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For my children, who make all my days worth it. May this story and others remind us why we all do what we do.


Part One

Who I Am

They often say you have to let something go, and if it comes back to you, it’s yours. For the longest time I believed that was bullshit—the worst damn advice ever given. That those words, like so many others, were just one of the many lies we would tell ourselves to convince us it’ll all be okay. Patronizing and empty.

Or, so I had thought.

But, sometimes, you give up your queen to protect your king even if it isn’t what you want to do. You may not get that piece back, you may be stuck with a pawn the rest of the game, but you saved your king. And in a game of chess, that can be the difference between a win and a loss; and in life, the difference between survival and death, happiness and apathy, success and failure.

*

A headache builds near the edge of my temple tonight—just an inkling so far, spurred on by the limits I seem to keep pressing and expanding. History has proven that it will blossom into a full-blown one by tomorrow. It means I haven’t been sleeping enough, and I’ve been squinting at papers and screens for too many days in a row. I should go home, eat a real dinner, and sleep, if even for a few hours, in my own bed. I also know, as I know many things, it is unlikely to happen, not at already half eight and after an unexpected phone call with an undisclosed, yet disgruntled French government employee destroyed my productivity earlier this afternoon. A small sigh escapes me as I rub the bridge of my nose and turn my eyes back to the file in my hand.

I jest about my job sometimes to myself, oversimplifying it to the hero-and-villainesque themes of a childhood comic book. A therapist might say it is a coping mechanism, which may be true, but if I think of it that way, then the real-life complexity doesn’t matter to me. I am aware my day-to-day decisions are more gray than black-and-white. The business of secretly making sure the free world stays that way isn’t a quiet desk job for the faint of heart. It is an unending mess of data and decisions juggled and balanced with ruthlessness, subterfuge, PR, and ridiculous amounts of coffee. A veritable nightmare some days, but utterly fulfilling in its endgame.

These last few years, I am rarely active in the field anymore, generally spending my time in either the planning or cleanup stages of the operations, hidden in some windowless office that justifies my lack of knowledge about the weather. But the past weeks, I have ended up involved in multiple side tasks that take me back to my beginning days here at Department 5. Side tasks that come with their own laundry list of issues. And while I thrive on it all, relish each time I tick something off a to-do list, close out a deal, solve an international incident, save a life, take a life—there is still a limit. I need a break, probably more than I realize.

Some days, I am not even sure what it is I do all day, what this job has made of me. There are papers and meetings, decisions and actions. I oversee budgets and tactile missions in the same sentence somedays, make war and peace on two different continents in the span of hours, make a decision about copier paper and which guns to supply with the same signature. I’m still damn good at my job, even when I don’t always quite know how to define it.

There was never an interview, at least not an official one. My title and job description don’t actually exist. I’ve been here edging toward twenty years now, and after years of missions and working my way through the ranks, it seemed to simply happen. There was suddenly an open office and a second bodyguard; respect and fear; John, my mentor, quietly slipping out of the picture. And it was never said out loud, possibly never even thought—all my door says on it is my name—but it was as if it didn’t need saying or to be written. It simply was. Someone always needs to be at the top.

Sometimes, though, sitting in my office late at night, I wish I could see a self-portrait of myself. Do I look as old and tired as I feel, despite still being in my midthirties? Is this suit the powerhouse I imagined when putting it on this morning? Are the worry lines showing on my forehead; how disheveled does my hair look today? The physical attributes I feel define me…are they noticeable, or is it my own inherent belief that these things matter that makes them so? My elbows crooked at a crisp ninety-degree angle, resting along the desk with my sleeves rolled, tie and vest still in perfect condition…is it the picture that I think it is?

Image—being seen as I want to be—has served as an armor for me since I was little, since I first discovered what it could do for me. The first time I learned how to hide in the library, how to camouflage myself as belonging somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be, looking the part to get handouts, not looking the part to avoid the critical eye of the police or school counselor. Clothes, demeanor, actions, stance, pronunciation…all a part of the package perfected in many ways over the years. It is an everyday thing for me now and as intrinsic as breathing.

