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PRELUDE


TODAY, 10:52 A.M., PARIS







“Kate?”


Kate is staring through a plate-glass window filled with pillows and tablecloths and curtains, all in taupes and chocolates and moss greens, a palette that replaced the pastels of last week. The season changed, just like that.


She turns from the window, to this woman standing beside her on the narrow sliver of sidewalk in the rue Jacob. Who is this woman?


“Oh my God, Kate? Is that you?” The voice is familiar. But the voice is not enough.


Kate has forgotten what exactly she is halfheartedly looking for. It’s something fabric. Curtains for the guest bath? Something frivolous.


She cinches the belt of her raincoat, a self-protective gesture. It rained earlier in the morning, on the way to school drop-off, mist snaking in from the Seine, the hard heels of her leather boots clicking on the wet cobblestones. She’s still wearing her lightweight slicker, the folded Herald-Tribune poking out of her pocket, crossword puzzle completed at the café next to school where she eats breakfast most mornings, with other expat moms.


This woman is not one of them.


This woman is wearing sunglasses that cover half her forehead and most of her cheeks and the entire area of the eyes; there’s no way to positively ID whoever is under all that black plastic and gold logos. Her short chestnut hair is pulled back severely against her scalp, pinned in place by a silk band. She is tall and fit, but full through the chest and hips; voluptuous. Her skin is glowing with a healthy, natural-looking tan, as if she spends a lot of time outdoors, playing tennis, or gardening. Not one of those extra-dark deep-fries that so many French women favor, tans generated by the ultraviolet radiation of fluorescent lamps in coffin-like booths.


This woman’s clothes, while not actually jodhpurs and a show coat, are reminiscent of riding. Kate recognizes the plaid jacket from the window of a hideously expensive boutique nearby, a new shop that replaced a cherished bookstore, a swap that vocal locals claim signals the end of the Faubourg St-Germain they knew and loved. But the bookstore’s esteem was mostly in the abstract and the shop usually empty, while the new boutique is habitually mobbed, not just with Texan housewives and Japanese businessmen and Russian thugs, paying in cash—neat, crisp piles of freshly laundered money—for stacks of shirts and scarves and handbags, but also with the rich local residents. There are no poor ones.


This woman? She is smiling, a mouth full of perfectly aligned, brilliantly white teeth. It’s a familiar smile, paired with a familiar voice; but Kate still needs to see the eyes to confirm her worst suspicion.


There are brand-new cars from Southeast Asia that retail for less than this woman’s plaid jacket. Kate herself is well-dressed, in the understated style preferred by women of her type. This woman is operating under a different set of principles.


This woman is American, but she speaks with no regional accent. She could be from anywhere. She could be anyone.


“It’s me,” this woman says, removing her sunglasses, finally.


Kate instinctively takes a step back, stumbling against the sooty gray stone at the base of the building. The hardware on her handbag clanks alarmingly against the window’s glass.


Kate’s mouth hangs open, soundless.


Her first thought is of the children, a full-fledged panic coming on quickly. The essence of parenthood: immediate panic on the children’s behalf, always. This was the one part of the plan that Dexter never seriously considered: the compounded terror—the unconquerable anxiety—when there are children involved.


This woman was hiding behind sunglasses, and her hair is a new color in a new cut, and her skin tone is darker than it used to be, and she has put on ten pounds. She looks different. Even so, Kate is astounded that she didn’t recognize her at first glance, from the first syllable. Kate knows it’s because she didn’t want to.


“Oh my God!” she manages to sputter out.


Kate’s mind races, hurtling herself down the street and around a corner, through the heavy red door and the always-cool breezeway, under the portico that surrounds the courtyard and into the marble-floored lobby, up in the brass-caged elevator, into the cheery yellow foyer with the eighteenth-century drawing in the gilt frame.


This woman is holding her arms open, an invitation to a big American-style hug.


Rushing down the hallway to the far end, to the wood-paneled office with the rooftop-skimming views of the Eiffel Tower. Using the ornate brass key to open the bottom drawer of the antique desk.


And why not hug? They’re old friends, after all. Sort of. If anyone is watching, it might look suspicious if these two people didn’t hug. Or maybe it’d look suspicious if they did.


It hasn’t taken long to find herself thinking that people are watching. And that they always have been, all the time. It was only a few months ago that Kate had finally been able to imagine she was living a totally surveillance-free life.


Then inside the desk drawer: the double-reinforced steel box.


“What a surprise,” Kate says, which is both true and not.


Then inside the lockbox: the four passports with alternate identities for the family. And the thick bundle of cash doubled over with a rubber band, an assortment of large-denomination euros and British pounds and American dollars, new clean bills, her own version of laundered money.


“It’s so nice to see you.”


And wrapped in a light blue chamois cloth, the Beretta 92FS she bought from that Scottish pimp in Amsterdam.
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TWO YEARS EARLIER, WASHINGTON, D.C.





“Luxembourg?”


“Yes.”


“Luxembourg?”


“That’s right.”


Katherine didn’t know how to react to this. So she decided on the default response, deflection via ignorance. “Where is Luxembourg?” Even as she was asking this disingenuous question, she regretted the decision.


“It’s in Western Europe.”


“I mean, is it in Germany?” She turned her eyes away from Dexter, from the shame at the hole she was digging for herself. “Switzerland?”


Dexter looked at her blankly, clearly trying—hard—to not say something wrong. “It’s its own country,” he said. “It’s a grand duchy,” he added, irrelevantly.


“A grand duchy.”


He nodded.


“You’re kidding.”


“It’s the only grand duchy in the world.”


She didn’t say anything.


“It’s bordered by France, Belgium, and Germany,” Dexter continued, unbidden. “They surround it.”


“No.” Shaking her head. “There’s no such country. You’re talking about—I don’t know—Alsace. Or Lorraine. You’re talking about Alsace-Lorraine.”


“Those places are in France. Luxembourg is a different, um, nation.”


“And what makes it a grand duchy?”


“It’s ruled by a grand duke.”


She redirected her attention to the cutting board, the onion in mid-mince, sitting atop the counter that was threatening to separate entirely from the warped cabinetry beneath it, pulled apart by some primordial force—water, or gravity, or both—and thereby pushing the kitchen over the brink from acceptably shabby to unacceptably crappy plus unhygienic and outright dangerous, finally forcing their hand on the full kitchen renovation that even after editing out every unnecessary upgrade and aesthetic indulgence would still cost forty thousand dollars that they didn’t have.


As a stopgap, Dexter had secured C-clamps to the corners of the counter, to prevent the slab of wood from sliding off the cabinetry. That was two months ago. In the meantime, these clumsily positioned clamps had caused Katherine to shatter a wineglass and, a week later, while slicing a mango, to bang her hand into a clamp, causing her knife to slip, the blade sliding silently into the meat of her left palm, bathing the mango and cutting board in blood. She’d stood at the sink, a dishrag pressed to her wound, blood dripping onto the ratty floor mat, spreading through the cotton fibers in the same pattern as that day in the Waldorf, when she should’ve looked away, but didn’t.


“And what’s a grand duke?” She wiped the onion-tears from her eye.


“The guy in charge of a grand duchy.”


“You’re making this up.”


