day:   time wasted in oblique telephone conversations, in making up false stories, in doing everything the roundabout, never straightforward, never quickest or easiest way.   How could the work possibly get done during this century if they had to sneak around back alleys each step of the way?   He was so absorbed in thought he almost missed the significance of the conversation taking place behind him.   A young office worker, wearing the inevitable black two-piece suit and dark tie, stuck his head into the shop full of tricycles and asked where Children’s Toys were. The grumpy saleswoman sent him up to the next floor in the corner, and Yuri realized he was in the wrong place.

     	He ran across the aisle and up the first set of stairs and on down to the corner shop next to the cafeteria.   Dmitri was just arriving.

     	“Sorry I’m late,” he said breathlessly as he hugged Yuri for the first time in three years, “but we’re still trying to repair the damage at the plant from last month’s plan fulfillment.’’

     	“I’m just getting here too,” Yuri said.  “I was waiting at the wrong place.”

     	“Yuri Ivanovich,” Dmitri exclaimed as he held him out at arm’s length, “you look younger than ever. You keep this up and they’ll make you go back to school again.”

          “You’re looking better than ever yourself,” Yuri lied.  “The Red Proletariat must be just what the doctor ordered.”

     	“The plant job?   Nothing.   Just a convenient spot for a desk and a telephone.  Which reminds me, Applesauce, that phone-clearing business of yours is worth millions, and I mean millions a week.”

	Yuri laughed.
 “I
 haven’t been called Applesauce in years.”

     	“That’s because you’re surro
unded by boneheads who’ve never 
swiped Antonovka apples out of a State Farm’s orchard.”

         “We didn’t swipe them.   We had . . . didn’t we have . . . .?”

	“Permission?  You mean you believed me?”

          “Oh, Dmitri!   Even back then?”

     	“When do you think I learned the ropes?   Listen, Yuri, I’m the best pusher in the business.”

     	“You? A tolkach?”

     	“Yes, me. I’m tolkach for Red Proletariat, for the auto plant, for the ball bearing mill and for two out of the three aircraft plants in this city
.   And in the boondocks . . . ”


     	“Okay. Okay. I believe you.  It’s easy to believe.  But I hope you haven’t lost your connections with the . . . well, the unofficial side of things.”

     	“What do you mean ‘connections’?   I’m the boss of the, as you put it, ‘unofficial’ economy of this Soviet looney bin.”

     	Yuri’s face suddenly went dead serious and he put his hands on Dmitri’s shoulders.   “I can’t tell you how important this is, Dmitri.   Can you get chemicals for us that we can’t buy legally?   Can you get things manufactured for us out of very special metals?   Big things?   Maybe as big as a ten-car railroad train?”

	Dmitri returned Yuri’s gaze fo
r a long moment and then patted 
him on the arm.   “Let’s walk, old buddy,” he said.   “It sounds like you’re up to your neck in something pretty damn serious.”

     	“I am, Dmitri.   And I want you to come into it with me.   Full partner.  No restrictions.  Right into the center of it.”

     	“Yeah. Okay. Okay, Yuri.  Let’s just take it one step at a time here for a minute.  Let’s find out whether 1 can deliver the goods;   then we can go into partnership.   Maybe.   Now tell me specifically what you’re going to need.”

     	They had been walking along the narrow gallery above aisle 3 with Dmitri pushing, elbowing and squirming through the crowd and Yuri right behind him talking over his shoulder.   When they reached the end of the gallery, Yuri headed for the stairway down to household goods on the ground floor.

	Dmitri caught him by the elbow and steered him past it.   “Best stay up here in the galleries, Yuri.   We have better control over who is within listening range. Now give me your shopping list.”

     	“Well, some of these things are still a little tentative, but it’s clear we’re going to need ethylene for our reduction agent.”

     	“When and how much?”

     	“Three or four hundred cubic meters as soon as we can get it.  Maybe ten times that much over the next twenty-four months.”

     “If it’s what I think it is, that shouldn’t be any problem.   As a general rule, things like that in quantities like that are relatively easy to barter for, Yuri.  You don’t even have to steal it.   Next?”

	“A bunch of tubing and cylindrical structures made out of tough, light metals like beryllium or titanium-steel.   A hundred meters of small stuff soon;   several hundred within a year
 and 
some cylinders over three meters diameter 
in the same time period
;   maybe a hundred meters of that big stuff during the year after.”

     	“Dmitri flashed him a grin as he turned right at women’s shoes to go down the lst aisle.  “You’re gonna make a lot of people happy, Applesauce.  There are plants all the way from Kaliningrad to Semipalatinsk just dying to get back in that business.   Tell me something hard.”

     	“Well, some more chemicals.   They’re hard to handle and we need them in liquid form.  Hydrogen, for one thing. Lots of liquid hydrogen.”

     	Dmitri stopped and brought half a dozen people crashing into Yuri’s back.   He pulled Yuri into the cross corridor where the traffic was lighter and asked in a tense voice,  “Are you building rockets, old buddy?   Is that what you’re doing?”

     	“No, no. Certainly not. We’re building lasers — really big ones.”   Yuri thought a few seconds. “But I’m intrigued by the similarities in the structure. Even some of the fuel, in this case.”

     	“You’re intrigued?  You should be elated.  I can have liquid hydrogen delivered to your lab in tank cars by the end of the week!   And for the same reason, the other stuff will be almost as easy.”

     	“What reason?”

     	“Cancellations in the space program . . . all along the line.   Earth orbital stations, Mars lander, Saturn fly-by, you name it, it’s been cancelled. There are hundreds of hotshot metallurgists and chemists and engineers of every size and shape out of business, old buddy.   Unless their plants can show signed orders for material processing or fabrication, they’ll all be reassigned to the Donbas coal mines.   You’re a Godsend, is what you are.  They’ll be standing along the roads waiting to kiss your feet.”

	“But wait a minute, Dmitri.   I don’t have any signed orders.  This all has to be under the counter.  There won’t be any Ministry behind us in this thing.”

     	Dmitri laughed. “I sure hope not, we’d never get anything done.”   He started walking again, down toward the 2nd aisle, talking back over his shoulder.  “But nothing gets done without a piece of paper, Yuri.   Not anything.   Not ever.   An official document, with its seals and scrolls and authoritative signatures, is proof to the world that a loyal, law-abiding citizen of the Soviet Union is not, and never has been, guilty of doing anything on his own initiative.   But if the Soviet economy ever followed the official set of papers issued by the horde of ignorant apparatchiks that populates our Ministeries, we’d have starved, frozen, perished from exposure, died a hundred terrible deaths in each of the glorious years since Red October!

     	“My function in life is to get things done, Yuri, not arrange the execution of every factory manager in the country.   My associates do not lift a single foot off our Soviet pavement without printing, embossing and sanctifying a piece of paper telling them to lift precisely that foot at precisely that instant.   Our paperwork is so good I once had a bona fide agent of the People’s Control Commission imprisoned in Stavropol for carrying a forged kharakteristika.   Some sloppy bureaucrat up here in Moscow had sent the inspector off with an authorization document lacking one of its seals.  When I showed the local militsia my own properly executed papers, they fell on the poor fellow with all the righteous fury of the Soviet State and chukked him into a labor camp.  If he hadn’t been so churlish to me earlier, I would have had papers drawn up to release him when our work was completed. As it was, he spent the spring and summer broiling under the Caucasian sun in a road-repair chain gang.”

     	“But if they produce things for you on the strength of false papers, Dmitri, what about their accounts and their budgets and paying for everything?”

     	“Barter, Yuri.  The whole system works on barter.  If a plant manager makes me something, I must give him some raw material he needs to fulfill his plan assignments for the year.  If one of my plants needs some scarce commodity, then we have to make something for somebody else. That’s what being a tolkach is all about:   trading something to somebody else that’s more useful to him than it is to me.   Our progressive socialist economy has managed to regress over three thousand years in less than a hundred.  We now exchange goods in the clumsy fashion of ancient Man before the invention of money. Our Soviet ruble is absolutely worthless, since there is nothing available for it to buy.   It is just another document —  in this case intended only to establish the fact that its bearer has absolutely nothing of value to offer.”

     	“Then what do I have to offer?   How can I pay for the things I need for my lasers?”

	“You have pure gold to offer.  The most precious gold anyone can possess in our system.  You have secrecy.  Your work is done for the military boys.  No suspicious bureaucrat looks over your shoulder to see whether each liter of liquid hydrogen is properly used in some secret weapon or other.  If he’s looking over your shoulder, he’s shot as a spy — no questions asked.  If I had had your credentials these past ten years, I would have been able to buy and sell the Soviet Union twice over by now.”

     	“Is that the 
only reason you do it, Dmitri?  J
ust for the money?”

     	“Sure, I’m not very complicated.  But what are you up to?  That’s what I’d like to know.”

	“We want to change the government and solve Russia’s problems.”

	“Hell, that’s not so tough.   Just do a better job than those donkeys did last Wednesday.  They had a chance to clean out the whole top crowd and they muffed it.”

     	“No. That’s no solution.”

     	“Well, it’s a hell of a good start.”

     	“No, Dmitri.   Bloodshed never is a solution.”

     	“What is, then?”

     	“To do a better job than the leaders those donkeys were trying to kill.”

     	“Any imbecile could manage that in the middle of an epileptic fit.”

	“Yes, but there’s more to it, now.   There’s this project, the one I need you to work on with me.   There’s what it involves and what it means”

     	“Okay, besides changing the government and solving Russia’s problems, what are you trying to do?”

     	They had come to the very center of GUM, to the gallery overlooking the octagonal fountain whose flat brown walls offer a temporary seat to wait for friends and relatives.  It was crowded with footsore shoppers at this moment, including a father in his early thirties, his six-year-old daughter asleep on his lap, her head cradled in his right hand.   Yuri stared down at the scene, at a young couple chatting, at a boy stretching out an arm to put his finger in one of the arching filaments of water, at the father with the child.

     	“What are we trying to do?   I guess we’re trying to put a roof over their heads,” he said, nodding toward the fountain below.

	They talked until seven — another hour of intense, laborious planning, of details to memorize, of quick calculations without paper, of appeals to reason and to unreason.  When they walked out the Kuibyshev Street exit, it was snowing.

     	“May seventh,” Dmitri said disgustedly,” and it’s snowing again. What are you going to do about that problem, Yuri Ivanovich?”

     	“Don’t laugh, we may very well 
be able to regulate such things 
better in the future,” Yuri awswered wearily.

     	“Well, if you won’t come with me to the Bucharest, you’ll have to survive on Katya’s food,” Dmitri said.

	“What about you?   I always thought Beryl was a good cook.”

	“I’m in the mood for a change, old buddy.    Happens pretty often these days.”

     	“Well, good night, Dmit
ri.   I’ll fix up the back way i
nto EOI for you tomorrow and phone you when it’s ready.   By the way, your phone is still clear.   If they hook anything up to it, we’ll get word to you right away.”


     	“I love it!
   You always were the best thing that ever happened to me, Yuri.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

     	They parted at Red Square, Dmitri turning left past St. Basil’s toward the Moscow River Bridge, Yuri turning right to cross the square to the Revolution metro station.

     	Again there was the sinking feeling in his stomach as he picked his way past the metal barriers enclosing open pits and piles of broken stone.  To a Muscovite, Red Square doesn’t represent the sterile demonstrations of May 1st or November 7th, nor does it call up memories of stone faced commissars.   Red Square is the Place de la Concorde, Trafalgar Square and the Washington Mall rolled into one.   It is also a place to stroll with the children — — try that some day in the Place de la Concorde or Trafalgar Square.   Any violence that takes place there is a personal thing, a threat to the 
people
’s 
neighborhood.  The government’s neighborhood begins over on the other side of the Kremlin walls.

     	To skirt the rubble, Yuri had to pass close underneath the Nicholas Gate, built the year before Columbus discovered America.  The light flurry of snow had deposited a white border around each jagged brick in the Kremlin wall, a random patchwork of irregular shapes that brought into bold relief in the floodlights just how disheveled and disorderly that seemingly monolithic structure actually was.   The sight made him wonder:  Could that jumble of bricks come tumbling down before there was anything ready to take its place?   What happens to all our reforms if there’s no government left to make changes in?

     	He turned up his collar against the unseasonal cold and 



strode off toward the Metro in nearby Revolution Sq














CHAPTER  FOUR













While Sergei Beda tore apart the big VAU control panel for the sixth time, Yuri staggered wearily out of the station in search of cooler air.  It took him three hours to realize his mistake.  Already drained of energy, he used half of what little was left to walk out of the clearing around the satellite tracking station and into the woods looking for shade.  Here he found several million of Russia’s fiercest and most determined insects waiting for his hot sweaty body to 
overcome their malnourishment
.  After a half hour of uninterrupted torment, Yuri fled the cool 70s of the overpopulated forest for the sun-baked 80s of the short
 
stubbled clearing.  At least there was a slight wind out there - not enough to cool much, but enough to blow the bugs off course.  He dragged himself just as far as the shade of the tracking station and stretched out full length to rest.  He fell asleep before he hit the ground.