My mind runs through it all in the background, juggling to keep a million things straight and on their course as I scan through the proposal—an eighty-plus page document that should have been twenty. Flowery and overdetailed, the analyst has potential, but he’s too fresh, too eager. I’m forcing myself through the pages, jotting notes and underlining the key pieces that were relatively well done. It’s tiring, more so than it should be, but there’s something important about knowing your employees and colleagues and what their thoughts and potential are. I expect a lot of my employees, and they rarely fail to deliver, but I also teach them well. I’m a hard boss, but I am also a fair one. I work more hours than anyone under me, something I make sure of each week. I can’t expect it of them if I can’t do it myself.

 

A sharp rap on the door startles me, and I blink slowly. The clock reads eleven thirty, and another slow blink reveals the same. Hours have passed without my knowledge. Peering down at the papers still in my grip, I find myself on page seventy-two, same as when I’d glanced at the clock striking nine. I roll my neck gently. My headache won’t be the only thing bothering me tomorrow.

I stand as Robert turns the knob and eases the door open. He stands up fully as soon as he spots me, and the slight frown already on his face deepens.

“Ready?” he asks.

My eyes cast wistfully toward the stack of papers for only a second before I grab them, nod, and follow him out of the room and down the hall. He holds open the car door as I climb in the back, and as he pulls away from the curb, a small yawn escapes my lips. His eyes track to mine in the rearview mirror, but anything he thinks of saying is silenced by whatever he sees on my face. If it is enough to leave him off his mothering, it probably isn’t good.

Five minutes later, he pulls in front of my building, and the car crawls to a stop. The small light in the entryway is on, which means Robert has made sure someone is on duty tonight. Despite my tiredness and headache, the smile tugs at the corners of my lips, and it doesn’t leave until I hear the car pull away after I shut the door behind me. I climb the stairs and unlock my own front door out of muscle memory.

I loosen my tie and, for just a moment, lean back against the door, letting the faint feeling of home wash over me. It is a small moment, over almost as it begins, but it gives me the strength to change into sweats and not lie down on the bed, and to make notes on the remaining twelve pages of the proposal brief I’d been working through before officially calling it a night.

*

The next morning, after a brief phone call with one of our agents abroad, I find myself walking into a semi-familiar office right at seven thirty. Caitlin is the director of our analysis team. We collaborate from time to time, so I’ve been to this wing of the building but haven’t had a reason to lately. They have a strategy session this morning—my term for it as their more colloquial “hash session” is too inane to ever pass my lips. They’re down a team member, so they’ve been a bit harried lately, and I was asked to attend, help toss ideas around, and strategize from a wider perspective.

Forty minutes in, we’re arguing over semantics, and there are too many voices. I’ll bow, somewhat reluctantly, on the translations they’ve done, but I’m refusing to yield on the strategic analysis point I’ve brought to the table. It was fifteen neat pages with a bulleted timeline and a mission I felt so strongly about I’d just volunteered to handle it myself.

“Sir, I’m not sure you should…” one of the junior analysts begins—Phillip, if I recall—before his eyes meet mine. Caitlin coughs discreetly, and I can’t help the small smirk that pushes at the edge of my mouth as he stutters to a stop.

“I do rather think this isn’t your area, sir,” she begins, “but do note that we would welcome you on this mission freely. And, let it also be noted, we are cooperating fully with your recommendation.” The last part was coupled with a quick, yet pointed look around the table.

I stand and nod, clap Caitlin briefly on the shoulder as I step out, mission successful.

*

And suddenly, the next moment I have to relish the blink of my eyes and a slow breath, it is half seven on Thursday night, and my day has been thirteen hours long already. I’m still only halfway through the last file I’d wanted (sworn) to clean off my desk today. The papers in front of me are scattered, any previous organizational schema long gone. It is a familiar sight—days long past of being kept company by little besides the light above my head and the near-constant cup of coffee at my elbow as I weed through pages of intelligence. Long hours should fall into my job description as they are as ubiquitous as the ever-present coffee that keeps me going.

My desk is messier than it was this morning, despite my progress, but there are piles now I’ll be able to put away or pass along. They’ve been sorted, analyzed, signed, closed, or otherwise marked. It will be a fresh start tomorrow. There is a deep mahogany trim along my desk that I haven’t seen in weeks and I’ve dearly missed. My morning coffee mug matches it nicely, and the thought of that gracing my Friday morning brings a small smile, motivates me a little more. I’m already mentally laying out the tie that matches them both.