“I’m not.” Dexter was wearing a very small smile, as if he might indeed be pulling her leg. But no, this smile was too small for that; this was the smile of Dexter pretending to pull a leg, while being dead serious. A feint of a fake smile.


“Okay,” she said, “I’ll bite: why would we move to Luxembourg?”


“To make a lot of money, and travel around Europe all the time.” And there it was, the full, unrestrained smile. “Just like we always dreamed.” The open look of a man who harbored no secrets, and didn’t admit the possibility that other people did. This was what Katherine valued above all else in her husband.


“You’re going to make a lot of money? In Luxembourg?”


“Yes.”


“How?”


“They have a shortage of great-looking men. So they’re going to pay me a bucket-load for being incredibly handsome and staggeringly sexy.”


This was their joke; had been their joke for a decade. Dexter was neither notably good-looking nor particularly sexy. He was a classic computer nerd, gangly and awkward. He was not in reality bad-looking; his features were plain, an unremarkable amalgam of sandy hair and pointy chin and apple cheeks and hazel eyes. With the aid of a decent haircut and media training and possibly psychotherapy, he could become downright handsome. But he projected earnestness and intelligence, not physicality or sexuality.


This was what had originally appealed to Katherine: a man who was completely un-ironic, un-arch, un-bored, un-cool, un-studied. Dexter was straightforward, readable, dependable, and nice. The men in her professional world were manipulative, vain, ruthless, and selfish. Dexter was her antidote. A steady, unself-assuming, unfailingly honest, and plain-looking man.


He had long ago resigned himself to his generic looks and paucity of cool. So he emphasized his nerdiness, in the standard fashion: plastic glasses, frumpy and seemingly unchosen rumpled clothes, bed-heady hair. And he joked about his looks. “I’ll stand around in public places,” he continued. “Sometimes, when I get tired, I think I might sit. And just, y’know, be handsome.” He chortled, appreciating his own wit. “Luxembourg is the private-banking capital of the world.”


“And?”


“I just got offered a lucrative contract from one of those private banks.”


“How lucrative?”


“Three hundred thousand euros per year. Nearly a half-million dollars, at today’s exchange. Plus living expenses. Plus bonuses. The total could end up as high as maybe three-quarters of a million dollars.”


This was certainly a lot of money. More than she’d imagined Dexter would ever earn. Although he had been involved with the web since pretty much the beginning, he’d never had the drive or vision to get rich. He’d sat idly by, for the most part, while his friends and colleagues raised capital and took risks, went bankrupt or had IPOs, ended up flying around on private jets. But not Dexter.


“And down the line,” he continued, “who knows? Plus”—holding out his hands, telegraphing his coup de grâce—“I won’t even need to work that much.” Both of them had at one time been ambitious. But after ten years together and five with children, only Dexter sustained any modicum of ambition. And most of what remained was to work less.


Or so she’d thought. Now apparently he also aspired to get rich. In Europe.


“How do you know?” she asked.


“I know the size of the operation, its complexity, the type of transactions. Their security needs are not as intense as what I deal with now. Plus they’re Europeans. Everyone knows Europeans don’t work that hard.”


Dexter had never gotten rich, but he made decent money. And Katherine herself had risen steadily up the pay grades. Together they’d earned a quarter-million dollars last year. But with the mortgage, and the never-ending large-scale repairs to the small old house on the so-called emerging fringes of the supposedly rejuvenated Columbia Heights, and the private school—downtown D.C. was dicey, public-school-wise—and the two cars, they never had any money. What they had were golden handcuffs. But no, not golden: their handcuffs were bronze, at best; maybe aluminum. And their kitchen was falling apart.


“So we’ll be loaded,” Katherine said, “and we’ll be able to travel everywhere, and you’ll be with me and the boys? Or will you be away all the time?”


Over the previous two months Dexter had done an abnormal amount of travel; he was missing a lot of the family’s life. So at that moment, his business travel was a sore point. He’d just returned from a few days in Spain, a last-minute trip that had required her to cancel social plans, which were few and far between, not to be canceled trivially. She didn’t have much of a social life, nor an abundance of friends. But it was more than none.


At one time, it had been Katherine’s business travel that was a serious issue. But soon after Jake was born, she had cut out her own travel almost entirely, and scaled back her hours drastically. Even under this newish regimen, she still rarely managed to get home before seven. The real time with her children was on weekends, wedged between food shopping and housecleaning and tumbling classes and everything else.


“Not much,” he said, inconclusively, nonspecifically. The evasion wasn’t lost on her.


“To where?”


“London. Zurich. Maybe the Balkans. Probably once a month. Twice.”


“The Balkans?”


“Sarajevo, maybe. Belgrade.”


Katherine knew that Serbia was one of the last places Dexter would want to visit.


“The bank has interests there.” He produced a half-shrug. “Anyway, travel won’t be a defining part of the job. But living in Europe will be.”


“Do you like Luxembourg?” she asked.


“I’ve been there only a couple times. I don’t have that great a sense of the place.”


“Do you have any sense? Because I obviously could’ve been wrong about what continent it’s on.” Once Katherine had begun this lie, she knew she’d have to play along with it fully. That was the secret to maintaining lies: not trying to hide them. It had always been disturbingly easy to lie to her husband.


“I know it’s rich,” Dexter said. “The highest per capita GDP in the world, some years.”


“That can’t be true,” she said, even though she knew it was. “That has to be an oil-producing country. Maybe the Emirates, or Qatar, or Kuwait. Not someplace that I thought, until five minutes ago, was a state in Germany.”


He shrugged.


“Okay. What else?”


“It’s … um … it’s small.”


“How small?”


“A half-million people live in the entire country. The size is Rhode Island–ish. But Rhode Island is, I think, bigger. A little.”


“And the city? There’s a city, isn’t there?”


“There’s a capital. It’s also called Luxembourg. Eighty thousand people live there.”


“Eighty thousand? That’s not a city. That’s—I don’t know—that’s a college town.”


“But it’s a beautiful college town. In the middle of Europe. Where someone will be paying me a lot of money. So it’s not a normal Amherst-style college town. And it’s a college town where you won’t need to have a job.”


Katherine froze mid-mince, at the twist in the road of this plan that she’d anticipated ten minutes ago, as soon as he’d uttered the question “What would you think of moving to Luxembourg?” The twist that meant she’d have to quit her job, permanently. In that first flash of recognition, deep relief had washed over her, the relief of an unexpected solution to an intractable problem. She would have to quit. It was not her decision; she had no choice.


She had never admitted to her husband—had barely admitted to herself—that she wanted to quit. And now she would never have to admit it.


“So what would I do?” she asked. “In Luxembourg? Which by the way I’m still not convinced is real.”


He smiled.


“You have to admit,” she said, “it sounds made-up.”


“You’ll live the life of leisure.”


“Be serious.”


“I am serious. You’ll learn to play tennis. Plan our travels. Set up a new house. Study languages. Blog.”


“And when I get bored?”


“If you get bored? You can get a job.”


“Doing what?”


“Washington isn’t the only place in the world where people write position papers.”


Katherine returned her eyes to her mangled onion, and resumed chopping, trying to sublimate the elephant that had just wandered into the conversation. “Touché.”