•  •  •






Black Volgas had been arriving at Schönefeld since shortly after noon
,
 East Berlin time, most carrying only the lone driver, two bringing along a single passenger.  They at first waited along the outer arrivals lane while one of the passengers went up to see the airport manager in his second-floor office.  Then they were waved into the restricted parking section where they instinctively lined up along the chain link fence with straight-edge precision and sat waiting in the mid-day sun.  A member of the East German Volkspolizei stood guard at the section gate and kept his eye out for more of the 5-seat Soviet cars.


	
As Yuri fell asleep in the shadow of the giant VAU tracking station west of Moscow, Aeroflot flight 115 from Moscow passed over the Slubice radio beacon and began its descent into East Berlin’s southern airport.  The pilot had lowered the gear and made his final approach turn for runway 22 when a black Chaika limosine turned off the Waltersdorf highway to join its brethren along the chain link fence.  Its passenger was quickly ushered into Schönefeld’s small but air-conditioned VIP lounge where he could observe the 100-ton Tu 154 pull up on the apron and shut off its three very noisy engines.  The normal complement of ground attendants found itself joined by over a dozen Vopos who formed a line between the plane and a field gate that was in the process of being unlocked.  As usual, when official Moscow comes into contact with the common masses, all 96 paying passengers had to remain quietly in their seats while their 68 black clad companions filed down the portable stairs and out the now-opened gate to the waiting Volgas.  Although the first 67 arrivals wore jackets whose glint in the bright sunlight looked distinctly leathery, number 68 wore a well-tailored three-piece suit of some lighter but still dark material, and it was he whom the airport manager intercepted before he could reach the gate.  While 19 drivers and 67 commoners sat in the hot black cars, number 68 was escorted up to the lounge where he promptly demanded to be left alone with the man who had earlier arrived at the airport in his black Chaika.


	
The meeting began routinely enough as the two exchanged one set of papers, then another, then still another.  But the conversation became really heated after “Chaika” read the third set - both voices rising as insults were hurled in each direction.  The Vopo with the headphones in the basement almost lost his eardrums as “Chaika” yelled:   “Do you idiots think these people would use their own float and slaughter 112 of their own marchers?”   After fifteen more minutes of verbal abuse, three-piece suit won the argument and the two men strolled tranquilly out to the waiting limousine.  The black caravan went back into the city on the Treptower highway, crossed the river to the circle road, and turned off on Lenin Allee.  After two blocks, it entered the grounds of the vast Friedrichshain Hospital and wound its way past a couple dozen buildings to yet another restricted area.  This time everybody got to leave his car and seek shelter from the early afternoon sun.





•  •  •






	
Yuri wasn’t that lucky.  While he slept spreadeagled on his back in the stiff grass, the earth continued to turn on its axis, continued to move the three-story observatory tower eastward out of the sun’s path, persisted even when his unprotected face and arms were fully illuminated.  Thus sunburn was added to the lengthy list of problems 
piled on the manager of the ROOF Project
 
this particular Friday in July
.  None of the probl
ems compared 
in size or difficulty with the preject itself, the ROOF Project,
 as his pursuit of political progress and national safety had come to be known.

But it was more than sunburn that greeted Yuri when he opened his eyes, it was a face pincushioned from spring-steel blades of grass, it was the painful stiffness of every muscle in his body, and it was the sight of the northern horizon when he rolled over and looked up. He somehow managed to get to the building and get inside.  He brushed aside Beda’s questioning gasp.  He led him to a north-facing window and pointed.

“I can’t believe it,” Beda said.  “I just cannot believe it.  Not every single day.  It can’t happen every day in the week!”


	Yuri 
just stared at the cloud bank that was slowly moving south to replace the crystal clear sky they had uselessly enjoyed all day.  Now that they were ready to bounce their small experimental laser’s beam off passing satellites, now that they were about to got a moonless night, dark enough to detect the feeble echo returning to earth, now 
indeed now
 their sky would once again be covered over completely with an impenetrable cloud layer.  It had become a discouragingly familiar pattern.


	
“We can’t work here, Yuri.  It’s madness to go on wasting our efforts in this crazy place.  There are plenty of other places, regions of this country that don’t see a cloud for months.  You heard Volodin - that’s where he wants the operational sites.”  Sergei Beda turned away from the window in disgust.  “And that’s where we belong with this bedeviled experiment.”


	
“Yes, Seriosha, you’re right.  We need answers, we need them right away.  For all we know the design of this system may be seriously in error.  We’ve got to be absolutely sure of the acquisition system before we can be sure of anything else.  But what do you think?  Is there a chance we might find a hole in that cloud bank tonight?”


	
“We’re all set up,” Beda growled.  “We might as well give it a try.”





•  •  •






	
One Volga left an hour before midnight for the 4-hour trip to Eisenach.  Two others left at 2400 for the 3-hour trip to Lübeck.  By O2:OO, seven more were gone and two were just pulling out — one for the short trip up Route 96 to Oranienburg, the other south on Route 101 to Luckenwalde.  During the next thirty minutes the remaining six “Berlin” cars pulled out into Lenin Allee and 
spread out
 
into
 the city.  At O3:OO, three-quarters of an hour before dawn, the 67 commoners in 18 Volgas pulled up to apartment buildings and houses, a summer camp and a barracks, a converted barn and a house boat.  After knocks on doors, they knocked doors down, and they lined up everybody inside for identity checks.  All told, they arrested 26 people and brought them back to the Friedrichshain Hospital for “examination”.


	
During the next ten hours, the Volgas were constantly on the move and the examinations never ended.   Frightened and tormented people were saying whatever stopped the torment and eased the fear.  Names and addresses.  Dates and quotations.  There were enemies of the Soviet Union among their countrymen.  Surely there must be dozens of them, inconceivable though that might be.  Who are they?  Where do they live?  Send a Volga.  Send a leather jacket.  Send a knock on the door.


	
All told, there were 137 suspects in Friedrichshain by 13:OO hours on Saturday.  There were hundreds of relatives scattered all over East Germany who were slowly coming out of shock and picking up telephones.  There was just under a thousand Berliners lining Virchow Strasse, Frieden Strasse, and Lenin Allee around the borders of the hospital grounds.  Their numbers grew as more bicycles and an occasional automobile arrived.  They were mostly curious at first — mostly trying to find out what was happening.  But where there is a market there soon will be suppliers, and the first angry rumors began to issue from imaginative minds and began to circulate around the well-tended lawns of Friedrichshain.  Then it was that prisoner number 138 was driven through the crowd with a blood-soaked rag wrapped around her head.





•  •  •






	
The darkest of the night outside Moscow comes shortly after midnight
,
 local time, or one hour before the black Volgas began to circulate around East Germany.  Whatever answers Sergei Beda and Yuri Antonov had wrung from their reluctant equipment had all to do with why this or that particular piece of apparatus failed to work, it had nothing to do with finding or tracking space objects — — the thick cl
oud cover saw to that.   But wh
en Beda balanced his hot soldering iron across the corner of the control console and turned around to stretch, he happened to look out the window.

“Yuri.”

“Yes.  I noticed it.”


“
How fast is it moving?”

“Faster than I thought at first.  It could be over us in less than an hour.”

“Do we have any targets then?”

 “A couple.  It depends how big that hole in the clouds turns out to be when it gets here.”

“What are our angles?”

“In one hour exactly . . . ”  Yuri spun the dials on the tracking station’s awkward computer, “ . . . not bad.   We have one within fifteen degrees of being directly overhead, and. . . ”  he set in a new group of numbers, “one other that could come into the hole south of here a half hour later.”

“Now why didn’t you do that for us last night?” Beda demanded.

“I was too busy walking on water,” Yuri grinned.  “One thing at a time, Seriosha.  One thing at a time.”

“Want to run a focal-plane check in the meantime?”

Yuri looked out the window again.  “Yes, indeed.  Give me ten minutes to get set up and then turn it on for one pulse a second.  Okay?”

“Right.”

Yuri hung their last functioning radiometer around his neck where it wouldn’t bang against anything.  He picked up a multimeter, a flashlight, and a calibrated grating before climbing the stairs to the roof.

The faint light leaking up through the open trap door from the third-floor hallway was all the area illumination he had as he skirted the pyramidal pedestal and climbed up the skeletal steel scaffold.  What he saw when he reached the working platform and turned around never failed to dazzle him.  The huge telescope was all angles and shafts and drive motors and surrealistic shapes, looming out of the roof in an awesome gray silence.  Beda had swung the laser chamber and firing port over within easy reach of the platform, and Yuri wedged his flashlight between the unused eyepiece of a finder scope and the painted steel housing of the main telescope.  He turned on the battery powered radiometer to give it time to settle down, then fitted the grating carefully in place before attaching his cumbersome meter.  With everything ready a bit ahead of time, he switched off the flashlight to peer intently north at the clouds.  Could he really see a few stars up there or was he just kidding himself?   His eyes hadn’t accomodated well enough to
 
be certain.

He jumped involuntarily when the transformer next to his head set up an intense buzzing accompanied by flashes of light from the optical pump.  The odor of wire varnish joined the resinous fragrance of the surrounding pine forest, and Yuri put his hand on the laser power supply to see if it was overheating.  It felt okay.  Tightening the shield around his radiometer, he began to adjust the grating angle for maximum response, peering at its vernier scale until he was sure the laser was properly aligned, properly powered and properly functioning.  Since he would only be in the way up here when this monster began swinging rapidly around its various axes, he removed his instruments and buttoned up the housing.  Now it was up to the clouds.





•  •  •






	
The clouds around Friedrichshain were much more ominous after prisoner 138 arrived.  The rumor began to circulate that she was the lead singer in one of East Germany’s few officially tolerated rock groups and, although it was untrue, the news brought a younger and less docile element into the cordon surrounding the hospital grounds.  It was a group of ten such youths that made the first move.  When one of the Volgas tried to use the side gate on Virchow Strasse to go off on another mission, a 2-liter bucket of dark brown paint was sloshed across its windshield.  Taken by surprise, the driver threw the car into reverse and scuttled back down the winding driveway toward the safety of “home”.  His view through the rear window was obstructed by his comrade in the back seat and he swerved off into a tree with a loud crash.  There were now 17 Volgas in the busy black fleet, and thirty more youths at the Virchow gate.


	
The arithmetic was exhilarating.   On all sides it was apparent that the numbers available to the populace were far greater than those available to the Volga fleet.  And when the telephones inside the makeshift prison were lifted from their cradles to call in reinforcements, it was found that the lines to the outside had been cut.


	
The Committee official in the three-piece suit had chosen the building at the extreme northwest corner of the compound to house his minions and their “guests”.  Now it was being patrolled on all sides by angry gangs of adolescents, frequently counseled by men in their thirties who knew what they were doing and who were busy digging a trench in search of the building’s power cable.  It was one such group that fell on the pair of agents that had been sent out to restore communications.  The surrounding cordon now had prisoners of its own.  It also had seven black Volgas that had been parked alongside the building and one more that had just pulled into the Lenin Allee gate.


	
But this car yielded no prisoners 
for the building in the northwest corner 
because the two leather jackets inside fired pistol shots into the crowd and were beaten to death on the spot.  The astonished man in the back seat could not bring himself to believe in his deliverance, even when he was carried through the excited crowd on several exultant shoulders.


	
There were now nine Volgas left on the streets and highways carrying twenty-one leather jackets on their appointed rounds.  There were forty-three of their comrades inside Friedrichshain guarding anxious prisoners and peering anxiously out through the windows.  There were another two out on the lawn in the early stages of rigor mortis.  There was the man from the back seat of the wrecked car lying seriously injured and unattended on a hospital bed inside the besieged building.  And there was ‘three-piece suit’ himself, who was glaring out a third-floor window — — when the lights went out.





•  •  •





The lights in the tracking station 
north
west of Moscow 
had gone out twelve hours earlier, just as the first satellite moved into the gap in the cloud bank.  Neither Beda nor Yuri understood, at first, just what had happened.  They had already turned off the general building lights themselves, about a half hour before, to protect their sensitive photomultiplier on the roof.  But each of the goniometers on the control panel had a softly glowing indicator, and two of the meters set on top of the panel had their own pilot lights.  When everything went off at once, it prompted them to try the building lights.  When they too were off, it became statistically obvious that the Ruza power plant had been shut down again to conserve natural gas.