It is late, though, and has been a long day, and I am not at my best right now; I’m enough of a realist I can admit that, if only to myself. I’m years into this job, and by now, keeping my emotions out of work and in check is practically second nature. But there are still times when it can’t be fully shut out, when it drains me on top of whatever else is going down. Today sported a rash decision by a group we’d been tailing near the Russian border. It was unanticipated, and while poorly executed, it was done near a local school. None of the students were injured, but scars are not always just physical, especially with children, and many of them will hold this day with them for a long time. It has caused all of us to be on higher alert than usual, only adding to already mounting tensions. The end results mean extra work, both in and out of the field, and numerous second-guesses by myself and my team. And that means longer days and shorter nights.

Which for me means more headaches and falling asleep at my desk more often than not. There are no windows in my office. It actually resides on the secondary level of the building, below ground. Some days, I pass my entire working hours without seeing natural sunlight. It is safer underground and, yes, pandering to my childhood villains, adds to the air of secrecy. Still, it would be nice to see blue sky occasionally. Despite this, there are no silly tapestries or wall décor in my office meant to mimic windows or the outdoors like some of the others down here.

With a sigh, I realize I’ve had enough of it today. I decide to get out of the office and call Robert to bring the car to take me home. Those papers can get finished perfectly well at home, with me ensconced in the couch.

The universe seems to have another plan though. Traffic is bad today, even at this later hour—for some reason I’m sure I’d be aware of if I put the effort into remembering—and we’re not making progress. After the slow crawl down Tenth Street where I’d spent bordering on ten minutes staring at the same building, I give in to my curiosity and instruct Robert to let me out.

The façade makes the building look more like a dive than I’d first realized, and I can tell Robert is hesitant to leave me here. One sharp look ends the argument however, and we agree he’ll be back in ninety minutes, barring further communication. Robert’s been with me for years, and there are few people I trust more than him; he’s earned my respect and esteem in numerous ways over the time we’ve worked together. He’s also seen me through more situations than I’ll willingly admit to, and the seamlessness with which we work together is an unparalleled asset. We may disagree on the extent and limits of my safety and wellbeing, but we’ve grown accustomed to a middle ground that works well for both of us.

It was the name that caught my eye initially, staring out the car window. Turn & Sip, the sign read, in a deep maroon script. Not one of those blinking neon monstrosities. I can’t tell what it is exactly when I first step out of the car and am pleasantly surprised after walking in. It appears to be a somewhat eclectic coffeehouse, bookstore, and wine bar all mixed together. Tables, couches, stools, and booths are strewn throughout, and the atmosphere is quiet and relaxed, nearly bordering on funky. Dark, natural colors on the walls, furniture with bold fixtures scattered throughout, and softly emanating lights set the mood perfectly, and my shoulders relax as I take a deep breath.

I’m perhaps slightly older than the median age—hip twentysomethings seem to be predominant—but I’m definitely not the oldest, by a fair margin. I spot a pair of fortysomethings at the bar as well as an elderly gentleman in the corner. Jazz music plays, just loud enough to make a quiet cascade of background noise against the low murmur of voices.

After ordering a glass of Malbec, I settle in with my work at one of the corner tables. Time flashes by in an instant, and I am more productive in the ninety minutes here than I was the last three hours at work. And I feel better as well. Not only are the last of my papers finished, I’ve sorted through some emails and cleaned out two files on my laptop. I leave with a slight smile on my face and a lightness to my step. Even Robert seems to notice the change in my mood, if the frequent looks through the rearview mirror and the small smiles are any indicator.

 

When I step through my front door, my eyes wander quickly around my stark and virtually empty townhome. It’s home though it wouldn’t look like much to most people who think they know me. The chessboard is sitting in the corner as usual, and I make my daily move in the ongoing game against myself. There is little else really, nothing that isn’t entirely functional. It isn’t often I’ve felt the need for furnishings, and extravagance has always been a hard topic for me.