“In fact,” Dexter continued, “Luxembourg is one of the three capitals of the European Union, along with Brussels and Strasbourg.” He was now an infomercial for the goddamned place. “I imagine there are lots of NGOs that could use a savvy American on their well-funded payrolls.” Combined with a recruiting agent. One of those unfailingly cheery HR types with creases down the front of his khakis, shiny pennies in his loafers.


“So when would this happen?” Katherine pushed the deliberations away from herself, her prospects, her future. Hiding herself.


“Well.” He sighed, too heavily, a bad actor who overestimated his abilities. “There’s the catch.”


He didn’t continue. This was one of Dexter’s few awful habits: making her ask him questions, instead of just providing the answers he knew she wanted. “Well?”


“As soon as possible,” he admitted, as if under duress, cementing the bad reviews, the rotten-fruit throwing.


“Meaning what?”


“We’d be living there by the end of the month. And I’d probably need to go there once or twice by myself, sooner. Like Monday.”


Katherine’s mouth fell open. Not only was this coming out of nowhere, it was coming at top speed. Her mind was racing, trying to gauge how she could possibly quit on such a short timetable. It would be difficult. It would arouse suspicion.


“I know,” Dexter said, “it’s awfully quick. But money like this? It comes with sacrifices. And this sacrifice? It’s not such a bad one: it’s that we need to move to Europe asap. And look.” He reached into his jacket pocket and unfolded a sheet of legal-sized paper, flattening it onto the counter. It appeared to be a spreadsheet, the title luxembourg budget across the top.


“And the timing is actually good,” Dexter continued, defensively, still not explaining why there was such a big rush. Katherine wouldn’t understand the rush until much, much later. “Because it’ll still be summer break, and we can make it to Luxembourg in time for the kids to start a new school at the beginning of the term.”


“And the school would be … ?”


“ English-language private school.” Dexter had a quick, ready answer to everything. He’d made a spreadsheet, for crying out loud. What a romantic. “Paid for by the client.”


“It’s a good school?”


“I have to assume that the private-banking capital of the world, with the highest income on the planet, is going to have a decent school. Or two.”


“You don’t have to be sarcastic about it. I’m just asking some marginal questions about the education of our children, and where we’d live. You know, small matters.”


“Sorry.”


Katherine let Dexter suffer her anger for a few seconds before picking up again. “We would live in Luxembourg for how long?”


“The contract would be for one year. Renewable for another, at an increase.”


She scanned the spreadsheet, found the bottom line, a net savings of nearly two hundred thousand a year—euros? Dollars? Whatever. “Then what?” she asked, warming to that bottom line. She’d long ago reconciled herself to being broke, forever. But now it was looking like forever was, after all, finite.


“Who knows.”


“That’s a pretty lame answer.”


He walked around the deteriorating kitchen counter and put his arms around her, from behind, changing the whole tenor of the conversation. “This is it, Kat,” he said, his breath hot against her skin. “It’s different from how we’d imagined it, but this is it.”


This was, in fact, exactly what they’d dreamt: starting a new life abroad. They both felt like they’d missed out on important experiences, both encumbered by circumstances that were exclusive with carefree youth. Now in their late thirties, they still yearned for what they’d missed; still thought it was possible. Or never allowed that it was impossible.


“We can do this,” he said softly, into her neck.


She lay down her knife. A farewell to arms. Not her first.


They’d discussed this seriously, late at night, after wine. Or as seriously as they could, late, tipsy. They’d agreed that although they had no idea if it would be difficult to arrive in another country, it would definitely be easy to leave Washington.


“But Luxembourg?” she asked. The foreign lands they’d imagined were places like Provence or Umbria, London or Paris, maybe Prague or Budapest or even Istanbul. Romantic places; places where they—places where everyone—wanted to go. Luxembourg was not on this list, not on anyone’s list. Nobody dreams of living in Luxembourg.


“Do you happen to know,” she asked, “what language they speak in Luxembourg?”


“It’s called Luxembourgeois. It’s a Germanic dialect, with French tossed in.”


“That can’t be true.”


He kissed her neck. “It is. But they also speak regular German, plus French, and English. It’s a very international place. No one’s going to have to learn Luxembourgeois.”


“Spanish is my language. I took one year of French. But I speak Spanish.”


“Don’t worry. Language won’t be a problem.”


He kissed her again, running his hand down her stomach, down below the waistline of her skirt, which he began to gather up in fistfuls. The children were on a play date.


“Trust me.”
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Katherine had seen them many times, at international airports, with their mountains of cheap luggage, their faces merging worry with bewilderment with exhaustion, their children slumped, fathers clutching handfuls of red or green passports that set them apart from blue-passported Americans.


They were immigrants, immigrating.


She’d seen them departing from the Mexico City airport after a bus from Morelia or Puebla, or air transfers from Quito or Guatemala City. She’d seen them in Paris, coming up from Dakar and Cairo and Kinshasa. She’d seen them in Managua and Port-au-Prince, Caracas and Bogotá. Everywhere in the world she’d gone, she’d seen them, departing.


And she’d seen them arriving, in New York and Los Angeles and Atlanta and Washington, at the other ends of their long-haul travels, exhausted, yet not even close to finished with their epic journeys.


Now she was one of them.


Now this was her, curbside at the airport in Frankfurt-am-Main. Behind her was a pile of eight oversized mismatched suitcases. She’d seen such gigantic suitcases before in her life, and had thought, Who in their right mind would ever buy such unmanageable, hideous luggage? Now she knows the answer: someone who needs to pack absolutely everything, all at once.


Strewn around her eight ugly person-sized suitcases were four carry-on bags and a purse and two computer bags and two little-child knapsacks, and, on low-lying outcroppings, jackets and teddy bears and a ziplock filled with granola bars and fruit, both fresh and dried, plus brown M&M’s; all the more popular colors had been eaten before Nova Scotia.


This was her, clutching her family’s blue passports, distinct from the Germans’ burgundy, standing out not just because of the vinyl colors, but also because locals don’t sit around on piles of hideous luggage, clutching passports.


This was her, not understanding what anyone was saying, the language incomprehensible. After a seven-hour flight that allowed two hours of sleep, baggy-eyed and spent and hungry and nauseated and excited and fearful.


This was her: an immigrant, immigrating.
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SHE’D BEGUN BY reconciling herself to taking Dexter’s family name. She’d acknowledged that she no longer needed her maiden name, her professional name. So she’d marched over to the District of Columbia’s municipal office and filled out the forms and handed over the money order. She’d ordered a new driver’s license and rush-service passport.


She’d told herself that it would be easier to navigate bureaucracies, to live in a Catholic country, if the husband and wife shared the same name. She was already giving up the rest of her identity—the web of outward appearances that veiled the more complex truths beneath—and a name was, she reasoned, merely incremental.


So she was already someone she’d never before been: Katherine Moore. She would call herself Kate. Friendly, easygoing Kate. Instead of severe, serious Katherine. This name had a nice ring to it; Kate Moore was someone who knew how to have a good time in Europe.


For a few days she’d auditioned Katie Moore, in her mind, but concluded that Katie Moore sounded like a children’s book character, or a cheerleader.


Kate Moore had orchestrated the move. She had frozen or canceled or address-changed dozens of accounts. She had bought the ugly luggage. She had sorted their belongings into the requisite three categories—checked baggage, air-freight, sea-freight. She had filled out shipping forms, insurance forms, formality forms.


