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DEDICATIONS






For the characters who shaped my Justine: Clarice Starling, Cristina Yang, and C.J. Cregg, and the women who brought them to life: Jodie Foster, Sandra Oh, and Allison Janney. For Sarah, with the hope that she knows she possesses the qualities of all three.








AUTHORS’ NOTE






I know that those reading this book may recognize names of people from the news or political figures. However, my book is fiction, and none of the characters are representative of any specific individual.















“At first we will only skim the surface of
the earth like young starlings, but soon,
emboldened by practice and experience,
we will spring into the air with the
impetuousness of the eagle, diverting
ourselves by watching the childish
behavior of the little men or awling
miserably around on the earth below us.”


– Jean-Jacques Rousseau









PROLOGUE


I sit in the black Prius in an empty parking lot about a mile from the cemetery. The car is in someone else’s name. I wear long pants, a long-sleeved shirt and shoes with a flat, unrecognizable sole, one size smaller than my normal shoe size.


No jewelry. Hair hidden, tucked up into a baseball cap without any logo, dyed blonde just for the day. Sunglasses from Walmart.


I patiently wait for the text telling me it’s safe to drive to the gravesite. Coming here is not only risky, but a gluttonous waste of money. I don’t care.


Ping.




The book arrived. Thanks for sending.





It’s code for the area has been swept on foot and a drone is overhead making sure there are no eyes in the air or approaching. The cemetery’s cameras are interrupted for the next fifteen minutes. I’m free to drive to the grave.


I put the car in drive and head to the entrance. Earlier I had memorized exactly where to go as if I’d been here before.


I pull up on the side of the winding road where I can walk the few steps to the grave, and immediately notice a majestic tree that has to be at least a hundred years old. I spot the marker beneath and wonder how they were able to secure such a seasoned space for a burial that’s only a few months old. Was someone else moved?


I take a deep breath and put forth thoughts of grateful appreciation that the woman buried here has such a quiet place to rest. Keeping my emotions in check, I try to focus on what I came here to say.


I get out of the car and walk purposefully to the marker. I use short, quick steps, not my normal gait. I rub my shoulder as I walk. It still bothers me, or maybe I should say I’m always aware of it. The gunshot wound has healed but is an ever-present reminder of it all.


I look down at the simple lettering on the marker. Just her name and dates of birth and death. Nothing else. What else is there to say? I pause for a moment, head down, and think about the first time I met her. How so much has changed. How I’ve changed. I think about how it could have been me in the ground here.


I know not to speak out loud, so I say what I came to say to myself. “I’m not even sure why I’m here. I still wonder at your motivation. Was the story you told me true? Was the connection of our last meeting real? It felt real at the time.


“I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be here without you. I came to tell you that. You will be with me every waking moment for the rest of my life. Lives were changed.


“I thank you for helping me. I won’t be back, but I will remember you. If things had been different for both of us, we might have been friends.”


Then I turn, walk back to the car exactly the way I came, and drive away. The entire visit takes less than three minutes.


The drone hovers over the cemetery for another hour and then heads south.









CHAPTER ONE


The Man


His estate is on the ocean, surrounded by those vibrant green hedges that magazines are named after. Perfectly trimmed with precision hospital corners. Palm trees dot the sky above the hedges, swaying in the breeze. The entrances all look the same.


Palm Beach in the winter. Hamptons in the summer. The only difference is the kind of trees behind the hedges. The people? They’re the same. Finance titans, political power brokers, artists, celebrities, old money. They all covet an invite to the lunches and dinners hosted on the property daily.


The man in residence is more than respected in financial circles. Being at his home, in this setting, with conversations around politics, culture, sports and current events, is where those in the know want to be.


The man who calls this hedge-hidden fortress his winter home is Robert Bradbury, and he’s worth billions. No one knows for sure exactly how many.


Robert is in his seventies with an amazing athleticism that includes helicopter drop skiing and tennis doubles with three pros. The pros don’t coddle him. They’re told to challenge him with a back-and-forth that isn’t an easy win.


He likes to win, and that is the point, but he isn’t afraid of losing. That’s what sets him apart. At one point he told me that “people try to take a loss and stick with it until it becomes a win. I don’t do that. I let go of the loss as soon as I realize that’s what it is, and then I move on. I win more than I lose. I think that’s why.” He cares about how he plays, which says a lot about how he approaches all things.


And he likes to play backgammon, which has been the backdrop for our connection over the past twenty years. He plays backgammon with me whenever I show up to dine or when we travel with our sons on vacation. I’m a good backgammon player; not world class but rarely less proficient than those at fancy dinner parties and summer soirees.


Robert was born in Ohio, where he never fit in, and knew that he would join Wall Street before he even knew there was a Wall Street. Like Warren Buffet, he loves making money and figuring out how to do it. Unlike Warren, he doesn’t hold annual shareholder meetings where he passes around See’s Candies and presses the flesh with investors.


He isn’t interested in people as much as he’s interested in his own thoughts and projects. He has no desire to be in the news about finance, or anything else, for that matter. He’s the poster child for not showcasing your own success.


He’s never had investors so it’s hard to accurately track his success or his investments. He tends to comment on things as he sees them, and when those around him are making mistakes and he is taking advantage of them, he’s not quiet about it. He points them out, not in a conquering “I beat you” way, but rather a “not sure why this wasn’t apparent to you” way. He foresaw the fall of the Internet stocks in 2000, and right after the stocks fell, bought back all he sold before the crash at an astounding profit.


He also has secrets. I know some of them.