	
Having frozen 
himself 
in place for over a minute in the hope that the outage would be temporary, Yuri had kept his bearings and knew where to find the flashlight.  Beda was less fortunate, he walked into the shoulder-high console at full speed, knocking a small cabinet of color filters off on the floor.  The sound of the shattering glass pretty well summed up their feelings at that point.


	
After seven hours of fitful sleep on canvas cots, they gloomily carried their test instruments and the laser equipment out to the little GAZ-69 truck and carefully packed everything in for the ride back to EOI.  Yuri hated to abandon the experiment without any results.  He didn’t have to hurry home, Katya and the kids were off on a river cruise to Kazan, his evening appointment with Dmitri Gladkin could be postponed by phone if necessary
.  
 The real reason was
 an exhaustion of willpower.  Be
da and he had lost faith in the possiblity of success.  They had to change something significant to regain that faith.  They couldn’t change the equipment or the system design;  they had to change the site.


	
They drove slowly south on the badly rutted access road until they crossed the Moscow River and picked up Route 1. Then it was comparatively smooth sailing through the rural countryside until they started coming into the western suburbs of the city.  Traffic was flowing out of Moscow after the Saturday half workday and time-honored tradition held that any oncoming car had the right to swerve across the road in front of you as long as the full application of your brakes could avert collision by three thicknesses of paint on your front fender.  Since Beda was unquestionably the worst driver west of the Ural Mountains, Yuri was at the wheel and acutely mindful of the fact that the experimental acquisition laser riding in back was the only one in existence.


	
It was a nerve wracking ten kilometers before they reached the Ring Road.  Then it got worse.  They came over the rise in the highway just east of Nemchinovka and stared down at a double line of cars a good half-kilometer long pulled up behind a roadblock manned by the ORUD militsia.  These worthies, the highway safety patrol of the Soviet Union, frequently feel resentful when everyone else is getting out of work while they’re still on duty.  This time it was a seat-belt inspection:   two officers to see that everybody’s belt was fastened, to test the strap for proper tightness, and to spring the release to be sure it opened properly.  This on the major highway into Moscow from Smolensk and East Europe.


	
Yuri was seething by the time they got through the checkpoint and onto the Ring Road.  The GAZ-69, like most other cars on the road all around them, had plate glass windows that would cut its seat-belted passengers to ribbons in the event of an accident.  Indeed only the Zhiguli, made at a plant purchased from FIAT, had safety glass.  But the “safety” minded ORUD stole an hour and a half out of this bone-weary, sunburned, dejected Saturday to make sure his body would be held upright after laceration.  He pulled off onto Leninsky Prospekt at the second interchange and dropped Sergei Beda at his apartment on Garibaldi Street.


	
Yuri was so busy rubber-necking as he went past his own apartment house in Gagarin Square that he missed his usual turn onto the street that ran parallel to Leninsky Prospekt behind the Electro-Optical Institute.  So he passed EOI and cut over Peter’s Academy Lane to the back road, Little Kaluga Street.  Serving the buildings along the eastern side of Leninsky Prospekt as a delivery and service road, Little Kaluga Street was a wry reminder of the old days before the beetle-browed Communists, with their completely appropriate but intensely tormenting inferiority complexes, had re-named all the centuries-old thoroughfares of Russia after a bunch of Bolshevik politicians.   What was now called Leninsky Prospekt had, from time immemorial, been called Great Kaluga Street:   the widest road by which one could travel from Moscow to the town of Kaluga, some hundred and sixty kilometers to the southwest.  It was reasonable, then, to call the smaller path that ran parallel to it Little Kaluga Street.  Yuri had always been grateful that they hadn’t renamed it Little Lenin Street.  He had lived in the city for years before discovering that there already was a Little Lenin Street or, at least, a Young Lenin Street.  Besides which, there was a Lenin Village Street, Lenin’s Lane, Lenin’s Town Prospekt, Lenin’s Town Highway, Lenin Square, and the entire Moscow subway system was named after V.I.Lenin.  There was, however, no Stalin Prospekt, no Trotsky Lane, no Khrushchev Highway.  Communism tried, in its own niggardly way, to be fashionable.


	
Two students working in the instittite’s “open” sections helped Yuri carry the equipment in through the wide back door.  Since no military research was done on the ground floor, anyone with a routine EOI pass could come into the building and reach this downstairs storage room.  When the students had left, Yuri went into the small attached washroom to check things out.


	
Everything looked all right.  There were no scratch marks in front of the wall with the towel rack.  There were no suspicious cracks or misalignments.  He was about to leave the washroom when we thought Why not? and just stuck his head outside for a second to make sure he was alone.  Then he went back in and quickly pushed the towel rack inward while rotating it upward.  The metal washroom wall swung soundlessly on its hinges.  Yuri stepped in and closed it behind him.  The light switch was reasonably easy to find by feeling along the wall opposite, and Yuri started up the steep, narrow wooden stairs to find out what Dmitri Gladkin was complaining about.


	
Yes, there was no question about it, it was exhausting.  Aside from making it hard on Dmitri, it made it impossible to consider any large-scale VOTE meeting on EOI’s eighth floor — some of the delegates were in their late 60s and some of the younger ones were in even worse shape.  An elevator was out of the question, unfortunately.  Getting the machinery in, all the construction work — too bulky and too noisy.   But there was no question about it, Yuri was out of breath and ready to collapse by the time he reached the narrow 
entrance
 along the false south wall of his office.  Yet fatigue was only one ingredient in the feeling of despair that swept over him when he sank down in the upholstered chair by the bookcase.  There were the stacks of notes and diagrams on the big table in the center — — full of unanswered questions about ROOF’s components and how to make them work together as a system.  There were the pieces of equipment downstairs that had refused, for one reason or another, to shed any light on that increasingly urgent system question.  There were the persistent impurities that plagued them in the Nitrogen Trifluoride Dmitri had managed to obtain for them so far.  There was the demonic fury with which hydrofluoric acid attacked every protective coating they had devised for the interior surfaces of the huge weapons lasers, the powerful photon cannons that must stand as reliable sentries for years on end to protect Soviet skies.  As things were now, they couldn’t stand more than a minute and
 
forty-two seconds before the corrosive by-product of their own fuel began to take them apart, molecule by molecule.  And finally there was the calendar on the wall that told him today was Saturday, the thirteenth of July.  And that meant the staggering, trouble plagued ROOF Project was exactly 100 days old and counting.





•  •  •






	
The emotions that swept over the KGB officer in the three-piece suit were the precise opposite of those tormenting Yuri Antonov at that moment.  The officer’
s hour of despair was now ended,
 his seige of frustration lifted.  The rampaging crowds streaming under his window in the 
gathering darkness were all the
 answer he n
eeded, the answer to his years’ 
long prayers, his need for action, his pent-up fury.  Those people down there were solving problems that had accumulated in his life ever since the days of World War II.

It had been a good war with a bad peace for the battle-scarred old general in the Friedrichshain Hospital.  A young starshiy leytenant in May, 1945, he was leading a two-platoon attack on a dug-in machine gun no more than six blocks from this hospital when the news came that the Germans had surrendered.  But there were no communications between German headquarters and the machine-gun crew.  How was it to know the war had ended?   How in the world could a Russian officer convince them?   He had solved the problem easily — he sent every mortar round, every hand grenade and every anti-tank rocket in his unit’s possession into the German position.  When they approached it, afterwards, there was no one left to convince that the war was over.  Problems had been so easy to solve back in those days.


	But then the 
politicians took over.  The German Democratic Republic is our friend, they said.  The 380 divisions of troops they sent against us is a thing of the past, they said.  The 22 million people killed in our country by the German invasion was a historical manifestation of Fascism, they said, it did not represent the attitudes toward our people held by those millions of jack-booted Germans who actually pulled the triggers.


	
Snatched up eagerly by the State Security forces because of his excellent war record, the young senior lieutenant rose to politically responsible levels of command.  It had been sheer hell.  He had been required to fawn over Hungarian “allies” in Warsaw Pact military exercises, required to forget the 13 Hungarian divisions that helped the Germans lay waste his motherland, required to put one of his own officers in a military prison for insulting an officer of the Hungarian Army with questions about the atrocities near Bryansk, atrocities perpetrated by Hungarian units in 1942.  Whoever said war is hell had never 
checked it out with
 the KGB general in the three-piece suit.  It was what came afterwards that had really tormented his soul.


	
Now everything was about to right itself.  Now he knew precisely what needed to be done and how he would go about doing it.  No problems this time from higher headquarters, his orders were sweepingly open and harsh:  no restraint with the terrorist bombers of Red Square, the would-be assasins, the violators (again!) of his motherland.  He selected three of his men, the ones who spoke German best, to put on clothing taken from the civilian prisoners.  These he gave signed orders to the closest elements of the Red Army’s twenty-four heavily armed divisions scattered around the 
East 
German countryside.  He sent them out to filter through the unruly crowds and to make their way out of the blockaded grounds.  He kept a co
py of the orders for his own rec
ords;   he had no doubt it would someday become a historical document.  In this he was entirely correct.





•  •  •






	
Yuri was still in the upholstered chair by the bookcase at 22:30 when a hand reached out of the baggy arm of a plaid flannel shirt and began to shake his shoulder insistently.  “Hey, Yuri!  Hey!  Wake up.” It took quite a while, but Yuri did manage, eventually, to get his eyes open.

“Dima.  You here already?”

“Is this what happens when they teach you differential calculus — you forget how to tell time?”

“Well, you must have come up right after me.  I used the stairs . . . “  Yuri sprang up and went over to the wall clock.  “Is that the right time!?”

“No, actually, that clock of yours is a little slow.  By my Omega it is at least an hour too late to find anyplace that’ll serve us dinner.”

“Oh, no!  I’m starved,” Yuri groaned.  “Maybe the Friendship?”

“Are you kidding? We couldn’t even get there before they throw everybody out and nail the doors shut.”

“Yeah, too far.  We’ll have to go to the Hotel Sputnik.”

“They wouldn’t even let us in the doo
r.  Fifteen minutes to serve us 
dinner?  You’re still dreaming.”

Yuri felt desperate.  “And I didn’t have lunch today either.  Fine time Katya and I picked to clear out the refrigerator.  Wait a minute.  There could be something in the lounge.”

They walked through the central corridor to the other side of the eighth floor and found a mixed bag of wafers and cookies, half a loaf of black broad and several pieces of stale cake in a tin box.  Yuri stoked up the samovar while Dmitri went for water.  Since they only filled the giant urn up to its first ornamental ring, they soon had the makings of tea and a scratch lot of supplements.  The first scalding sip of his favorite Russian Black blend put Yuri in an expansive mood.

“Why should we expose ourselves to the hostile and inadvertent employees of a socialist restaurant when we can have a banquet like this right here?” he demanded.

“Because they at least have food,” Gladkin smiled, “and all we have is an assortment of archeological specimens.”

 “Nevertheless,” Yuri said.  “Nevertheless.”   And he sank back on the sofa against the north wall with his hands and pockets full of every kind of food available.  “I am content with this short reprieve from the grim reaper.”

“Ah hah!”  Gladkin snorted.  “Illogical.  If he has something to reap, why is he grim?”

“I must see to your religious education someday, Dima.  After all, when the Party finally discovers that Lenin was a closet laissez-faire capitalist, it will undoubtedly turn to Christ.  Then you illiterate athiests are going to be in real trouble.”

“Christmas in the Kremlin!   The concept seems so . . . so right, somehow,”  Gladkin chortled.


“Well, it’s time for 
Christmas in the EOI lounge.  I am no longer ravenous, I gather I’ve had some sleep, I’m on my second glass of tea.   What do you have to report?”

“It could be a real Christmas, I suppose, except for one thing.  At any rate, that’s why I was so late getting here.  I’ve been talking to the manager of a first-class plant who is ready to do all our metal fabrication in exchange for fairly reasonable supplies of pure titanium sheets and rods — the stuff I located last month.”

“Dmitri, that’s wonderful!  That is terrific!   Can he deliver to our schedule?”

“With comparative ease.  I’ve gone over his personnel and equipment on paper, I’d say he could deliver ahead of schedule on the whole list.”

Yuri was about to shout again when he remembered the whole statement.  “Okay.  What’s the ‘one thing’?”

“He insists on setting it up with you personally.”

“That’s no problem at all.”

“At his plant.”

Yuri said nothing for a minute — just sat staring at Gladkin.  “And where is it?”


“Someplace near Donetsk.  M
aybe in it.  Anyway . . . somewhere around there.”

“That’s not so bad.”

“Shoots a day each way by train.”


“Yeah, I know,
”
 Yuri said.  “I can’t say I like that.”