And she had managed to extract herself from her job. It had not been easy, nor quick. But when the exit interviews and bureaucratic hurdles had finally been cleared, she’d endured a farewell round of drinks at her boss’s house on Capitol Hill. Although she’d never quit a job in her adult life, she’d been to a few other send-offs over the years. At first, she’d been disappointed that it hadn’t occurred at some Irish pub, with everyone drinking excessively around a bar-sized pool table, like in the movies. But of course the people from her office couldn’t congregate in a bar, drinking. So they’d sipped bottles of beer on the ground floor of Joe’s brick town house, which Kate was partially relieved and partially disappointed to discover was not noticeably larger, nor in much better condition, than her own.


She raised her glass with her colleagues, and two days later left the continent.


This, she told herself again, is my chance to reinvent myself. As someone who’s not making a half-assed effort at an ill-considered career; not making an unenergetic, ad hoc stab at parenting; not living in an uncomfortably dilapidated house in a crappy, unneighborly neighborhood within a bitter, competitive city—a place she chose, for all intents and purposes, when she shipped off to her freshman year at college, and never left. She’d stayed in Washington, stayed in her career, because one thing led to another. She hadn’t made her life happen; it had happened to her.


The German driver turned up the music, synthesizer-heavy pop from the eighties. “New Wave!” he exclaimed. “I love it!” He was drumming his fingers violently against the wheel, tapping his foot on the clutch, blinking madly, at nine A.M. Amphetamines?


Kate turned away from this maniac and watched the pastoral German countryside roll past, gentle hills and dense forests and tight little clusters of stone houses, huddled together, as if against the cold, arranged into tiny villages surrounded by vast cow fields.


She will reboot herself. Relaunch. She will become, at last, a woman who is not constantly lying to her husband about what she really does, and who she really is.
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“HI,” KATE HAD said, walking into Joe’s office first thing in the morning. This one syllable was the full extent of her preamble. “I’m sorry to have to tell you that I’m resigning.”


Joe looked up from a report, grayish pages output from a dot-matrix printer that probably sat on a Soviet-made metal desk somewhere down in Central America.


“My husband got a job offer in Europe. In Luxembourg.”


Joe raised an eyebrow.


“And I thought, we might as well.” This explanation was a gross simplification, but it had the benefit of being honest. Kate was resolved to complete honesty, in this process. Except for one subject, should it arise. She was pretty sure it would, eventually.


Joe shut the folder, a heavy blue cover adorned with a variety of stamps and signatures and initials. There was a metal clasp at the side. He closed it. “What type of job?”


“Dexter does electronic security, for banks.”


Joe nodded.


“There are a lot of banks in Luxembourg,” she added.


Joe gave a half-smile.


“He’s going to work for one.” Kate was surprised at the amount of regret she was feeling. With each passing second she was becoming increasingly convinced that she’d made the wrong decision, but was now honor-bound to follow it through.


“It’s my time, Joe. I’ve been doing this for … I don’t know …”


“A long time.”


The regret was accompanied by shame, a convoluted type of shame at her own pride, her inability to reconsider a bad decision, once made.


“Yes. A long time. And honestly I’m bored. I’ve been kind of bored, for a while. And this is a great opportunity for Dexter. For us. To have an adventure.”


“You haven’t had enough adventure in your life?”


“As a family. A family adventure.”


He nodded curtly.


“But really, this isn’t about me. Almost not at all. This is about Dexter. About his career, and maybe making a little money, finally. And about us living a different type of life.”


Joe opened his mouth slightly, small grayish teeth peeking out from under a bushy gray mustache that looked like it had been pasted onto his ashen face. For consistency, Joe also tended to wear gray suits. “Can you be talked out of this?”


For the preceding few days, while Dexter had been gathering more practical details, the answer would probably have been yes. Or at least maybe, possibly. Then in the middle of last night Kate had committed herself to making a final decision, had sat in bed and wrung her hands, bolt-upright at four A.M., agonizing. Trying to figure out what she wanted. She’d spent so much of her life—all of it, really—considering another question: what was it that she needed? But figuring out what she wanted was an entirely different challenge.


She came to the conclusion that what she wanted, now, began with quitting. Walking out of this office forever. Abandoning this career permanently. Starting an entirely new chapter—a whole new book—of her life, in which she was a different character. She didn’t necessarily want to be a woman without any job, without any professional purpose; but she no longer wanted to be a woman with this job, this purpose.


So in the overcast light of a muggy August morning, the answer was “No, Joe. I’m sorry.”


Joe smiled again, smaller and tighter; less of a smile, more of a grimace. His whole demeanor shifted, away from the midlevel bureaucrat he usually appeared to be, toward the pitiless warrior she knew he was. “Well then.” He moved aside the blue folder, and replaced it with his laptop. “You understand there will be a lot of interviews?”


She nodded. Although quitting wasn’t something people discussed, she was vaguely aware that it wouldn’t be fast or simple. And she knew she’d never again set foot in her eight-by-eight office, never again walk into this building. Her personal material would all be messengered to her.


“And they’ll start right now.” Joe opened his computer. “Please”—he gestured with a flick of his hand, demanding and dismissive at once, his jaw tensed and his brow furrowed—“shut the door.”
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THEY SET OFF from the hotel through the warren of narrow cobblestoned streets of the central district, dipping up and down along the natural contours of the medieval fortress-city. They walked past the monarch’s palace, cafés with outdoor tables, a broad square with a farmers’ market overflowing with produce and flowers.


Through the thin rubber soles of her shoes, Kate felt all the ridges and valleys of the hard stones underfoot. She had once spent a lot of her life walking uneven streets in the rough neighborhoods of unfamiliar cities; she’d once had the footwear for it. She’d even spent time walking these very same cobblestones, more than fifteen years earlier. She recognized the arcade that connected the two main squares, at the southern end of which she’d once paused, wondering if what she was walking into could be a dangerous trap. She’d been trailing that Algerian kid who, as it turned out, was on his way to do nothing more nefarious than buy a crepe.


That had been long ago, when she’d had younger feet. Now she’d be needing an entirely new collection of shoes, to go with her new everything else.


The children were marching dutifully in front of their parents, engrossed in a typically esoteric little-boy conversation, about Lego hair. Dexter took Kate’s hand, here in the middle of town, in the liveliness of a European main square, people drinking and smoking, laughing and flirting. He tickled her palm with the tip of his forefinger, a clandestine invitation—a surreptitious promise—to something later, alone. Kate felt herself blush.


They settled at a brasserie table. In the middle of the crowded leafy square, a ten-piece band—teenagers—had just struck up a cacophony. The scene was reminiscent of the many Mexican cities where Kate had once loitered: the plaza ringed with cafés and tourist shops, all the generations of residents—from gurgling newborns through gossiping old ladies, clutching each other’s arms—gathered around a bandstand, the amateurs playing local favorites, badly.


The long, far reach of European colonialism.


Kate had spent the most time in Oaxaca’s zócalo, which was a half-mile east of her one-room apartment, next to the language school where she was taking private half-day advanced lessons, mastering dialects. She dressed herself as other women like her, in long linen skirts and peasant blouses, bandannas to tie up her hair, revealing a small—fake—butterfly tattoo at the base of her neck. She was blending in, hanging around cafés, drinking Negra Modelos, using a string bag to tote produce from the 20th of November market.