As a kid who grew up spending most of his childhood wondering where his next meal was coming from and if he would get new clothes for school that year or not, it remains difficult for me to justify owning or buying a lot of things. I never judged my mother too harshly for it. She tried, maybe not as much as she could have, but she loved me and often went without herself, and for that, she helped to mold me into who I am today. I vowed to myself at a very young age to rise above it all so someday I could buy her all the food and clothes she could ever want in life. She died before I fully got the chance, and it is something I carry with me, and always will. I have a hard time spending money on things that do not have a direct purpose. I maintain a certain standard in my wardrobe—it is my outer defense, my armor—and I make sure I never go hungry. But outside of those, I am still that frugal, starving boy I spent the first nineteen years of my life being.

I run my hands through my hair as I take a deep breath and look around one more time. This could end up being the first night in quite some time I don’t fall asleep over work. I eye both the bookshelf and the small DVD pile but am surprised at the sheer exhaustion that suddenly sweeps through my body.

There are things left I could do—never-ending piles of papers and reports and plenty of analyzing and strategizing that could get done. But none of it is pressing. The sense of accomplishment and the glass of wine flowing through me make me want to do nothing but indent myself into the couch and simply relax. Deciding that is the way to go, I turn on the history channel in the background before changing into sweats and deciding to make a quick sandwich.

Food isn’t something I have extensive time for most days. Restaurants tend to feed me more than not, and I’m never sure if what is in my fridge will be edible or not. I luck out and grab the last two pieces of bread in the loaf. Rummaging through the fridge, I find some cheese and tomatoes, which after eyeing and judging them acceptable, I slice. There is pepperoni that isn’t expired, and an unopened jar of sandwich spread. The lettuce is wilted, its color turning, so I bin it with a sigh. Even cobbled together in haste, it is the most cooking I’ve done in the last week. I grab the lonely last bottle of beer from the top shelf of the fridge as well and head to the couch to settle in.

 

I wake up in the morning with an achy back from having fallen asleep on the couch—only slightly better than falling asleep at my desk over a pile of work—but I count it as a good morning. On the coffee table, the beer sits half full next to the empty plate. I’d nodded off not long after finishing the sandwich and slept almost five hours.

The calming effects from the previous night linger, and I am lighter and more efficient in the next few days than I’ve been in over a year. I must not be the only one to think so, if whispers and looks amongst the staff mean anything. And it isn’t just my work that has improved, but my entire demeanor. It’s as if I have a new outlook on life. I’d put my tie on this morning and sipped my coffee from my matching mug as I stared at the clean expanse of my desk, knowing it was the one time my doctor wouldn’t have anything bad to say about my blood pressure.

I convince Sophie and Mildred—our two receptionists who most of us swear have been with the Department since the Second World War—to go out to lunch with me, and we flirt shamelessly, and they giggle like schoolgirls over innocuous chatter. I realize it’s been ages since I’ve laughed properly. With the charm poured on, I even manage to weasel some information out of them in regards to other staff as well as to some documents rumored to have been stored over twenty years ago in the archives. They fill me in on office gossip, and Sophie tries to set me up with her granddaughter. It is the lightest I’ve felt in years.

Over the weekend, I go out and buy two new ties and upgrade the showerhead in my bathroom to something ridiculously luxurious. I balk at the price, but thoughts of tired showers and attempts at relaxation tip the scales. A good five hours of each Saturday and Sunday are spent at my desk at home, but I do a proper grocery store trip and fill my fridge and cupboards with actual food. The voice in the back of my head whispers that half of it will spoil before I get to it, but I ignore it and cook two meals over the weekend. My stereo gets turned on, and I somehow scrape up enough CDs to fill the four shuffle spots. It is an eclectic mix, but it gets me through enough cooking and cleaning that I feel slightly like a functioning adult human.

*

Too soon, it is Monday again, and the day passes in a flurry of activity. I am now running behind schedule for a conference call that had taken two weeks and four secretaries to schedule, and if I miss it, I fear we’ll never hear the end of the fallout. I hustle along corridors to get back to my office, juggling my briefcase and the phone I am currently talking into, trying to wrap up one set of things before the next bunch comes.