“Yuri, maybe. . . ”  Gladkin walked over to the samovar, both to get more tea and to appear more casual.  “You know, they have some wonderful new drugs - - - - ”

“No!”

Dmitri said quickly, “I mean from Europe.  Even from America.”

“I’VE TRIED . . . things like t
hat.”   Yuri took a few moments 
to get hold of himself.   “It’s no good.  It’s not that sort of thing.

I’ve told you before . . . it’s intellectual. . . emotional.   It’s no use thinking about a plane.  I mean it.”

“The train it is, then — whatever time it takes.”  Dmitri came back with his tea.  “At least I can tell you this plant is worth it.  These guys were in the space program up to their eyebrows . . . still are in the military part.  They’re all Ukrainians — engineers, machinists, even the office flunky who wrote me the details.  Half of them have German names; most of their machinery is imported.  This is what we’ve
 been searching for, there’s no 
doubt about it.”

“Sounds like heaven.  Now if we can get all the power supplies and control equipment from that place in . . . where was it?”

“Don’t you remember? 
 
It’s down home near Kursk — down in old Applesauce country.”

“Ah, yes, that’s right.” Yuri was at the samovar again.  “Now if the plant manager in that place demanded personal attention, 
I’d be more than happy . . . .
”
    Yuri had started back to the sofa when he stopped walking, a unifying thought growing in his mind.  “Hold on a second, Dmitri, I’ll be right back.”   He put his tea on the long conference table and left quickly by the end door.  Having ransacked his office and run both ways, he appeared again at the table to clear enough room for a large green looseleaf notebook.  “Beda’s been nagging me about this report all week, it’s a site survey of every place in the country that has clear air over it most of the time.  We wasted the last five days trying to see through the clouds around this God-forsaken neck of the woods.”

“You’re crazy.  The skies have been clear and blue every single day,” Gladkin said.

“Every day, yes.  But it’s been socked in every night and our equipment can’t work during the day, it’s too bright.”

“You mean you’re only going to defend the country at night?”

“No, no.  This is only an experiment to get information,” Yuri laughed.  “The big lasers will have a million times more power than this little one.” 
 
He flipped through the pages of the green notebook.  “We promise to defend you around the clock.   Ah.  Here it is.”  Yuri kept his place in the book with one hand and pulled a tattered old road map out of his pocket with the other.  “Here we are, Dmitri.  The whole thing fits together.  Volodin says the best place to do our target-acquisition experiment is down at the Crimean Observatory near Sevastopol.  Okay?”

“Yeah.  So . . . .”

“So Route 4 goes all the way from Moscow to Sevastopol.”

“So . . . . “

“So Route 4 goes right through Kursk and . . .  oh, oh — you have to cut over 13 to the east to pick up Donetsk, but . . . but it’s no trouble at all getting back to Route 4 and on to the observatory,”  Yuri said triumphantly.

“You’re going to drive?!” Gladkin asked incredulously.

“Sure, why not?”

“Why not?   Yuri, it’s after one o’clock in the morning and we’d both fall asleep from exhaustion before I finished listing the reasons why not.”

“Oh, it can’t be that bad.”

“How long has it been since you’ve driven anywhere?” Gladkin demanded.

“Well, we just did — — Beda and I.”

“How far?”

“Yes, well it was only . . . maybe 50 kilometers or so.”

Gladkin roared.  “Fifty kilometers?!   Compared with fifteen hundred kilometers!?   And how long did it take you?”

Yuri scowled.  “Longer than necessary, I can tell you.   We ran into a stupid militsia checkpoint.”

“Yuri, you haven’t seen anything yet.  The highways are teeming with checkpoints between here and the south.  They’re checking for illegal gasoline, for oranges, for potatoes.  They’ll open your trunk every ten kilometers, pull out your seats to look underneath every twenty kilometers.”

“What a storyl” Yuri sneered.

“Okay, so I’m exaggerating.  But you’re the last guy I’d send out on the roads of the Soviet Union alone.  You don’t know the ropes.  You don’t know how to grease palms.  You’d never get into a hotel.  You’d have to sleep in your car every night.  You . . . “

“Why don’t you come with me?”   Yuri slapped the table with a sudden thought.  “Why don’t you bring Beryl?   We could all drop in down home.  Didn’t you say you were going to get one of those little Cossack mini-cars for your mother?   We could show her how 
to drive it.  We could . . . .
”


“Why don’t you bring Katya and we can make it a foursome again?  We haven’t rattled around together for ten years.  Has she ever been down to the farm?”

Yes, but it was a long, long time ago,” Yuri said.

“Trouble is we could only bring one kid with us.  There just wouldn’t be room for any more,” said Gladkin.

“One?” Yuri said.  “There wouldn’t be room for any.”

“My Volga can handle five easily.’’

“Oh, no.  I thought we’d take my Zhiguli.  It’s a lot more comfortable,” Yuri said, “but it really only has four seats.”

“Zhiguli?!   We’d never find spare parts anywhere if it broke down, Yuri.”

“With all your connections?”

“All right,” Gladkin said, “The whole idea sounds like a lot of fun and a lot of important work gets done at the same time.  I’ll got in touch with some people and see whether it’s within the realm of socialist possibility to move four people in a Zhiguli over fifteen hundred kilometers of revolutionary highway.  When do you want to go?”

“As soon as possible.  I’m anxious to get things firmed up with the plant in Donetsk.  In Kursk, too.  They’re both crucial, and I want them to start building hardware right away.  The tests in the Crimea are important, too.”

“We’d better start putting together concrete plans then, Yuri.”   Gladkin cleared away half the length of the table and they started to work out details.  Later, they got six hours sleep on the large sofas and began again on Sunday morning to put together their safari to the south.  At lO:3O, they staggered down the concealed stairway to the ground floor in search of food.   Although Gladkin isn’t the exercise fiend Yuri Antonov is, he was driven by hunger down the taxi-less Prospekt to the small restaurant in the Sputnik Hotel beyond Gagarin Square.

Through the glass partitions in the entryway, the lobby, the short corridors and the restaurant itself, they kept seeing excited people rushing over to talk briefly with one another, then hurrying off again in some other direction.  It was harder than usual to entice a waitress to the table, they all seemed to be keeping themselves in the back room.  Finally, when a churlish matron slopped soup down the front of Dmitri’s plaid shirt in her hurry to dump the bowls and leave, Yuri was emboldened to ask what all the excitement was about.

“Where have you been?” she snorted.  “The Red Army is wiping out those insolent Krauts right and left.”

“Where?” they both asked at once as she dashed off.

“In Berlin, of course,” she said over her retreating shoulder.





•  •  •






	
Things had gotten a bit out of hand at Friedrichshain.  Since neither the Vopos nor any other East German authorities had given them any information about what was going on at the hospital, the Red Army units coming into the city from the northeast had only the general’s rather fervid orders and a few pocket maps to guide them.  As it happened, the fastest-moving group came down Route 2 and turned directly into the huge park next to the hospital grounds.  Their maps gave them no clue how to get through the hilly woods — they streaked along the fountain road and into the spiral that took them to the top of the main hill, where it stranded them.

The next unit to arrive at the scene came into the city on Route 109 and was thus forced to swing down to the other end of Lenin Allee and back up to the large gate into the woods at Lenin Square.  Their prudent commander unloaded his men from their trucks to avoid ambush, and he had them spread out through the woods to sweep directly north toward the rustic theater where, indeed, some of the frenzied adolescents from the hospital grounds had settled in to raise hell.  These latter had by now emptied quite a few beer bottles and so had many convenient missiles to hurl at the advancing soldiers.  The officer instructed his men to answer the insult by firing warning shots in the air.


	
When the first unit had driven off the lighted boulevard and up into the wooded hill, its men had been forcibly reminded that it was after midnight — they could hardly see their hands in front of their faces.  They could, however, hear the jeering shouts of German-speaking males down the hill from them, and when those shouts turned to the sound of broken glass followed by gunshots, they opened fire on any and all shapes charging toward them through the woods.

When their first volley brought down seven of his men, the prudent officer of the second unit ordered an immediate withdrawal to the Lenin Square gate where he had 82-mm mortars quickly set up.  “That isn’t an unruly crowd up on that hill,” shouted the prudent officer, “those people are heavily armed.  Open fire!”


	
The third unit to arrive had come into the city on Route 96 and was turning off the Ring Road into Lenin Allee when those in front saw an extremely excited mob of perhaps 3000 running directly toward them.  More alarming still, the third unit could hear the sounds of heavy explosions coming out of the hospital grounds from which the mob was apparently charging.  “They’re blowing up the building our people are in,” shouted the Kapitan.  “Open firel” Two RP-46 machine guns began firing at the vanguard elements of the mob over the cab of the first truck.  Two others, heavy D.SH.K 12.7 mm machine guns mounted on GAZ-67 jeeps, came forward with screeching tires and worked the sides of the crowd.  Two hundred and thirty riflemen quickly deployed along both sides of the boulevard with AK-47s to pick off stragglers.


	
The Battle of Friedrichshain cost both sides many casualties.   Of the first unit on the hill, 37 were lost to mortar rounds which were assumed to be grenades or bombs made in German basements.  Of the second at Lenin Square, a total of 14 were lost to rifle fire.  Of the third unit at the other end of Lenin Allee, 3 were shot in the back and 2 others were lost to traffic accidents.  The East Berliners lost 537 killed, 1278 seriously wounded, and numerous others carried off by their own people, thus uncounted.


	
The civilian population of Berlin reacted the way civilian polpulations down through history have reacted to the awesome firepower of well-armed military forces — they cowered in their houses and were thereafter very much better behaved.


	
The people of the other five European satellites, having received the message but escaped the education, were temporarily cowed but permanently enraged.  Their mounting problems — of food and fuel and machinery and clothing and housing �—
 
were thereafter viewed through the magnifying lens of hate.


	
The lower ranks of the Red Army were enraged by the death of 56 of their comrades.  There were many incidents throughout East Germany in the days that followed.


	
The higher command of the Red Army was much relieved by the picture that emerged from the various reports of the officers on the scene.   What had looked at first to be an armed and organized rebellion took on its true shape — — grotesque, but not alarming.


	
The political leadership in Moscow, having received extravagantly self-serving and hence misleading reports from both the Ministry of Defense and the Committee for State Security, added the affair to its already crippling burden of worries.


	
The people of the Soviet Union exulted vicariously for a few days regarding the impressive rebuff dealt their haughty German captives.   When that feeling wore off, it was replaced by worries about food and fuel and machinery and clothing and housing — — and what the satellites might do next.












CHAPTER FIVE








%%%%






     The key to planning is ducks:   how many of them do you have to get lined up in a neat straight row before the plan will work.  The State Planning Committee in Moscow has spent a long time finding out that two ducks make a row,  but three seldom do,  at least not in Russia.  The Antonov family spent twenty-seven days, between July 14th and August 10th, discovering the same thing. The factories at Kursk and Donetsk made two ducks, Yuri’s childhood collective farm made three.  And it went on: Skani’s arrangements for a vacation in Estonia were on a countdown to July 30th, space for Anton in the Young Pioneer camp at Artek didn’t open up until August 6th and although Yuri was able to arrange things at EOI to free him the minute Anton left for camp, Katya had long ago committed herself to teach, until August 9th, a special course for supervisors of oilwell drilling teams.  There was absolutely no way the Gubkin Institute could reschedule the drilling engineers, things being the way they were, and that almost turned out to be the pacing date.  But there was one more duck.

	The Crimean Astrophysical Observatory schedules research time on its various telescopes with extreme reluctance. Too many people are after too much time, and there are too many natural phenomena cutting into that time. The weather for one, as Yuri had recently found out, yet, to be sure, it is far better in the Crimea than it is around Moscow.  But the moon is the moon wherever on earth you wander, and the moon shuts down astronomical observatories just as surely as the Workers’ State shuts down labor unions.  The moon shines on the atmosphere a telescope has to look through, and that “bright-window” effect hampers astronomers the way it does anyone trying to look out into a dark street from a lighted room.  Since the moon shines down on the earth almost half the time, astronomical observatories are blinded by its light almost half the time.  And, on moonless nights, one worries about a north wind.  The Crimea hangs by a thread below the smokiest region on earth — the mining and industrial cities of the lower Ukraine.  When the upper atmospheric winds come down from the north bearing the smokestack souvenirs of Ukrainian smelters, coke ovens and steel mills, the lights go out over the Crimean Astrophysical Observatory.   North winds come in the winter.   In July and August, things are much better.

	Thus, when the request came from Moscow on July 15th to yield the big 100-inch telescope immediately to a team from the Electro-Optical Institute, the smoke in the sky came from burning astronomers, not polluting industrialists.  It took a lot of strings pulled by VOTE people in high places, but EOI finally got time on the telescope, beginning on Friday, August 16th and continuing for the next two weeks.  It was the faltering ROOF Project’s first major break, and it gave the adults of the Antonov and Gladkin families enough time to perform all their errands along the way.  Had central planning worked at last?