One night, a few tables were pushed together, with a German couple and a few Americans plus the requisite young Mexican men who were always hitting on the women—they threw a lot of darts in the dark, these types, but every once in a while hit a bull’s-eye—when a good-looking, self-assured character asked if he could join them. Kate had seen him before, many times. She knew who he was; everyone did. His name was Lorenzo Romero.


Up close, he was more handsome than she’d expected from his pictures. When it became clear that he was there to talk to Kate, she could barely contain her excitement. Her breath came short and shallow, her palms began to sweat. She had a hard time concentrating on the jokes and innuendo of his repartee, but it didn’t matter. She understood what was going on. She allowed her blouse to fall open. She touched his arm, for too long.


She took a final sip of beer, steeling her nerves. Then she leaned toward him. “Cinqo minutos,” she said, and inclined her head toward the cathedral, at the north end of the square. He nodded his understanding, licked his lips, his eyes eager.


The walk across the plaza lasted forever. All the little kids and their parents had gone home, leaving just the young adults and the old people and the tourists in the square, a mix of cigar smoke and marijuana, slangy drunken English, and the cackling of grandmothers. Under the trees, away from the streetlamps, couples were shamelessly groping.


Kate couldn’t believe she was actually doing this. She waited impatiently on Independencia, alongside the cathedral, in the shadows. He arrived, and came in for a kiss.


“No.” She shook her head. “No aquí.”


They walked silently toward El Llano, the park where there used to be a zoo, now a derelict space, scary for Kate by herself. But she wasn’t. She smiled at Lorenzo, and walked into the darkness. He followed, a predator coming in for the kill.


She took a deep, deep breath. This was it, finally. She turned around a thick tree trunk under a heavy canopy of leaves, and waited for him to follow, slipping her hand into the inside pocket of her loose-fitting canvas jacket.


When he came around the tree trunk in the dark, she nuzzled the nozzle into his stomach and pulled the trigger twice before he had any idea what was happening. He fell limp to the ground. She fired once more, to the head, to be sure.


Lorenzo Romero was the first man she’d ever killed.
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“Have you seen her?” the Italian asked. “The new American?”


Kate took a sip of her latte, and considered adding some sort of sweetener.


She was having a hard time remembering if this Italian woman was named Sonia or Sophia or, in a one-of-these-things-does-not-belong type of way, Marcella. The only name she was confident in was the elegant British woman, Claire, who’d chatted for fifteen minutes but then disappeared.


Plus it didn’t occur to Kate that this question could be directed at her, because she herself was the new American.


As a way of underscoring her not-answering, Kate studiously looked around the items on the table, for coffee-sweetener options. There was a small ceramic container of white sugar cubes. There was a large glass pourer of brown sugar—or, rather, brownish sugar; this didn’t look like the stuff you use for baking brownies, which Kate had done exactly twice in her life, for school fund-raisers. There was a little steel pitcher of steamed milk, and a glass carafe of unsteamed.


Kate had once been very good at remembering names; she’d once religiously employed mnemonic aids. But she’d now been out of practice for years.


If only everyone could wear name tags, all the time.


There was a squat hard-plastic container of cardboard coasters featuring a baroque coat-of-arms, with a lion and pennants and maybe snakes and a sun and a crescent moon, and stripes, and a castle turret, plus gothic lettering that she couldn’t make out because from where she sat it was upside down, this highly stylized thick black lettering. So she didn’t even know what language it was that she was unable to read.


There was a steel napkin dispenser, the napkins themselves those little tri-folds that manage to be both flimsy and sturdy at the same time, which seems impossible, but is not. She’d recently found herself repeatedly wiping snot from Ben’s little nose with these tri-folds, which were everywhere; the kid had a cold. And she hadn’t come across those handy pocket packets of tissues that you can buy at virtually any genre of retailer in the States, in gas stations and convenience stores and supermarkets, in candy shops and newsstands and drugstores. The drugstores in Luxembourg apparently sold only drugs. If you asked for tissues—if you could ask for tissues—the stern-looking woman behind the counter would probably laugh at you. Or worse. They were very stern-looking, all the women behind all the counters.


There was a white iPhone and a black iPhone and a blue BlackBerry. A Blueberry. Kate herself hadn’t yet gotten around to procuring a local cell, and despite earlier assurances to the contrary from the Mumbai customer representative of her service provider based in Colorado, there was no dialing code, no combination of digits, no change to network settings, no anything she could do that would enable her French-designed Taiwan-produced Virginia-procured mobile telephone to make or receive calls here, in Europe.


It had been simpler when there had been other people to handle the tech aspects of her life.


But what was apparently not on this table was artificial sweetener; there was never any artificial sweetener on any table.


“Artificial sweetener” was not something she had learned how to say en français. In her mind, Kate formed a French sentence that was translated from “Is there a thing to put in coffee like sugar but different?” She was trying to remember if the word for sugar was masculine or feminine; the difference would change her pronunciation of the word for different. Or would it? With which noun should that adjective agree?


Is different even an adjective?


But “Is there a thing to put in coffee like sugar but different?” was, Kate feared, simply too retarded-sounding, so what the hell did it matter if she pronounced the final consonant sounds of different/differente? It didn’t.


There was, of course, an ashtray on the table.


“Kate?” The Italian was looking directly at her. “Have you seen her? The new Americana?”


Kate was stunned to discover that she was the one being addressed. “No.”


“I believe that the new American woman does not have children, or at least none who attend our school, or she is not the person who is bringing the children to school or collecting them,” piped up the Indian.


“Correct,” said the other American at the table. Amber, maybe? Kelly? Something like that. “But she has a hot husband. The whole tall-dark-handsome thing. Right, Devi?”


The Indian tittered, her hand covering her mouth, actually blushing. “Oh I do not know anything about his handsomeness or lack thereof, I can tell you that for certain.” Kate was impressed with how many words this woman used to communicate her ideas.


She couldn’t help but wonder what these women had said about her and Dexter, two weeks ago, when they’d arrived for the first day of school. She looked around the strange café-bar in the large low-ceilinged room in the basement of the sports center. Upstairs, the children were taking tennis lessons from English-speaking Swedish coaches named Nils and Magnus. One was very tall and the other medium-tall; both could be accurately described as tall blond Swedish tennis coaches. Apparently, all the tennis coaches here were Swedish. Sweden was six hundred miles away.


They did this every Wednesday. Or they will do this every Wednesday. Or this was the second Wednesday they were doing this, with the plan that this is what they will do, on Wednesdays.


Maybe there already was a routine, but she just didn’t recognize it yet.


“Kate I apologize if I already asked this so please forgive me if it seems rude but I cannot remember if I asked: for how long are you planning to live in Luxembourg?”


Kate looked at her Indian interlocutor, then at the other American, then the Italian.


“How long?” Kate asked herself for the hundredth time. “I have no idea.”
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“HOW LONG WILL you live in Luxembourg?” Adam had asked.


Kate had been staring at herself in the mirror that covered a full wall of the windowless interrogation room—officially called a conference room, but everyone knew better—up on the sixth floor. She tucked a strand of wayward auburn hair behind her ear. Kate had always worn her hair short, as a matter of practicality, in fact a necessity when she’d traveled regularly. Even when she’d stopped going abroad, she was still a harried working mother, and short hair made sense. But it was generally difficult to schedule haircuts, so her hair was often at least a bit too long, and strands were always escaping. Like now.