“Agent Carlson, I am not authorizing anything right now. We need more intel, and I expect something on my desk by the time I get out of this meeting that you are risking making me late for. That gives you and your team three hours to get your shit together and get it to me. I like you, John, and I respect the hell out of your work, so I don’t want to have to go over your head on this one. We’ve been on this far too long already, and we cannot have any errors. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll deliver the report to your desk myself.”

“Thank you, Carlson.”

I hang up with a sharp exhale, wanting to tug my hair in irritation, but my hands are otherwise occupied, so I settle for a small grumble. I’m sitting and dialing my phone before I’ve settled in. I was supposed to have someone from the translation department here, but they fell through at the last minute, busy elsewhere in an already shorthanded department. The call will be conducted in English, and while many of us know at least the basics in one another’s language, as a courtesy, participants tend to have a translator on hand. I’ll need every ounce of concentration I can spare to make sure I stay up to speed.

The meeting manages to pass smoother than I’d thought it would with only one small hiccup in translation at an early point. The negotiations are far from over, but I am more pleased with the outcome than projections had set me up for.

I’ve finally cleared my desk for the evening when I am suddenly scrambling to an impromptu collaboration session with another agency as we prepare to oversee a raid. It is late, and somehow, the small conference room next to my office has become the meeting point.

 

Two monitors show two different feeds from our agents, and the three suspects lined up facing them are just barely visible on the screens. Time is counting down, but we don’t have concrete shots of their faces, so we can’t pull our agents out. We’re all piled into the conference room, and Robert stands at the door while I sit crammed at the small two-person table with an interpreter, two desk agents, and two officials we’ve been collaborating with from an outside agency. It’s a local drug cartel, not quite big time, but close enough to home we all want it gone.

I absentmindedly take a drink from the coffee at my elbow and startle slightly. It is warm and tastes heavenly, a fresh cup and obviously doctored with an imperceptible trace of whisky in it. Robert nods as I meet his eyes, and I return the gesture with a faint smile before my eyes lock on the screens. The five of us continue our quiet conversation as the interpreter translates what she can catch from the feeds.

The slightest intake of breath over the connection catches all of our attention. Everyone’s eyes cut to the screen and widen. The man we’ve come to know only as “J” has entered the viewing area. In our latest conversations, we’d tossed around the theory that he didn’t exist anymore. Based on the reactions of the three minor thugs we’d been watching, he’s the real deal. There’s a slight shuffle, barely discernable but still too loud, as both agents try to adjust their positions for better camera and audio reception.

“Careful!” I hiss through my headset as one of the agents makes an aborted twitch on screen. Everyone seems to freeze, both in the room and on the scene. It creates the most perfect screen cap we could have asked for, though, as the four suspects turn their heads slowly, all caught right on camera.

“Get out. I don’t care what you have to do. Now.” My command comes out as a bark through the headset. I turn toward the man and woman sitting next to me. The agents are already on the move.

“Create a diversion,” I say tightly. “I don’t care if you have to blow something up. You’re both fired if they don’t get out of there.”

They’ve both picked up their phones before I finish, orders already being sent along the waves, but nod in acknowledgment as I stand abruptly and start pacing. It is less than three minutes full of tense waiting until we hear the pilot’s confirmation that the agents are secure and off the ground. The relief in the room is palpable and, while unable to secure any of the suspects, the audio and visual we obtained will be more than helpful in the future.

*

I’d had no official training—we aren’t like the military in that way. Sure, we instruct, learn and equip, but more than half of what I know, of what I’m now capable, has been picked up on the fly. Hushed, quick conversations as the threat suddenly became clear; dirty, hands-on training where the only thing that determined you’d passed, mastered whatever lesson you were supposed to, was that you were still alive at the end of it. I’ve avoided mistakes because someone else—someone better who’d been there first—paid the price. Day-in and day-out by watching, adjusting, and improving. Constant surveillance and logistics filtered through a brain that only got quicker as each day, each threat, passed.

Robert was trained, ex-military. He’s the epitome of it—steady hands, sharp gaze, constant moral compass. There are things he’s taught me, areas where he has always found me lacking. Early on, especially once both of us realized the partnership was going to work, was going to last past the initial stare down, he and I spent a lot of time at the shooting range and in the boxing ring.