	No way.  The first duck out of line belonged, naturally, to the luckless Anton.  Shortly after Skani breezed out of town right on time, word was received that Anton’s arrival at camp had been rescheduled to the 10th of August.  Katya categorically refused to abandon him to some well-meaning friend — no one else was to be entrusted with seeing him off.  And that is how it came about that, on Saturday the 10th, Katya loaded Anton and his fibreboard suitcase and his back pack and his string bag full of gifts and his freshly pressed Young Pioneer uniform on to Aeroflot Flight 1623 for Simferopol leaving, theoretically, at 10:40 in the morning.  Actually, the plane sat out on the tarmak at Vnukovo Airport until 12:15, waiting for the tardy offspring of various high Party officials.  They, too, were on their way to Artek Camp Number Three with freshly pressed Young Pioneer uniforms and string bags containing bribes to keep the older boys from beating them up on the bus ride across the Crimea.  Yes, the Crimea; the youngest Antonov was to spend the rest of the month with twenty-four thousand of his peers at the Artek Center along the east coast of the Crimean peninsula while Yuri struggled with the technical problems of ROOF in the low mountains not more than 40 kilometers away.

	But the ducks were now even further out of line;   they had lost an hour and thirty-five minutes of driving time out of a day.that was supposed to see them in Kursk before sundown.  And they were losing more time as Katya stood in the phone booth at the airport listening to the complicated plans that Yuri and Dmitri were concocting to make up some of the time that had already been lost.  It was finally decided that Katya would drive in from the Airport to Leninsky Prospekt and wait by the Moscow Ring Road.  Dmitri had a shady associate who drives a taxicab for camouflage and who would be willing to come to their apartment in response to a telephoned request, something no self-respecting professional would ever permit himself to do.  He would pick up the Gladkins at their place next to Moscow’s huge automobile plant, drive over to the Sputnik apartment to.pick up Yuri, then drive out to the Ring Road looking for Katya and the Antonov family’s prized Zhiguli.

	So many things went wrong, so many frustrating delays and exasperating fiascos plagued them, that they set out from their rendezvous at the Ring Road at almost half past one in an irritable and frantic frame of mind.  Yuri, who had taken the wheel, mistakenly turned off on the Kaluga Highway exit toward the Baranov dacha from sheer force of habit.  Dmitri, who was riding up in the front seat next to him, got confused in the complicated interchange and directed him back on to the Ring Road going in the wrong direction. They had to drive back to Leninsky Prospekt to get turned around, since they were on one of the very few stretches of divided highway in the entire Soviet Union.  Tension built in the car as they looked for the interchange to Route Four, and tension built further when it turned out to be two highways named, collectively, the Warsaw Highway, of all things.  Heading due south on a road named for a capital directly West of Moscow didn’t help anybody’s nerves, nor did the signs behind trees, glimpsed briefly as they flashed by, giving enticing little hints of localities up ahead whose names no two of them could agree on.

	As Yuri pushed to make up time on the narrow, 2-lane highway, tension turned to outright anxiety, for there is nothing quite as untidy as a road in the Soviet countryside. Farmers thought of it only as a patch of ground where one can scuff one’s boots to remove whatever was clinging to the soles — they took their time getting across.  Townspeople considered it a public square where they might meet each other and chat for a bit while the children scurried about underfoot.  The Antonovs and Gladkins wanted very much to chat, too, but they each sat wordlessly searching the roadbed and cindered shoulders ahead, looking for people and goats and wooden carts, ready to sound the alarm at first sight, ready to brace themselves against the sudden stop, hoping it would be brought about solely by the little car’s brakes and not someone’s prized cow.

	Then they found themselves approaching a small city with factories and textile mills and paved streets of its own and the most important of all modern, high-technology inventions:  signs.   It identified itself unambiguously as Serpukhov, and they at last knew they were on the right road headed in the right direction.  That source of anxiety removed, there was now room for another.  As.they emerged from Serpukhov’s southern outskirts, they were stopped by the inevitable militsia checkpoint set up at the exit of all cities for the inspection of papers and cargo.  When they got rolling again it was half past three and Yuri unconsciously pushed the speed up past 90 kilometers an hour, the legal limit for cars on highways.  They now had to scan ahead anxiously for people on the road and scan behind anxiously for an ORUD car chasing them down.  What had been planned for weeks to be a.productive and enjoyable trip together had turned into a perilous nightmare they might not even survive.  The accumulated circumstances finally exceeded Katya’s threshold.

	“Since we aren’t likely to reach Kursk before dark,” she began, I propose we change our . . . “

	“We have no place to stay . . . “

	“ . . . reservations by phone from the next town.” 

	“ . . . between here and Kursk,” Dmitri concluded.

	Katya unsheathed her voice and replied with a cutting edge.  “If we keep denying the geometric facts,.we very well might find a place to stay before Kursk — —  wrapped around one of these trees.”

	“But . . . “ Yuri said, and again, “but . . . . “    And he pulled his foot off the accelerator, rolled on for a hundred and fifty meters to a slow stop on the shoulder of the road, and put his forehead down on the steering wheel.  Thus they sat in blessed peace for a full three minutes, breathing deeply into their lungs for the first time since eleven o’clock that morning.  What had been unanimous desperate determination a few minutes ago had become unanimous grateful relaxation now, complete with leg stretching and sight-seeing.  The place they were parked was bordered by a mixed wood of fir and birch, but there was a settlement strung out along the other side of the road a little way ahead, and it drew everyone’s eyes to one or another aspect of it.  Its houses gave mute testimony to its history. A few scattered log-built izbas painted dark green or light powder blue survived back in the fields because they were far enough from the road to escape the bombing and strafing of German Stukas and Russian Stormoviks.  Closer to the highway, along a pretty row of birch trees, stretched a dozen postwar houses built solidly of dark brown logs, with tan thatched roofs and neat white picket fences all the way around.  Then the years of postwar momentum and easy oil put light green tile on the roofs further down the road, even erected a small square “palace of culture” built entirely of northern Russia’s ultimate status symbol:   pale yellow glazed brick.   But the bubble burst at the beginning of the 70s and one saw nothing but unpainted plank houses with unpainted plank roofs along the road beyond the golden dance hall.  And not very many of those.

	What soothed the jangled nerves in the Zhiguli most, aside from the pretty izbas with their gaily painted shutters, was a pair of two-

year olds, one a human and one a goat, who were affectionately trying to come to terms with each other inside one of the picket-fenced yards.  The four-legged kid was a lot steadier on its feet, but that was the only discernible difference:  the kisses from each side were just as wet and sloppy, the playful gallops in retreat just as erratic, the accumulated layers of dirt and straw just as thick on either of the species.  The world had started smiling again.  Yuri put the car in gear and moved off at a far more leisurely pace.  “We’ll call ahead from the next town,” he said. “Who’s hungry?”

	They hadn’t gone two kilometers before the road entered a grassy plain cut deeply by the Oka River, a scene of quiet beauty that would have meant nothing to them ten minutes ago. The sun was getting lower and redder in the western sky and it set the peasants’ light smocks ablaze on the grassy slopes of the river as they climbed slowly up narrow paths from its banks.  A bit further along, the western woods thinnned out into oaks and maples, and the sun began to pop out between their trunks.  On the eastern side of the road more villages appeared, more peasants and kids, more chickens and geese, more creatures coming outdoors now that the heat of the day was in retreat.  The road began to rise and fall now as they left the level Moscow plain and entered the low hills of Tula Province:   a promise that the city of Tula itself, with its food and telephones, was somewhere within reach up ahead of them.

	Part of the transformation within the car was the broken silence.  When grim concentration had ruled its occupants, no more than a dozen words had been exchanged, and since the countryside was utterly silent away from the roadside towns, the only sound coming in through the open windows had been the high, thin whine of the tires:   yet another contributor to the tension within.  But now the conversation was continuous, front seat and back, drawing old friends together after years of separation.

•  •  •

     Yuri, Dmitri and Beryl had all grown up on the 25th of October Collective Farm next to the village of Tim, some 70 kilometers east of Kursk.  Dmitri was born in early January of 1942  in the middle of a desperate Russian counterattack that just managed to retake the town from the German Army but never got any closer to Kursk than the far border of the next farm west.  Beryl was born in the first week of July that same year, as eleven Panzer divisions broke out of Kursk like a clap of thunder and stormed through Tim, flanked by the German 2nd and 6th Armies.  The lives and houses of the 25th of October Collective Farm were saved that week solely by the fact that the victory was so swift;   one had only to look east to see an enormous cloud boiling up from the earth to the sky, a cloud of dust from churning tank treads and thick black smoke from burning farms and villages where there had been time to organize some resistance.

	Unfortunately for the survivors of Tim, however, the Nazi ideological definition of Russians as Untermensch — subhumans — was reaching the front lines that summer, and the villagers became little more than draft animals being maintained on inadequate fodder.   Beryl’s mother didn’t make it to December when the Russian winter offensive retook both Tim and Kursk.   But the cunning and stealth of Dmitri’s mother enabled her to hide enough Russian food and steal enough German food to keep herself and both of her children alive.

	Yuri’s mother-to-be wasn’t even there.  Her husband’s plane had been shot down in June, and his injuries, which were severe, were being treated in a Red Air Force hospital near Saratov.  Since she was the town’s principal school teacher and knew nothing of use about farm work, she was allowed to join him and work at the hospital as a nursing aide until he was fit to fly again.  This had taken until October, 1942 when they were allowed to travel together to Lipetsk, where the Russian counterattack was being organized.  In December, Yuri’s father flew combat missions across the Don River against the Germans In Kursk.  In January, Yuri’s mother came back across the frozen river in a horse-drawn wagon full of medical supplies and returned to her village to see how many of her neighbors she could keep alive.  It was, of course, too late for Beryl’s mother.  It was too late for nearly half the village’s women and children.  Its men, away at war, were being lost at a similar rate.

	Both Tim and Kursk remained In Russian hands that winter, and 

on into the spring and summer of 1943.  They were almost surrounded, 

however, by the German Army:  stuck ,as they were, like a sore thumb more than 80 kilometers into the German lines.  It bothered the German General Staff no end, and it goaded them into throwing everything they had against the sore thumb on the 4th of July, 1943.   It quickly became the most enormous tank battle in history as four Russian armies fought to hold the Kursk Salient and three German armies fought to take it.  On July 20th, just three days before the attack was thrown back away from Tim forever, Yuri was born in the southeast field of the 25th of October Collective Farm. It was the safest place in the entire Kursk Salient to be born that July, but the adults in attendance made a fatal mistake.  A pony was hitched to a cart, mother and child loaded in back, and a strong young woman was chosen to drive them to the village.  The movement on the road below was spotted by a Stuka dive bomber and Yuri’s mother was killed.

	They had grown up together on the farm next to Tim, Dmitri with both parents, Beryl with a one-armed father and a shell-shocked stepmother, Yuri with the new spinster schoolteacher who formally adopted him after his father died in a German prisoner-of-war camp.  They knew each other only distantly in those terrible postwar years, but they were thrown together more often as they rose in the village school during the 1950s, then became students at Moscow State University — three youngsters from the same hick town at the nation’s leading school.

	And with the Soviet space program scoring one breathtaking success after another, the world quickly became their oyster.  Yuri went into physics, Beryl and Dmitri into engineering — clearly they were in the front ranks of the leading technical nation on earth.  Beryl and Dmitri were freshmen when Gagarin became the first human being to orbit the earth.  Yuri was a freshman when two manned spacecraft were put into orbit simultaneously.  Russia was surely going to explore the moon, the fabled and mysterious moon, before any other nation could reach it.

	Katya, too, was in the engineering school, but without enthusiasm.  Although she did well at her studies and found the structure of the earth intriguing, her heart had been set on journalism and her rejection by that faculty had left a deep scar.  Beryl’s heart had been set on Dmitri, but his had been set on marrying into the richest and most highly-placed family he could find in the glittering capital.  While he inveigled his way into ever more exalted circles, Beryl gained entry into them through her closest girl friend, Katya Baranov.  And there was no question about Katya’s right to mingle with the upper crust:   Katya was a northerner.

	The people of Russia are the haphazard result of a dual impact on the pre-historic population between the River Bug and the Ural Mountains.  The first collision came from the north.  The ancestors of those who now call themselves Swedes and Finns spread downward along Russia’s vertical rivers and brought with them golden hair and blue eyes, craggy features and tall, slim bodies.  What is most important to today’s Russian, they brought the energy and temperment of western civilization, the enterprise and aptitude of today’s most successful societies.