Her cheeks looked flabby. Kate was tall and slender—angular, is how someone once put it, not particularly generously but undeniably accurately—and she wasn’t one of those insane types who thought she was fat, or pretended to think it. The flab was just in her cheeks, an extra sag that meant she hadn’t been eating well or exercising enough, but probably didn’t amount to anything more than an excess pound, maybe two.


Plus the bags under her gray-green eyes were more noticeable today, under these bright fluorescent lights. She’d been sleeping badly—awfully—and last night had been particularly disastrous. Kate looked like crap.


She sighed. “I explained this already, two hours ago.”


“Not to me,” Adam said. “So please, explain it again.”


Kate crossed her long legs, ankles knocking against each other. Her legs had always been one of her best physical assets. She’d often wished for fuller breasts, or more of an hourglass figure. But in the end, she had to admit that shapely legs were probably the most practical choice among the bizarre body forms that men found attractive. Big boobs were clearly a pain in the ass, whereas the ass itself, if not small, had a tendency to droop into something absolutely dreadful in women her age who exercised as infrequently as she, and didn’t categorically deny themselves ice cream.


Kate had never seen this Adam character before, a squared-off ex-military type. But that was no surprise. Her company employed tens of thousands of people over the globe, with thousands in the D.C. area, scattered among who knows how many buildings. There would be a lot of people she’d never seen.


“My husband’s contract is for one year. As I understand it, that’s pretty common.”


“And after one year?”


“We’ll hope he gets renewed. That too is a common expat circumstance.”


“And what if his contract isn’t renewed?”


She looked over Adam’s shoulder into the large two-way mirror, behind which, she knew, was an array of her superiors, watching her. “I don’t know.”
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“BOYS.”


“But it was Jake. He—”


“Boys.”


“Mommy: Ben took my—”


“Boys! Stop it! Right this second!”


Then there was silence in the car, the stillness of the morning after a tornado has torn through, big old trees uprooted, branches down, roof shingles blown away. Kate took a deep, deep breath, trying to calm herself, relaxing her death grip on the steering wheel. It was the bickering that she really couldn’t stand.


“Mommy, I have a new best friend,” Ben said, apropos of nothing, his voice light-filled and carefree. He didn’t care that he’d just been yelled at, fifteen seconds earlier. He didn’t hold a grudge against his mother.


“That’s great! What’s his name?”


“I don’t know.”


Of course not: little children know that it doesn’t matter what you call a rose.


“At the roundabout, take the. Second. Exit. And enter. The motorway.” The GPS device spoke to Kate in an upper-class English accent. Telling her what to do.


“Enter. The motorway,” mimicked Jake, in the backseat. “Enter. The motorway,” with a different inflection. “Enter. The motorway. Mommy, what’s a motorway?”


There was a time when Kate had studied maps; she used to love maps. She could drive anywhere, her internal compass never wavering, her memory of the turns and directions impeccable. But with this Julie Andrews–esque GPS leading her by the hand through every swerve and dip in the road, she was freed from using her brain, from making her own effort. This thing was like a calculator: faster and easier, but debilitating.


Kate had halfheartedly suggested that they could live without a GPS, but Dexter had been adamant. His sense of direction had never been good.


“A motorway is a highway,” Kate said, in an extra-patient voice, trying to bury her outburst, to atone. The niceness of her little boys melted Kate’s heart, which in comparison seemed inhumanly cold. Her children made her ashamed of herself.


The low-hanging sun momentarily blinded her as she glanced to the southwest, at the oncoming traffic in the roundabout.


“Mommy, is this the motorway?”


“No. We’ll be entering it, after the roundabout.”


“Oh. Mommy, what’s a roundabout?”


“A roundabout,” she said, “is a traffic circle.”


She hated roundabouts, which seemed like an open invitation to sideways collisions. Plus they were semi-anarchic. Plus she felt like she was constantly swinging her children out of their car seats, as well as dumping over the grocery bags in the trunk. Plunk, and there went all the vegetables, the cherry tomatoes rolling around, the apples getting bruised.


In Latin America, the roads had been abysmal, the driving habits lethal. But she’d never had her children in the backseat.


“Mommy, what’s a traffic circle?”


They were everywhere, traffic circles, a new universal. Along with the window levers that were exactly the same, wherever she went. And the toilet flushes that were all built into the walls above the toilets. And the broad light switches, and the wrought-iron banisters, and the highly polished stone-tile floors.… Every fixture and finish seemed to have been granted to builders on an exclusive basis, monopolies by fiat.


“This is,” she said, trying not to become exasperated with all the boy’s questions. “This is a traffic circle, sweetie. And here in Luxembourg they call it a roundabout.”


What do you do with children, all the time? In Washington, she’d had charge of the kids on weekends; preschools and the nanny had borne the brunt of the day-to-day child-care responsibilities. She’d wanted more time with the kids, then.


But now? Now it was every day after school, every evening, every night, every morning, and all weekend long. How was anyone supposed to amuse them, without spending her life lying on the floor, playing with Lego? Without the kids killing each other, or making an unbearable mess, or driving her crazy?


Now that she had what she’d wanted, she was having her doubts. Which had been her worst fear about this whole thing.


“Mommy, is this the motorway?”


“Yes, sweetie. This is the motorway.”


The dashboard began to blink. The onboard computer regularly sent her messages in German, tremendously long words, sometimes blinking, that she struggled to ignore. It was just a rental; they hadn’t yet tackled the task of buying a car.


“Mommy?”


“Yes, sweetie?”


“I need to poop.”


She glanced at the GPS: two kilometers more. “We’ll be home in a few minutes.”


The motorway ended and she was on a street beside the rail yard, side-by-side idle high-speed trains, then past the station’s clock tower, in the heart of the Gare district. Now she knew where she was going. She turned off the GPS, kicking out the crutch. The only way to learn.
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“YOUR HUSBAND WORKED there for four years before he joined the bank?” Adam hadn’t looked up from his notepad, his pen poised.


“That’s correct.”


“He left one year before the IPO.”


“Yes.”


“That doesn’t seem to be particularly, um, intelligent timing.”


“Dexter has never been much of a financial strategist.”


“Apparently not. So then at this bank. He did what, exactly?”


“He worked in systems security. His job was to figure out how people might try to breach the system, and prevent it.”


“What system?”


“The accounts. He was protecting the accounts.”


“The money.”


“That’s correct.”


Adam looked dubious. Kate knew that he was—they all were—suspicious of Dexter and this move to Luxembourg. But Kate wasn’t. She’d done her homework long ago, and Dexter was above suspicion. That’s why she’d let herself marry him.


But of course they wouldn’t know that. Of course they should be suspicious. Maybe even she should be suspicious too. But long ago she’d promised herself that she wouldn’t be.


“Do you know much about this type of work?” Adam asked.


“Practically nothing.”


Adam stared at her, waiting for more of an explanation. But she didn’t particularly want to give one, not aloud. She didn’t even want to spell it out for herself, in her mind. The fundamental truth was that she didn’t want to understand Dexter’s world, because she didn’t want him to understand hers. Quid pro quo.


Adam wasn’t willing to take silence for an answer. “Why not?”