As technology has advanced and changed, every aspect of my job, of our department, has become both easier and more difficult. The things we can do and see now, find out, greatly outweigh any capabilities of the past. But what we can hack, so too can the enemy.

What all of this equates to is that “mission successful” often means something different every day and in every scenario. I lie awake some nights, reenvisioning every aspect, thinking how we could have done it differently in order to have had a better outcome—despite known successes, despite it being marked “officially successful” on the report. Other nights, even being able to make it out is cause enough for celebration. The debriefs on those are painful and stressful in turn. The nuances between it all are enough to drive me crazy some days; I don’t like to settle for anything less than perfection, and every mission can be nitpicked if I so desire. It isn’t unusual that I must force myself to let it go, hand the report off to someone else who will mark it complete. Tonight is one such moment, knowing and accepting that our success was small yet important despite that it could have been more.

*

I’ve definitely lost any contentment I’d felt in the last few days. It takes me another three days after it completely wears off to garner the courage to return to the bar. It’s as if I’m unwilling to risk that it was a one-off.

Three hours, two glasses of wine, and a cheese sandwich later, and it is with barely veiled relief that I find it was not. The overall effect is not the same. There is not the surprise and amazement the first trip held, but the calm is there, and it is astoundingly good for me.

 

In the coming weeks there are still stacks of papers and strategy analysis to dig through, hours of meetings, rogue assassins, tough decisions, late nights. But they are more manageable, and the decisions and end games weigh on me a bit less than usual. The manic tumble of my brain fades just enough, and I am more efficient, which means everything else follows in line that much swifter. My days are still longer than they should be, work doesn’t simply disappear, but there is something less daunting about them. I don’t delude myself it will last forever, memories fresh, but it is a nice respite while it does.

And from there, Turn & Sip becomes something of a retreat for me. I rarely make it more than twice a week, which is probably good lest I become too attached, but it becomes a welcomed staple in my routine, to my sanity. The wait staff is friendly, and despite my naturally private nature, I’ve somehow become a regular who gets a wave and a greeting when I walk in—apparently my brusque nature is not enough to deter the jovial bartenders or baristas.

*

One morning a few weeks into it all—further from my last visit to Turn & Sip than closer to my next—dawns particularly cloudy, considering how close to summer it is. With a sigh, I can’t help but wonder if it is indicative of how my day will go. It is a full day, scheduled out as it has been for weeks. My second cup of coffee finishes dripping as I climb out of the shower, and the smell helps loosen my shoulders slightly. I hang out two different suits while I sip the still-hot liquid and ready myself. Different days call for different defenses, and it is a common selection process that I go through each morning. My schedule in the first half of the day, filled with strategy sessions in the office, will seem almost easy. The afternoon is littered with international Skype meetings and more bullshit than usual.

Knowing that I’ll need all the reassurance and familiarity I can get in my corner, I grab the charcoal three-piece suit and mahogany tie on the right. When wearing this one, I’ve never lost on a point I’ve held important, and while I don’t subscribe to such things as luck, if I had to choose a symbol, this suit would be it. I’ve hidden behind many masks throughout the years of my life, wardrobe being the most recent. It is the one I’ve found, by far, to be the most effective.

 

The first thing I did when I moved out at eighteen was to buy two suits for myself; spent more than half the money I’d run away with on them. I knew I needed to be somebody, to show I could be somebody. It was armor initially, the building of a cover, a persona, an edge. Still is, I suppose. They remain in my wardrobe, those two initial suits, hanging in the back. Unable to afford anything else, I wore them both for over a year straight until they were almost threadbare. It was all I had at the time outside my own mettle, and they hang there as a stark reminder of that time, of what I’ve done and what I’ve passed through to get here.

I could have gone to college; I had the grades and work ethic for it. It just didn’t happen. It wasn’t something I could allow myself; it was a luxury to me. I’d worked hard in high school, though, stayed quiet and out of trouble. But the educational system didn’t enthrall me. I didn’t strive for valedictorian because I didn’t see the point. I learned what I could, enough to get myself out of there. Maybe college would have been a better escape than the path I took. I could have ended up in a respectable job somewhere. But I’d made my choice, probably years before I actually walked away and even realized what choices I was creating and impacting.