	In later centuries there came from the east waves of nomadic people driven by the drying up of the grass their herds depended upon and encouraged by the intoxicating successes their mounted style of warfare enjoyed among the soil-bound farmers and rooted townspeople of Holy Mother Russia.  After centuries of rape and massacre, of looting raids and sporadic warfare, the territorial conquest of the mongol hordes was brought to an end, but their genetic conquest lived on.  Among the exalted circles Dmitri passionately courted in Moscow, a smooth round face and the stretched-out corner of an eyelid were distasteful reminders of that fact.  Dmitri had both strikes against him.  So, too, did Beryl, whose short legs and jet black hair had clearly come to Russia on the back of a Mongol pony.

	At the opposite end of society’s unspoken selection rules stood Lizabeta Baranov, and she stood five foot ten in her stockinged feet.  With most of the other signs and symbols — straw colored hair, taut cheekbones, long face, she was given an instantly high rating as soon as she entered a room.  True, her eyes were an ambiguous hazel whose origins hinted perhaps of the north and perhaps of the east, but the source of the ambiguity was that rapidly rising member of the Central Committee administration, friend of Nikita Khrushchev, and much pursued widower-

about-town, Boris Baranov.  Alas! With his puffy round face and short round body, Boris left no doubt at all about his origins. 

	Katya and Beryl were one of nature’s inherent matches.  From time immemorial females have sallied forth in pairs, forced to do so by the universal rule that a lone female is an object of prey whereas two or more females are an element of society.  In most such pairings a symbiotic relationship is unconsciously formed between a raving beauty and one of her less favored sisters. Beauty gains the heightened contrast between her own physical charms and those of her constant companion, the companion gains by meeting people from a much higher plane of society than would otherwise have been possible, and from being ready on the spot whenever an eminent suitor rebounds from beauty’s cruel rebuff.

	The strategy worked.perfectly for Beryl.   Dmitri Gladkin, at a time in his life when high society was eluding his grasp and Katya’s rebuff was only the latest in a series of such painful experiences, drank deeply of a fashionable party’s refreshments and drowned his sorrows in his childhood chum’s arms. The natural consequence became evident after their second year at Moscow State and was born early in their third year.  Under normal circumstances, Beryl would have had several options available to her.  She could either have gone to a state abortion clinic or let the baby out for adoption.  When it turned out she wanted to keep her little son, there was still the choice of raising him in her room on the sixteenth floor of the university’s towering skyscraper, or moving out into one of the specialized boarding halls for unmarried mothers where round-the-clock baby sitting services were available.  But the overpowering pressure of their relatives, and their shared childhood at the 25th of October Collective Farm closed all options but marriage for Beryl and Dmitri. 

	Katya and Yuri met at the Gladkin’s wedding in the Palace of Marriage on Young Lenin Street. That, too, was one of nature’s inherent matches.  Lanky and blond, craggy and blue-eyed, Yuri was four inches taller than Katya in a nation of short, stout unsuitables.  At the party afterwards, they danced for three hours and talked for six.  They were never far away from each other in the months ahead, and they were married at the end of spring term the following year.

	But this was no triumph of Katya’s pairing tactics with Beryl.  In fact, Yuri profoundly distrusted beautiful women and he generally shunned the high-born.   Katya had to overcome both handicaps during those first six hours or she would never have seen him again.  She did it with ease.  She did it witb her natural sincerity and intelligence — precisely the attributes that made Yuri, in turn, attractive to her.

	Their sincerity was no help at all in their subsequent careers, but their intelligence was not to be denied.  Yuri loved physics and had an unquenchable desire to make things happen.  The combination eventually led to the Academy of Science appointment as technical director of the Electro-Optical Institute.  Katya would have been the rector of the Gubkin Institute by now if Boris hadn’t tried to help her.  Whenever she detected his very considerable influence acting on her behalf, she did the exact opposite of what was expected of her and let the opportunity slip by.  As a result she was on her own.  And, on her own, no amount of intelligence could put her at the head of a prestigious Moscow engineering or physical institute — these are the birthright of the male of the species.  Equality, after all, can be carried too far.  A woman rector?   The idea is counter-revolutionary!

	For the Gladkins there was neither enough sincerity nor enough intelligence.  The competition at Moscow State is fierce and relentless, and it quickly became heavy going for them both.  Given determination they might have made it.  Given an excuse, they didn’t.  Their son, Daniil, was one of those babies that lives life around the clock:   crying, spitting up, turning blue, running high fevers, breathing imperceptibly.  As an excuse, he was a Godsend.  Beryl dropped out when he was six months old, Dmitri shortly after his first birthday.  They never in their lives were more relieved, they never in their lives ceased to blame it for their every dissatisfaction.

	The two couples got together only rarely in the years following their student days.  It was always a pleasure, they never lacked for things to talk about, but it was always at the Antonovs’ — at the rabbit warren in Babushkin or, later, at the Sputnik apartment, occasionally at a restaurant, never at the Gladkins’.   That fact seemed to prey on Beryl’s mind.  It seemed to torment something inside Dmitri.  It never bothered the Antonovs for a moment, but it was a source of growing curiosity, particularly when Dmitri began to prosper so singularly at the Moscow Automobile Plant.  He became the key figure in that enterprise:  the only one who could get things delivered, repaired, replaced, constructed or transported during a decade when such achievements were more than laudable, they were miraculous

	Now his power in the commercial and industrial world was awesome, his reputation spread by whispers wherever productive people got together to discuss surreptitious activities in the capital.  Dmitri seemed more anxious than ever to spend staggering sums for a night on the town, but he still never invited them home and he still drove a wheezy old Volga with frayed seat covers.

•  •  •

	The aura of mystery surrounding Dmitri Gladkin was only one of many ingredients in the savory stew of conversation let loose in the Zhiguli at the Oka River, but it led to some hilarious, if often shocking, tales about the civilization that surrounded them.

       	“Three hundred million liters a day!?”

      	“A day.”

	“That’s a hundred billion liters a year.   Do you mean just Moscow?”

          “I mean just Moscow.”

	“Why isn’t somebody put in prison?”

	Dmitri laughed merrily at Katya’s question and turned toward the back seat to smile at her.  “If we started throwing loyal proletarians in jail for not producing, we’d soon have no one left at liberty but disloyal bourgeois exploiter-class drudges like you and Yuri.  What kind of Communism is that?”

     “No but, Dmitri, be serious.  When somebody manufactures faucets so sloppily that we lose a hundred billion liters of water a year — just from household leaks — it’s time for the government to move in and straighten things out.”

     “Well, the faucets aren’t so bad.   Not good, but not bad.   Surely not the reason for the leaks.”

	“What is, then?”

	“The washers.  The little flat rubber washers that cost one third 

of a kopek.each.  They’re not made by the same plant that makes the faucets.”

	“So what happened?” Yuri asked.

	 “So the old faucets used soft rubber washers that fluttered like

a butterfly and made water under pressure sound like a machine gun pounding away in the pipes.  And the current 5-year plan called for a new faucet with this new washer design that wouldn’t shake apartment houses down to their foundations.”

     “And - - - -

     “And so everybody said okay, sure, fine, that’ll be dandy.  If they said anything else they wouldn’t get their automatic bonus for overfulfilling the plan.  Well, the Russian Republic Ministry of the Building Materials Industry cranked up its paper mill and whipped the glorious proletariat into a frenzy and managed to produce some new faucets after a few years and they are now out there on the front lines of triumphant socialism, replacing the old faucets that used to split down the middle. But there aren’t any washers for the new ones.”

     “Not any?”

     “Well there are some.  Year before last the Chief Administration for the Rubber Goods Industry produced washers for over 4%, of the new faucets.  Last year, though, their heroic efforts were only able to produce washers for 3.3% of the new faucets.  This year it’s anybody’s guess.”

	“You’ve got to be kidding.”

     	“No. Cross my heart.  That’s exactly the way it is.  And let me tell you something else:   the entire production line that would be needed to produce 100% of the washers required each year would fit into your dining room.”

	 “I can’t believe iti

	 “All right, throw in the kitchen, too.”

     	“Throw in the kitchen,” Katya laughed, “you’re losing ground — that makes the total area even less.’’

     	“That is an absolute outrage,” Yuri said in a grim tone of voice.

     	“You want an outrage,” Dmitri said, “here’s a bigger one:   if anybody set up that production line on his own, and made those washers on his own, and sold them to the people who needed them on his own — —”

	 “He’d go right straight to jail,” Yuri said gloomily.

     	“Right to jail,” Dmitri agreed, “as a dirty exploiter of the proletariat.”

     	“What really infuriates me,” Katya said, “is that those poor workers would be delighted to pay somebody to make them some decent washers on his own initiative.”

     Dmitri’s eyebrows went halfway up his forehead.  “Not in a hundred years!   Not in a thousand!  If the workers in my Red Proletariat plant found someone setting up a production line to manufacture anything on his own, they’d tear his place apart and deliver him to the militsia themselves.  You’re talking about a dirty capitalist exploiter, my dear.  You’re talking about somebody making money for himself.  Don’t forget:  everything belongs to the people.”

     	“Including faucets without washers,” said Katya despondently.

	“Precisely,” Dmitri replied.  Then, sensing a glum mood growing in their midst, he hurried on in a faster, brighter tone of voice.“  And they take that ‘people’s property’ stuff pretty seriously.   Listen.  Let me tell you about the Red Proletariat.  That plant is a huge cavern with a skylight three stories above the heads of the machinists working on the floor.  Right along under the skylight are three rows of fluorescent lights that get turned on for the night shift.  Well, it isn’t nearly enough.  It’s really dark down on that floor, and people are supposed to be making five-ton lathes down there.  So they got themselves a whole bunch of lamps, back a couple 5-year plans ago, and put them right at each man’s work station.  But remember:  everything belongs to the people — and that includes light bulbs.  So every day I see them bringing in bulbs that have blown out at home. They bring them in their lunch pails, switch them with the plant’s bulbs during the day, and go home singing the Internationale. The guys on the night shift holler there isn’t enough light, you gotta change the bulb.”

     	“And do you?”

     	“We can’t.  We used up our annual quota two months ago.”

    	 “But what do they do for work lights in the meantime?”

     	“Not a thing.  No light, no work.  It’s an ideal proletarian situation,” Dmitri concluded.

     	“Did that sign say Tula?” Beryl asked.

     	“What sign?”

    	“The little blue one . . . it’s gone, now.”

     	“It must be, though,”  said Yuri.  “Look at this.”

	 They had suddenly left the countryside and were plunged into a middle-size industrial city. In centrally planned Russia, cities don’t dribble out gradually at the edge, you’re either in the city or in the countryside — it says so on the planning document in Moscow.

	Since they were eager to get to a phone, and hungry from having missed lunch in all the hectic scrambling, they kept a sharp lookout for either a hotel or a restaurant.  The city went on and on, but still no place that would have an open door for rootless tramps who didn’t live there.  Since road maps and city maps are practically nonexistent (a precaution against the return of plundering Mongol hordes), they had to guess which street to follow to their haven.  They had help.

     	“Turn right.”

     	“Where?”

     	“Alongside that mall — it says Lenin Prospekt.”

	“Sharp eyes, Beryl.”

     	And Vladimir Ilyich Lenin himself led them into the town’s main square.  This was clearly the place:   there were trucks pulled up alongside a building at the corner, and groups of people wandering aimlessly in and out of it.  There was a restaurant in Tula!

     	Actually, there were two of them.  Which, for a city of 480,000 people, seemed more than adequate — to Moscow’s planners.  The other one, the fancy one in a different square, was called, to no one’s great surprise, the Moscow Restaurant.  This one, in the municipal building, up a narrow flight of foul-smelling stairs and to the right, was called the Tula Restaurant.  It had one surprisng distinction, however — for a truck-stop beanery in a nondescript industrial town, the food was good.

	Phone calls to Kursk, to Orel, to EOI in Moscow (to have them lean on Orel) and to an “associate” of Dmitri’s in Kharkov (to have him lean on Kursk), got them promises of beds for the next two nights.  They failed completely, however, to locate a guarded indoor garage for the car in either city.  Dmitri and Yuri managed to hide their anxiety on that score from the others.

	If the world had started smiling on them at the Oka River, it was positively beaming on them as they left Tula an hour later.  Through some unprecedented mischance there was no militsia checkpoint to be seen on the outskirts, they drove clear out of the city unmolested.  And they topped even that treat by arriving in Orel before sundown.  Their luck held:  although the hotel packed them all into a single room on canvas cots, no one else was put in with them.  Exhausted and finally fed by 10:00, they had no trouble falling asleep immediately.