“As long as we didn’t talk about his work, we wouldn’t have to talk about mine.”


“And now?”


Kate stared across the table at this man, this stranger, asking her these intimate details, questions she didn’t even ask herself, answers she didn’t want. “Now what?”


“Now that you’re leaving us, will you tell him about your work?”
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Kate takes a step forward, and raises her arms to this woman. They embrace, but it’s guarded, cautious; maybe because they don’t want to crush each other’s obligatory scarves or perfectly arranged hair. Maybe not.


“It’s so good to see you,” the woman says, quietly and earnestly, into Kate’s hair. “So good.”


“And you,” Kate says, just as quiet, less earnest. “You too.”


As they break away, the woman leaves one hand on Kate’s upper arm. The touch feels like genuine warmth. But it could be that she’s preventing Kate from moving, pinning her in place with a grip that’s soft but unyielding.


Not only is Kate imagining that people are watching, she’s also doubting everything. Absolutely everything.


“Do you live here? In Paris?”


“Most of the year,” Kate says.


“In this neighborhood?”


Kate happens to be looking in the direction of their apartment, just a few blocks away. “Not far” is what she says.


“And the rest of the year?”


“We spent this summer down in Italy. A rented villa.”


“Italy? How wonderful. What part?”


“Southern.”


“Amalfi Coast?”


“Thereabouts.” Kate doesn’t elaborate. “And you? Where do you live now?”


“Oh …” A small shrug. “Still not completely settled. Here and there.” She smiles. Smirks, really.


“So”—Kate waves her arm at the little street, which is not exactly the Champs-Elysées or the boulevard St-Germain—“what brings you to this corner of Paris?”


“Shopping.” The woman hefts a small bag, and Kate notices that she’s wearing an engagement ring, a modest diamond, but no longer the gold wedding band that she used to wear. The disappearance of the band makes sense. But the appearance of the diamond is bewildering.


If there was one thing this woman enjoyed, it was indeed shopping, of the rue Jacob ilk: antiques, fabrics, furniture. Coffee-table books about antiques and fabric and furniture. But Kate had thought that was just an act.


It’s impossible to know which parts of the woman, if any, were real.


“Of course,” Kate says.


They stare at each other, smiles plastered.


“Listen, I’d love to catch up, y’know, fully. Is Dexter in town?”


Kate nods.


“Would it be possible to grab a drink tonight? Or dinner?”


“That’d be good,” Kate says. “I’ll have to check when Dexter can make it.” As she’s speaking, Kate realizes that the woman is going to press for an immediate phone call, so Kate preempts: “I can’t ring him right now.”


She rummages around in her bag for her phone, buying time while she thinks of a rational reason. “He’s at the gym” is what she comes up with. Good enough, and possibly even true. Dexter either goes to the gym or plays tennis every day. His full-time job of managing investments is, at most, a half-time job. “So give me your number.”


“You know what?” This woman cocks her head. “Why don’t you give me yours?” She reaches into her purse and removes a leather notebook and a matching pen. Precious little items, bought at the same boutique as the coat. This woman showed up in Paris and spent a fortune a couple blocks from Kate’s home. Can this be a coincidence?


“I can’t seem to find my charger,” the woman continues, “and I wouldn’t want a dead phone to cause us to miss each other.”


This is utter bullshit, and Kate almost laughs. But it’s fair turnabout. It’s tough to be angry with someone for lying while you yourself are also lying, for the same exact reasons. Kate rattles off her number, and the woman dutifully scribbles it down. Even though Kate knows full well that this woman doesn’t need to write down any phone number to remember it.


Kate marvels at how many layers of disingenuousness are passing between them.


“I’ll call by five, okay?”


“Wonderful.” They trade another embrace, another pair of fake smiles.


The woman begins to walk away. Kate finds herself watching her rear, larger than it used to be; this had once been a skinny woman. Not that long ago.


Kate turns and heads in the opposite direction, away from home, for no reason other than to put distance between herself and this woman. She struggles not to look back, not to follow her. She knows she shouldn’t. She knows she couldn’t.


“Oh, Kate?” The woman is walking back toward Kate, in no rush.


“Yes?”


“Could you give Dexter a message, from me?” Still walking slowly, nearing Kate.


“Of course.”


“Tell him,” she says, now upon Kate, one step away, “the Colonel is dead.”
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“So,” Kate said, looking up from the coloring books she was arranging on the table in front of the boys. Another family dinner in another mid-price restaurant, the same three-week-old solution to the challenges of settling into a new life in a new home on a new continent. “You’ve already been working, quite a lot.”


Dexter raised his eyebrows, taken by surprise by the criticism—the complaint—in his wife’s comment. “There are a lot of things that I needed to take care of immediately.”


“And that’s going to quiet down, now.” A statement that Kate suspected was contrary to fact. But she wanted to make him refute it. Although their relationship had been good since the move, he hadn’t been as present as she’d hoped.


“Not really.”


“I thought you were going to be able to ease into this job. That you’d have time to help us get settled.”


After three hours’ worth of tours with a real-estate agent, they’d chosen a sprawling apartment in the city’s old center. Rental furniture had arrived within days of their signing the lease, and then they moved from the hotel. Kate started unpacking their ugly giant suitcases and their rented pots and pans, towels and sheets. Their shipping container of belongings was still at least a month away from arriving.


Kate had expected Dexter to join her in the unpacking, but he hadn’t. “You promised that I wouldn’t have to do all this alone, Dexter.”


He threw a noticeable glance at the children. “I want to do it with you. But I also need to work.”


“Why right now? Why right away?”


“Because I had to set up a secure office immediately. I needed to install security systems. I needed to buy devices and hire electricians and carpenters, to check their work. I needed to get all this done immediately, because I also needed to start working on something important that’s happening now.”


“What, exactly? What’s happening?”


“It’s hard to explain.”


“Can you try?”


He sighed. “Yes, I can try. But please, not tonight. Okay?”


Kate stared at him, not immediately answering, even though they both knew what she was going to answer, and that this silent pause was nothing more than her registration of protest. The longer she paused, the stronger the protest. “Okay,” she said, after a couple seconds. Not too long; not that strident a protest. “But I want you to tell me, at least, who your client is.”


He sighed again. “Katherine, I—”


“I told you: please call me Kate.”


He glowered. “Kate. I explained this already. Everyone in this city works in banking. It wouldn’t be good—it would be bad—if my client’s competitors knew that they’d hired a security expert from the States to analyze their procedures.”


“Why?”


“It’s a sign of weakness, of insecurity. It’s information that the competition could use against us, to lure clients away, by claiming we’re not secure enough. It would even be bad if people who worked at my client knew.”


“Okay, I get that. But why can’t you tell me?”


“Because there’s no upside to it, Kat. Kate. These bank names don’t mean anything to you now. But sooner or later, you’ll find that maybe your best friend’s husband works for my client. And she might press you, maybe after a few drinks. ‘C’mon, Kat, you can tell me.’ Then you’d be in an uncomfortable position. For what?” He shook his head. “It’s pointless.”


“It’s pointless? To be honest with your spouse?”


“No, sweetheart. It’s pointless to tell you something whose sole meaning will be that you have to keep it a secret. From everyone. That’s a pretty big downside. With no upside.”


Secrets. What did Dexter know about keeping secrets? “So what do I tell people?”