When I was young, I taught myself how to give speeches, how to talk to others, by listening to NPR and watching public television. My six-year-old self may not have grasped it, but it was another blending technique, another disguise. The first step on my path to here. Once I was old enough to realize I needed to escape that life if I wanted to survive, I would spend hours mimicking the cultured tones. It was no longer merely a curiosity, but an obsession, a need. By that time—high school, the delicate balance of teenage and young adulthood—it seemed a key point to fitting in elsewhere, to standing out. Achieving valedictorian wasn’t enough; I had to be something no one else could be.

 

Despite the clouds, I dress with a small curve to my lips. I do thrive on the fast pace that such a day causes, even in spite of the stress, and am awake and upbeat as I finish readying myself, draining the last of my coffee. Putting the dreary thoughts behind me again is easy— “Chin up, face forward” my mother used to always tell me.

Robert greets me, holding the door open as I come out onto the pavement. We exchange routine pleasantries as he starts the car and heads off toward the office.

The drive time is spent reviewing files on my computer. Two of the afternoon meetings are pieces of projects I’ve been working on for a while now and have high hopes the outcomes will move a few of our longer-term plans along accordingly. In the first, one member will be easier to convince than the others, and I’ll need to hold on to him while swaying the rest. It is the third meeting that brought out the suit; it will be volatile I’m sure—tension and discord warring as different viewpoints meet for the first time. It is a strategic move, bringing this group together, but not one I’m particularly looking forward to. The notes in front of me are on two members who I am more wary of. The bodies littering their pasts have me concerned, and not only the dead ones. Smooth talking and negotiations are things I’ve learned to hold my own on, though, and I’m calmer about it than I’d thought I might be.

*

The meetings all follow standard procedures, ups and downs, successes and roadblocks…the same roller coaster we ride every day. The morning meetings are as I imagined—internal strategy sessions that only test my resolve against HR and their latest group of hires. Everything in the afternoon could have gone both better and worse than it does, and I feel nothing but relief at that. One threat was neutralized and consented to sign the agreement, and the other was on the fence enough that it is no longer top priority.

But now it is 7 p.m., and we’ve lost contact with one of our agents on a mission in Singapore. It was supposed to be routine, shouldn’t have even been a blip on anyone’s radar. Instead, my jacket is off, thrown over the back of my chair six phone calls ago, shirtsleeves rolled up, tie hanging loose, and I’m eyeing the drawer I keep my last, unopened pack of cigarettes locked up in. In a moment of utter frustration, I run my fingers roughly through my hair, tugging it slightly in condemnation. It is just long enough that it is harried and standing up at odd angles with the number of times I’ve done so today.

I’ve been hacking systems for the last hour, straight off the back of the last tense, two-hour meeting, trying to pinpoint her last known location, and possible current one. There’s a continued frenzy around me as people rush in and out of my office. I’m about to give up, pass the hunt and extraction off to a field agent who we can have on the ground within the hour, when the pager on my desk flashes an unknown number and a six-digit confirmation code. Not ten seconds later, my cell phone rings with the same number.

“Thank fuck, G. Coordinates. Now.”

As I wait for her response, it is a fight not to either yell at her or exhale in relief. A soft chuckle on the other end is proof enough that I didn’t hide the emotion quite as well as I would have hoped. Her breath hitches after it, though, and I’m silent for a moment to listen for signs of damage. She’s hurt, but her voice is steady as she gets the information to me. She is far away from her original rendezvous point, but not enough that one of our teams—already in the air and on the way, prepped for anything—can’t be there and have her out within the hour. I keep her awake and talking as long as I can, asking about her latest trip and the houseplant she’d tried to adopt. It’s less than an hour when the faint whir of chopper blades comes over the line.

“Details when I see you tomorrow,” I make her promise as we hang up.

*

It is late, and despite the day it has been and the tension lingering in my shoulders, it is not a night for relaxation, for indulging. While I hate to admit it—it goes against all I live and breathe—tonight is a reminder: Sometimes the work we do isn’t enough. We work as hard as we can, we get it just right, and it still isn’t enough. Or perhaps, sometimes, there is something more to it all, or there’s simply shit that happens. I try, but I am not absolute. I can’t save and fix it all; some of it is out of my control.
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