     	The next morning was a scramble:  for a samovar to make themselves some tea, for biscuits and jam, for gasoline to put in their almost empty tank.  They had passed Orel’s filling station on the way into town the evening before, but it had been closed.  Now Dmitri drove back out Moscow Street with his counterfeit class-A ration coupons to wait in line at the station while the others scurried about after provisions.  Finally on their way, they said hello to the Oka River that had once again crossed their paths, and were out of town on Route 4 before eight o’clock.  The single militiaman at the checkpoint waved them by without even looking at their license plate.  They cruised on to Kursk in almost solitary splendor through the now treeless plains.  It was Sunday and silent as as a tomb and well on its way to being the hottest day of the year.

     	It seemed, when they were grimly pushing the speedometer needle to 90 kilometers an hour, that they were getting nowhere.  Now, cruising along and sightseeing at hardly more than 70 kph, they were surprised to find themselves approaching Kursk a half hour before noon and in the best of spirits.  But the city quieted them for a time.  It wasn’t anything they could put their finger on.  The buildings had aged enough to remove the uncomfortable realization that everything had recently been rebuilt from rubble, the streets were actually quite clean, people were out and around in short-sleeved shirts and blouses, in baggy pants.and printed cotton skirts.  And when they turned off Karl Marx Street at the theater to head down Lenin Street, Kursk’s main thoroughfare, there was even a fair number of automobiles to be seen.  It was most probably a conditioned reflex to the city itself, associated always in childhood with going away (it was the nearest railhead) or being very sick (the Medical Institute between Marx and Perekalskova Streets) or coming to wait for a parent to die (both  Beryl’s and Dmitri’s fathers and Yuri’s foster mother).  The weight of the city pressed in from the buildings on both sides of Lenin Street as they drove the six blocks to Red Square, but then it seemed to lift as suddenly as it had descended.  Perhaps it was the open space, the breeze, the swirling flock of pigeons, or the children running in all directions.  More likely it was the tall slim sign running up the corner of the Central Hotel at the entrance to the square.  It was the first hotel to call attention to itself in such a brazen manner since they had left Moscow.  Truly, any institution that sure of itself in this day and age must be a gem of the first water.

	It actually wasn’t all that bad.  They were given two whole

rooms to themselves, the sheets were clean, there was toilet paper in the johns, you could see out the windows (nice view of the square through Corinthian columns), and it had a restaurant right next door.  They had originally intended to go home to the 25th of October today and do their business at the electrical equipment plant tomorrow, but Dmitri had reversed the arrangements by phone from Tula because a half day wasn’t enough to drive to Tim and back and leave enough time for a decent visit.

     	The manager was very pleasant when they called him after lunch, and he told them how to get to the plant.  Beryl and Katya went up to their rooms to rest before a scheduled sightseeing trip into what remained of the old 18th-century part of Kursk.  Dmitri and Yuri bribed the waiter to sell them two half-bottles of Armenian “Jubilee” cognac and went off to Dimitrav Street where the hotel’s assistant bookkeeper had agreed to keep the Zhiguli in his fenced-in back yard.  Instead of driving over the new bridge, they went north back through the city and over the familiar Perekalskova Street Bridge.  They fell silent again for a bit as they passed the railway station and turned off the main road to stay parallel

with the tracks. When the tracks branched off to go southeast into the 

coutryside, they saw the factory, actually three factories joined to each other by covered overhead bridges.  They were strung along a delivery spur that left the main line of the tracks and disappeared behind a closed gate in a mustard-colored cement-slab wall completely encircling the factory compound.

	 Another gate, further up on the right, was at that moment being opened for them to drive into the factory yard.  It was closed quickly behind them and locked.  Their first impressions of the place fell right in line with their very different sets of life experience.  Yuri was disconcerted by almost everything around them.  There were untidy piles of raw materials all over the yard — simply unloaded off boxcars and tossed alongside the walls.  A tangled stack of copper rods here, a pile of brass sheets there, and at least a hundred aluminum billets leaning up against the factory wall wherever there was space between the windows.  The place smelled of grease and oil and acid and several unidentifiable substances.  The only two watchmen in sight were too busy playing dominoes to watch anything but each other. There were ropes hanging from crane hooks and chains draped over the side of an electric truck.  As far as Yuri was concerned, the place was a mess.

     	Dmitri got out of the car to shake hands with the manager, who had just locked the gate, and he was dazzled by what he saw in just that short walk outside the plant.  Everything that could rust was tucked away in covered sheds, the non-ferrous stock was kept in separate stacks by form and type, the yard machinery was actually lubricated — surely the first time he had ever seen that, the watchmen were sober enough to be playing dominoes, no less — — and loose commodities that would long ago have been stolen by his Moscow workforces were hanging here in plain sight, unmolested.

     	The plant manager noticed how impressed Dmitri was and smiled as they shook hands. “No, you haven’t died and gone to heaven. It’s just that we don’t do things quite according to the Plan around here.”

     	“I can see that,” beamed Dmitri, “but how on earth do you get

your people to . . . to operate like this?”

     	“By seeing to it that the ones who do are paid what might be termed “above-Plan” wages, and that the ones who don’t — or won’t — don’t stay around very long.”

	Dmitri’s jaw dropped. “You mean you’re allowed to fire them?!”

	“Well, let’s just say that the real workers drop hints to the others, and if they don’t take the hints, they meet with unfortunate accidents of various kinds.”

     	“I have gone to heaven,” Dmitri sighed.   “I have walked right straight off the edge of the earth.”  He put his hands on his hips.  “What you’re telling me is that you don’t have a single proletarian in this plant.”

     	“Not for longer than a week or two — from initial employment to indignant application for reassignment.”

     	“I’ll take a million!”  Dmitri shook his head in wonder and took the plant manager over to Yuri to make introductions.  They moved into the deserted engineering office and spent the next four hours discussing

specifications, quantities, dates, money, barter arrangements, documentation, precautions, flexibility and responsibility. Yuri had initially been going on blind trust in Dmitri’s judgement, since his own impressions had been so unfavorable.   But after the first half hour, he recognized this manager and the people who breathed life into this plant as members of his lifelong team, as his people.   ROOF’s heavy-duty power supplies, the electrical energy handlers that had to be completely reliable every second of the time, were going to be in good hands.  And the crucial control equipment that must transform microscopic reflections from approaching warheads into unimagineably intense pulses of energy headed back out to smash them:   that, too, was in good hands.

     	At a quarter to six their work was finished and they said their goodbyes, all three of them elated about the project, about the importance of the task, and about their ability to do it well.  Yuri and Dmitri had driven all the way up past the station and back over the bridge before they remembered the two bottles of cognac in the glove compartment:  the absolutely indispensible ritual offerings in matters of this kind.  They had not been thought of, nor mentioned, nor hinted at, nor consumed.  What did it mean, they asked themselves, that such an inflexible rule of behavior had been so casually broken in this case?  So many things were different in this magic factory in the district of their birth.  What should be familiar to them seemed almost foreign.  What should be second nature seemed mysterious.  This plant operated the way each of them had always operated, individually.  But they had never until this day encountered a collective enterprise in their native land that put enterprise ahead of the collective.  They had experienced their first contact with the closed industrial complex, scattered thinly across the nation, that had made Russia a giant in space and military technology.  Now that the termination of the space program had released so much energy and talent for other applications — including ROOF’s — it would not be their last such encounter.

•  •  •

	By the time they drove back over the bridge and past the train station headed for Tim the next morning, they had shared with Katya and Beryl the.elation they felt concerning ROOF’s plant in Kursk.  They couldn’t help

craning their necks as they passed the road to the plant, but it was too far down the tracks and out of sight.

     	Again the city came to an abrupt stop and, when they got far enough along the eastbound highway, so did the asphalt.  A combination of cinders and gravel had been ground into the hard-packed earth, but not well enough to keep Yuri from worrying about passing trucks kicking up stones against the Zhiguli’s polished green finish.  When they passed the first town out from Kursk, the truck traffic ended and so did the gravel.  Now the problem escalated from stones against the finish.to fears of the finish ending up in the ditch alongside the deeply rutted road.

     	But nothing could dampen the spirits of the homecoming trio, nor of Katya, who found the remote rural landscape restful and charming.  Cooler air was moving in, bringing relief from Sunday’s intense heat and animating the children playing along paths leading into the fields.  The quaint groups of women and older children drawing water from wells near the road reminded her of the scene at the Oka River.  All four of them enjoyed the sight of the region’s apple orchards, some marching up and down hills in a continuous mass, but most clustered in the yards of flat-board houses.  In the yards, people were up on rickety ladders pruning the trees before the ripening season.  In the vast orchard seas, there seemed to be no one in sight.   Over everything there reigned an uncanny silence.  Now that the trucks had vanished, no motors were to be heard.  There was no machinery clanking away on either side of the road.  There was no shouting, no boisterous clamor among the people on the paths or in the yards.  There was only the eternal countryside, sleeping in the sun as it had after countless Mongol raiding parties had passed through, after the Reds and the Whites, the Wehrmacht and the Red Army had swept back and forth across its surface and always, finally, left it to itself again.

     	The only.signs that it was the Bolsheviks who won in 1920, that

it was the tanks of the Red Army that last clanked down this road in 1943, were the long grey lines of rectangular billboards covered with bar graphs and numerals and pictures of poker-faced hero workers of this or that collective farm, proclaiming to the world and the passing motorist how awesome was the vigor, how bountiful the fruits of the October revolution set in motion by that undoubted genius of mankind:  Vladimir Ilyich Lenin.  These tawdry self-advertisements of Russia’s vanguard economic sector effectively blocked any view of the liberated countryside, but they did give convenient warning that the motorist was approaching the access road of yet another collective farm.  They had been passing them for almost an hour, slowing down each time a pair of poles appeared with a painted sign slung between them announcing the name of the Elysian fields behind it.  They were ready to speed up again at the latest gate when Beryl said from the back seat, “Heyl That’s us!”

	The noise and dust stirred up by the sudden braking startled a

pair of horses drawing a wagon that had just turned in the gate. The old man on the wide front seat shushed them and turned around to see some city slickers piling out of a shiny new car.  They explained who they were and asked if two of them could ride into the settlement with him.  He waved them aboard and got his team slowly pulling again down the narrow dusty road.

     	Yuri was anxious to re-visit Tim, where he had spent most of his time in childhood.  He also wanted to drop in on the schoolmaster, now retired, who had replaced his foster mother after the stroke, in 1958, that led to her death.  He and Katya would have lunch in the village and return to the 25th of October in the afternoon.  As they crested the fourth long sea swell in the road, Tim’s tree-lined main street and boxy houses lay stretched out before them.  Yuri had forgotten that the road to Kursk was actually the main street of Tim, and he had forgotten that the river, also named Tim, was over on the side away from Kursk.  Throughout his childhood he had thought of the bridge on the outskirts of town as a structure leading away from the compressed world of the October 25th and the village, leading to the fabled city and the higher works of civilization.  Apparently those rare trips to Kursk had not been enough to orient him to the outside world.

     	They drove along between the trees and noticed the change in temperature at once.  Now things began to fall in place, to be where they belonged, to have patches on the right roofs and in the right walls, to sound like the summer groups of children in side streets and in the play yard next to the school.  But did the old schoolmaster live next to it as he did when he was teaching?  Yuri didn’t want to walk  in on the wrong people, so he decided to inquire in the Town Council building.  They drove on to the square.

     	Now it became clear where the unceasing noise was coming from.  A metal pole stood two stories high on the left side of the square, leaning over toward the Council Building to which it was connected by a twisted pair of tattered gray wires that looked as if they had mange.  It held aloft three trumpet-shaped loudspeakers from which came a steady torrent of. announcements, exhortations, statistics, news bulletins and snatches of tinny music, each introduced by the scratchy and almost unrecognizeable notes of a recorded fanfare.

    	When he had pulled up the car and parked it in front of the building, Yuri turned to Katya in open-mouthed astonishment.

     	“Yes,” she said, “I was thinking the same thing.”

     	“It must be!” Yuri said.

	“I think you mentioned it years and years ago.  I think you said . . . when you came back from some train ride or other . . . right after we graduated.  You said something like ‘The loudspeakers on trains bring back the worst of Tim’.   But it slipped our minds, I guess, ever since.”

     	“I didn’t forget to include it in my shopping list,” Yuri said grimly.

     	“To Cheese-how . . . however you say it?”

     	“Yes. “

     	“Can he get something there to . . . “

     	“Haven’t you heard?   In America you can get everything.”

	 Katya looked inquiringly at him to see if he had meant to be sarcastic.  He was in dead earnest.  She got out and waited beside the car while Yuri went in to inquire.