“You tell them the truth: that the terms of my contract prohibit me from disclosing the name of my client.”


“From your wife?”


“Nobody’s going to care. This whole economy is based on secrecy.”


“Still,” she said, “it sounds awfully—I don’t know—unmatrimonial.” She marveled at her inability to resist accusing Dexter of her own transgressions.


“It’ll be okay,” he said. “Trust me.”
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DEXTER DROVE THE rented Volvo around the embassy in the gentle drizzle, circumscribing the compound in a wide and bumpy circle—not really a circle, but an uneven five-sided polygon, a misshaped pentagon—looking for a parking space. They finally found a tight spot under a heavy chestnut tree, the ground beneath littered with leaves and shells. The Brits called these conkers. When they fell, they conked you on the head.


There were a half-dozen people milling around the security hut, waiting for guards to beckon, dispatch their belongings through an X-ray machine, escort them across the garden to a tiny waiting room in the consular building, and wait five, ten, fifteen minutes.


Kate had visited this embassy once before, years ago, and hadn’t needed to wait.


They were summoned. Kate and Dexter entered a tiny room. One wall was dominated by a bulletproof window, with a uniformed man on the other side.


“Good morning,” he said. “Passports please?”


They slipped their passports through a slot. He examined the documents, then his computer. For a minute, maybe two, there was nearly complete silence. Kate could hear a clock ticking on the other side of the glass. The man clicked his mouse, moved his cursor, tapped his keyboard. A couple times, he glanced at Kate and Dexter through the thick glass.


Kate had no reason to be nervous, but she was.


“So how can I help you this morning, Mr. and Mrs. Moore?”


“We moved here,” Dexter said. “We arrived a few weeks ago.”


“I see.” The officer held Dexter’s gaze steady.


“Is there a problem?” Dexter was staring back through the glass, trying to smile, but managing only something that suggested he might need the toilet.


“Does one of you have a job here, Mr. Moore?”


“I do.”


Kate could feel her heartbeat racing. It’s very easy to get very nervous when you’re far from home and someone in uniform is in possession of your passport, on the other side of bulletproof glass.


The official glanced at Kate, met her eye. She hadn’t yet graduated from that phase of her life when as a rule she’d been worried about her own secrets. When it would never occur to her that someone would be suspicious of her husband, instead of herself.


He turned back to Dexter. “Do you have a work permit?”


“Yes,” Dexter said. “Yes I do.”


“We don’t have any record of it. Your work permit. But the Luxembourg government sends us copies. Of work permits newly issued to Americans.”


Dexter folded his arms across his chest, but didn’t say anything.


“When was it issued?”


“Excuse me?”


“Your work permit, Mr. Moore. When was it issued?”


“Um, I’m not sure … It was … recently.”


The men stared at each other through the thick glass.


“There must be some mix-up,” Dexter alleged.


“There must.”


“Do you need a copy of it? My work permit?”


“We do.”


Kate could feel the tension coming off Dexter, an electrical field.


“Then I’ll come back,” Dexter said. “With a copy. Do we both need to return?”


“No, Mr. Moore. Just you.”
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“ONE LAST SUBJECT, Katherine.”


She’d been staring at the tabletop, unburdening herself of the proprietary information in her brain. There would be more of this tomorrow, and the day after, and for who knows how long, as someone ran through her files and projects and personnel, revisiting the same details again and again. Making sure she wasn’t lying.


“Is there anything further you want to add now, about your decision five years ago, to leave the field?”


She’d looked up at Adam, a challenge in his eye. She stifled a panic. A vision that she’d been unable to quash the night before, of being escorted to the parking lot, a windowless van supposedly on its way to another office but really to an airfield, a small private jet, accompanied by two burly guys on a nine-hour flight, deposited at the prison entrance in North Africa where she’d be beaten daily for the next month, until she died of internal bleeding without ever having seen her family again.


“No,” she said. “I don’t think so.”


Adam dropped both hands from the table down to his thighs, in exactly the type of pose he’d adopt if he were preparing himself to take physical action.
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KATE SHOOK OUT the umbrella, left it on the welcome mat to dry. The message light was blinking on the telephone. First the children needed to be settled in front of the television, after finding appropriate programming in French. Groceries needed to be unpacked. Dinner needed to be started in the kitchen with the German appliances—the dozen options on her oven’s dial included the likes of Ober-Unterhitze, Intensivbacken, and Schnellaufheizen. She loved the sound of Intensivbacken, so she used that setting for everything.


Then she dropped a glass bottle of peach nectar. It shattered on the stone floor, sending not only chunks and shards and slivers of glass everywhere, but also sprays and drips and puddles and pools of thick, sticky juice. This took her fifteen minutes to clean up, on hands and knees, with paper towels and sponges and the cheap upright vacuum cleaner that had come with the rented furnishings.


It was impossible to overstate the extent to which she hated what she was doing.


A half-hour passed before Kate got around to pushing the message button.


“Hi, it’s me.” Dexter. “Sorry, but I’m not going to make it home for dinner tonight.” Again. This was a tiresome new development. “I have a six o’clock call, then an eight. I’ll be home about nine thirty. I hope. Tell the boys I love them.”


Erase.


“Hello, Kate, this is Karen from the AWCL.” What the hell is the AWCL? “Just wanted to touch base, and to let you know that another American couple just arrived in town.” Who cares? “Thought you should meet.”
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“YOU’RE SURE?” ADAM had asked.


Kate had struggled to keep her breathing even.


This could be about that thing that happened in Barbados, which hadn’t been entirely authorized. Or it could be about the missing file on the Salvadoran goons, which she hadn’t had anything to do with. Or it could be nothing more complicated than that Joe didn’t trust her, pure and simple.


But most likely it was about Torres. For the past five years, Kate had been convinced that Torres would come back to haunt her. To take revenge upon her.


Or it could be about nothing other than protocol.


“Yes,” she said. “I’m sure.”


Adam stared at her. She summoned the courage to stare back. Chicken, across a conference table. Five seconds, ten. A half-minute of silence.


He could wait forever. This is what he did for a living.


But so could she.


It wasn’t Torres himself who haunted Kate. It was the unexpected woman. That innocent woman.


“Okay then,” Adam finally said. He glanced at his watch, scrawled a note on his pad. “ID on the table.”


Kate removed the lanyard from her neck, hesitated, then set it down.


Adam tore the paper from his pad. He stood, walked around the table to Kate, his hand extended. “This is where you go tomorrow morning, nine A.M.”


Kate looked at the paper, still not understanding that this phase was over. Things always end more suddenly than expected.


The confrontation was not going to happen. Not today, not here. And if not today, and not here, then when? Where?


“Ask for Evan,” he said.


Kate looked up at Adam, trying to contain her amazement that the subject of Torres was not going to arise. “How long will this take?” she asked, in order to have something to say, to shift the subject away from her absolute relief. It was still not too late to screw this up. It would never be too late.


“At least a couple days. I don’t know how much more. You should set aside two full weeks, which is the amount of time that you’ll be continuing to draw a salary. It won’t take that long, but it’s a useful way to frame your schedule. It is, of course, the normal timetable.”


“Of course.”


“So that’s it.” Adam smiled, extended his hand again, this time for a shake. “You are no longer an employee of the Central Intelligence Agency. Good luck, Katherine.”
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