     	Every pair of eyes in the building had been glued on the bright green Zhiguli from the moment it entered the square.  When the tall, distinguished looking couple climbed out of it in their smart Moscow clothes, the eyes and the car became the same color.  Yuri asked a round young man on the porch about the schoolmaster.  He said there has never been anyone in the town answering to that description.  The old pensioner at the door snarled out the same reply and made as if to prevent his entrance.  Yuri tightened his face muscles and the line of his mouth in perfect imitation of an 18th-century aristocrat choosing a peasant to be flogged to death as an example to the others.  The doorman busied himself elsewhere.  On the second floor, a young woman blurted out the correct information by mistake and bit her tongue.  Yuri went back out to the car.

     	The house couldn’t be reached by road — only a narrow footpath led along the river and branched off to the shacks strung out along it.  They walked past people playing cards on their front steps, talking loudly from one house to another, and passing a liter bottle of vodka around in the back yard.  Every yard along the path had one or two goats tethered in it except the one they were coming to.  It turned out to be the schoolmaster’s house.  He was waiting on the porch when they arrived, fumbling with the bent clasp of a university badge:  a lapel pin that signified to the world that its wearer was a college graduate.

	“I wonder if I need to introduce myself, master.  I am Yuri Ivanovich Antonov.  Do you remember me?”

     	“Can’t say as I do, young man, but it was obvious even to these old eyes that you weren’t a man of the soil.”  The way he spit out the word pochvenniki made his contempt for farmers quite clear.

     	“May I help you with this, father?” Yuri straightened the pin and snapped it closed.

     	“Thank you, Yuri Ivanovich.  I wish to make it clear that I, too, am a member of the intelligentia.”

     	Yuri took off his sunglasses and put them on the railing as he touched Katya’s elbow.  “And this is my wife, master.  This is Lizabeta Borisovna Antonova.”

     	“How do you do, my dear,” he said aloud.  Under his breath he told Yuri “you’d better put those sunglasses in your pocket, young man, lest someone take them.  They’re worth their weight in diamonds out here in the country.”

     	Yuri was sorry he had only brought the one pair; he needed them for driving — particularly during the trip south.  Embarrassed, he only muttered, “Oh, is that right?”

     	“As priceless as a residence permit to live in the city, my boy.”  He led them inside out of the sun.  “I would guess offhand that you two are from Moscow.  If this were ten years ago I’d try to get you to pull some strings for me.  This new passport they issued in 1982 doesn’t have a city permit in it;  I sure did want to live in a real city my last few years.”   He indicated a bench for them to sit on and sagged down into a wicker chair with a row of sprung reeds down the back.   “But I’m too tired now. It’s too late for me to go anywhere, I’d never make it alive.   I’m just lucky there’s a river bank between me and Potap.  It cuts that infernal racket down to a barely tolerable level.”   He held up his finger.  “Now don’t you tell anyone I said that, do you hear?”

     	Yuri roared with delight in the kindred spirit.  “So the infernal racket’s name is Potap.  There was a boy named Potap in my class at school.”

     	“Well this isn’t the one,” the old man growled.  “This one is an idiot.”

    	 “So was mine,” said Yuri.   “My mother kicked him out of school in 1956.”

     	The old man’s eyes widened.  “Why, you are Yuri Antonov, that’s who you are.  Why didn’t you say so?”  He started tearing a strip out of a tattered newspaper and laughed.  “We’re talking about the same Potap.  They don’t leave us anything but the idiots out here, the rest they take away up to Moscow.”  He shook some crumbled black shreds of foul-smelling tobacco on one end of the strip and rolled it up along his thigh.  “Ignored by every human being in town all his life.  Never got to say a word in school.  Never dared, he was always laughed at.  Most insignificant creature Tim ever produced.”  He struck a sulphurous wooden match on the leg of his chair and soon had.the reluctant cigarette producing fumes that reminded the Antononvs of a lead smelter.  “Well he’s happy now;  his life is perfect.  It’s everyone else’s life that isn’t worth living anymore.”  He threw the matchstick into a tin box with an angry snap of his wrist.  “Ever since he won that essay contest on how the 27th Party Congress will be the final triumph of Marxism-Leninism.”

     	Katya heard Yuri clear his throat beside her.  She quickly spoke

to keep him from blurting out any revealing comment about the 27th Congress — that mindless locomotive of orthodoxy they were trying to beat to the crossroads.  “Is the congress much looked forward to here?” she asked in a bored tone of voice.

     	The old shoolmaster shook with laughter until tears were squeezed out of the corners of his eyes.  “My dear, my dear . . . no one looks forward to anything around here, least of all to Party congresses, and never any of the foolish things that fill these newspapers I roll my tobacco in.”   He dried his eyes on the sleeve of his loose-fitting blouse.  “Life out here flows quietly along like a river, young lady.  It doesn’t start and stop with empty prattling about Sputniks and elections and fancy new cars that have no roads to run on or parts to fix them or filthy gasoline to make foul smoke come out the exhaust.  You are in contact with the real life here.  You can breathe real air out here and fill your lungs with it and pull it into your body and taste it.”

     	The Antonovs were in physical agony trying to contain their mirth, and Katya had, indeed, just about managed to fill her lungs to speak when a sudden explosion shook the house, slamming a window shut and knocking a metal pan off the narrow shelf on the wall.  Both of them jumped to their feet, but the old man didn’t move a muscle.

     	“What happened?” Yuri shouted.

 	“Nothing at all, young man. You get used to them around here.”

         “But what are they?” Yuri asked.

         “The airplanes make them. They do it all the time.”

         “Sonic booms?” Yuri asked.

	“That sounds right. Yes, sonic booms,” repeated the old schoolmaster.

	“Planes don’t make such noises in Moscow.” Katya said.

     	“War planes do, young lady.  War planes do.  They’ve practiced often the past three months.  And more power to them!  They’ll show those filthy Krauts that blew up Red Square on May Day.”

     	“The Germans?” Yuri asked. “What makes you think the Germans did it?”

     	“You mean you don’t know? You, who just drove here from Kursk . . . or I miss my bet.”   Yuri nodded confirmation and the old man went on vehemently,   “That’s all those Krauts know how to do is make bombs.  They destroyed 70 percent of Kursk.  You’ve seen it.  You can see it hasn’t recovered yet — still hasn’t come back to life.”

     	Yuri was irritated and shot back a debater’s parry.  “What about Tokyo or Hamburg?  They were far more completely destroyed than Kursk, and they are brimming with life today.  Why were they so quick to recover and our Soviet cities so slow?”

     	Katya quickly intervened and steered the conversation back to home-town reminiscences.   The old man made tea and they ate the food they brought with them from the hotel.

• • •

	They drove away from Tim in silence, happy to escape its loudspeakers and stares and alien perceptions.  Then Katya’s questions surfaced.  “What do the planes mean, I wonder?”

     	“Yes.  It’s a cinch there’s no interceptor base near here.  Voronezh, most likely.  Almost a hundred and fifty kilometers east.”

          “So what does that mean?”

     	Yuri absent mindedly took his eyes off the road and looked at Katya, turning back promptly when the little car bounced jarringly off the side of a rut.  “Strictly Army country around here.  Any air units would be ground-attack planes.  The forward strike aircraft that operate ahead of ground troops.”

     	They settled into another silence from which Katya was again about to emerge when the gate to October 25th appeared.   She let it wait and forgot it.

     	Yuri didn’t notice the cool breeze until they turned into the access road and it blew through the open windows.   He slowed the car to a crawl and stuck his head out to look up.

          “What’s the mtter?”

          “Clouds coming in; they’re moving fast.”

          “Will it rain?”

          “Everything looks that way.”

          “How long before?”

     	“Not more than a couple hours — if that.  We’ll have to keep our eyes open while we’re here.  If you see those clouds darken anywhere on the horizon, let me know right away.  This road, and the one back to Kursk, will turn into bottomless rivers of mud in a heavy rain.  We’d never be able to get out of here in this little car.”

     	They passed a few ramshackle wooden buildings, drove between two enormous mountains of hay, and went down the main street of the village to the painted cement building where the collective-farm chairman maintained an office.   What had been a deserted scene up ‘till then turned into a Sunday throng.at the chairman’s headquarters.  At least forty women and children sat chatting on a long bench opposite the building, while more than twice that number stood around in groups or sat at small wooden tables playing cards or chess or the ubiquitous dominoes.  On top of the building the inevitable set of loudspeakers — this time four of them — blared out music from a radio station in Kursk.  Yuri went inside to find out where Dmitri’s mother lived.

     	The scene became deserted again.  There was nothing to see but tired wooden floors turned white with decades of scrubbing, and four randomly placarded walls that alternated between shiny yellow tiles and aged cement whose color was now completely disguised beneath mottled grime.  He went back outside and asked a group of men where he might find the Gladkin house.  They exchanged knowing looks and a few partially audible remarks as they pointed down the road further into the settlement.  Yuri returned to the car.

     	They needn’t have stopped to inquire, the house was easy to find.  In the street in front of it was almost as big a mob scene as at the chairman’s office, but this time there was a giant tank-treaded tractor a bit further along, and a crumpled pile of brightly painted metal half buried in the road.  Beryl flagged them down a short distance away from the milling crowd and got quickly into the back seat.  “Dmitri is inside.  It’s all right now, I think he’s simmered down enough to avoid a fight.”

     	“Beryl, what is going on around here?” Katya asked.

     	With a bitter laugh, Beryl said, “If you mean on the farm, not much of anything’s going on.  The chairman’s away on business for the next two days and that’s brought everything to a dead stop.  They’ll most of them be drunk in a few hours, and they’ll raise hell all night.  They’ve already started.”

     	“But what’s going on right here,” Katya persisted.

     	“A little accident-on-purpose to take care of that Cossack car Dima gave his mother.”

     	“You mean, that’s it over there?” Katya gasped.

     	“That’s it, all right. A couple of neighbors just happened to be driving a tractor down this street (for the first time in history), and just happened to be looking the other way (while passing the sporty little car everyone in town has been looking at the past three days), when they heard a loud crunch.  ‘Merciful heavens, what could it possibly be that made that terrible sound? Lo and behold!  There must have been a brand new Dnieper Cossack parked right there in the street in front of the Gladkin house.  Who would have imagined such a thing?”’

     	Beryl put her forehead on the back of the front seat and began to sob. The Antonovs got out quickly, Katya to get into the back seat with Beryl and Yuri to go off in search of Dmitri.

•  •  •

	The Zhiguli went out of control in the rapidly deepening mud and skidded sideways down the road.  Yuri got it straightened out again with effort and peered through the downpour to see if anything was coming from the other direction.   He moved off more slowly, calculating in his head whether they could make it to the paved streets of Kursk before they sank up to their hubcaps in the bottomless roadbed of this one.  The numbers were coming up against them when he saw light ahead of them, not approaching them on the road, but everywhere, from left to right.  In less than a minute they drove out of the rain into an overcast yet perfectly dry countryside, and it was clear they were going to make it.

     	When the little car had labored to the top of the next hill, Katya, like Lot’s wife, twisted around in the seat to look out the back window.  Rain still fell heavily from black clouds on the dark village behind them.

     	As they arrived at Kursk, they ran into a black cloud of their own.  A militsia car was pulled up alongside the road and they were flagged down to park behind it.  In violation of laws in force nationwide, they had attempted to drive a mud-spattered automotive vehicle into the city.  The fine was one ruble.  It would be one ruble every time they attempted to enter the city.  Where to get it washed?  “That’s your problem, not ours.”

     	They made it into Kursk an hour and a half later, as the deepening gloom of evening came to match the gloom inside the car.  Dmitri, who had uttered not a word since they left the 25th of October Collective Farm, was seen to speak briefly to the waiter in the next-door restaurant after dinner, but settled back into silence as they went upstairs.

	The knock on their door came at two o’clock in the morning.  It was Beryl.  They dressed and went back with her to the Gladkins’ room.  Dmitri was slumped in a threadbare wing chair between the windows.

     	“She told you?” He slurred the words into his chest.

     	“Yes,” Yuri said.

     	“Well, it’s true.”   Dmitri tried to shift in the chair and kicked an empty vodka bottle over with his foot.  “I’m out of this whole thing.  OUT OF IT!” he shouted.  He tried to pick up the half-empty glass on the side table and knocked it splashing off on the floor.  His voice grew hard with anger.  “I wouldn’t lift my little finger to help you protect these miserable bastards, these primitive animal bastards.  Anybody wants to throw bombs at them . . . “ he struggled to rise but could not “. . . I’d shake his hand.  Do you hear me?   I’d take his hand and . . . and congratulate him on his good taste.”   He fell back heavily.  “As far as I’m concerned, this ROOF Project is over.  IT’S OVER!  It’s done with . . . “   And he was asleep.