CHAPTER TWO


Backgammon to Black Ops


I pull up to the gate and wave to Douglas who is at the entrance. He lets me right in. He has been part of the staff for years, and he knows me and I always ask about his family and his health. I like familiarity around routines that pairs with longevity. I like that some things don’t change in this world. It’s comforting.


My ex-husband, or H1 as I like to refer to him, and I go way back with Robert and his now ex-wife, Beth. After my divorce, brought about by me and the realization that I just couldn’t call this the life I wanted anymore, I steered clear of most of those who came to me through our marriage. But the Bradburys were different.


Beth is my best friend, and our kids are tied at the hip. Although Robert and Beth are now divorced, I still spend time with both of them. Beth does the same with H1. We both know it’s good for the kids, who might be overlooked by the enormity of the lives of the men we once called husbands.


As I walk through the door on this sunny afternoon, I think, “What am I even doing here?”


But I know why I’m here. I like that he always wants me to sit next to him, when everyone else wants to be sitting next to him. And that at the end of the lunch, when the guests are watching for even a small opening to get their five minutes with him, he always steers me to the backgammon table. They are left standing disappointed, and I like that they admire my stature with him. I guess you might call this an ego-driven relationship, but underneath there’s more. A comfort level maybe. I’m not sure.


When others comment on the attention he affords me, I look confused. Just another one of the techniques a person raised to be a chameleon has in their arsenal; choosing how you respond for the effect it will have, as opposed to your true reaction. I’ve come to realize that my upbringing was all about the appearance of things; how they seemed to others, rather than the truth of my family’s needs or beliefs.


I step out of my car and head to the yard where lunch will be served promptly at 1 p.m. It’s hot and I marvel at the fact that for some reason there always seems to be a breeze in rich people’s back yards no matter what the temperature.


He’s not there yet. His day is planned like a chocolate soufflé, with no room for error. His 10:30 a.m. tennis game is always an hour and a half. His shower and fifteen minutes of financial market phone calls end at 12:59 p.m., when he will then walk out to the assembled crowd of guests, go through the buffet and sit down for lunch.


I walk into the crowd of guests. I don’t stand out, but one-on-one, I can be mesmerizing. I quickly ascertain what matters to the person with whom I’m paired, and I then become someone who makes them feel fabulous. Brilliant, if brilliance matters. Beautiful, if beauty matters. Funny, if humor matters.


I’ve been told I’m attractive, or I should say cute. Athletic cute. More pounds than a trophy wife but the kind of athletic body that moves well. Thick brown hair. Strong legs. Girl next door. Prom queen. Classic dresser. Valentino works well.


I walk over to William Reid, the family lawyer and another person who has been around for years.


“William, how was your trip to South America? Is it as bad as they say it is?” I had heard he was on a mission to bring legal help to third world South American countries whose leaders didn’t like the law unless they had written it.


“Justine,” he bestows the perfunctory kiss. “I have to tell you it was eye-opening to be sure. I forgot about …”


At that moment Robert arrives and everyone notices without acknowledgement. He beelines over to our group and says, “Justine, sit with me. I have some things to discuss.” He and I head over to the buffet, and we sit down and others scramble to fill the empty seats.


It used to be more fun. Beth and I always sat together filling our table with who we considered the most interesting people there. We laughed a lot. Irreverent we were. Conversations about men’s fascination with pencil sharpeners might take place. Or the news on the next Met Gala’s theme and who they were trying to get to chair it. And there would always be a plate of Ring Dings and Ho Hos set down just for our table because Beth and I used to be able to eat them with guilt-free abandon.


One day years before, a French banker was at our table and he looked at the plate of Ring Dings and said, “What are those?”


Beth, without missing a beat said, “It’s the American version of your chocolate macaron. Try one.”


He did and loved it. We somehow felt vindicated that this French connoisseur was savoring the plastic wrapped lunchbox treat with a longer-than-lifespan shelf life.


Robert ignores those around us and asks me if I’ve read the latest article about how the still shocking and new Rainer White House is giving the Middle East priority status that their human rights abuses shouldn’t warrant. His indiscretion in sharing classified information is throwing all things FBI and CIA into turmoil.


I had and say so.


He continues, “What’s interesting is that things we would never have done, or even known about are now part of a policy to support those who will serve our President with favors and compliments; because the frightening leader of the free world loves pomp and circumstance dedicated to his greatness, and wealth added to his personal coffers.”


He spends the rest of the lunch filling me in on what’s happening in the year-old administration and what he thinks it means. Others listen, but he ignores them. They try to interject a unique point of view to be interesting. They aren’t. When you’re more concerned about impressing someone who is never impressed than actually speaking your authentic opinion, you will never be interesting.


He’s finished in forty-five minutes, and he gets up and motions me over to a side table at the other end of the patio. Underneath a wonderful shade tree, the backgammon board is already set up. I wasn’t finished with lunch, so I pick up my glass of Diet Coke and a ginger molasses cookie from the plate at the center of the table and walk behind him to the board.


We start to play. A few wander over to watch, but once they realize that’s all they can do, that no conversation will take place, they leave quietly. Eventually, it’s just the two of us, the dice, and the doubling cube.


He owes me thousands of dollars and has never paid me a dime. I also suspect he never thinks I’m a better player than him either, regardless of the running score which he keeps in his head accurately.


I had decided years earlier that the goal for me was that he would one day say, “Justine, you are a better player than me, and I admire that.” Robert most likely never thinks about giving that kind of compliment. Nor does he need one himself. He doesn’t care. He just wants to play, and while he sometimes asks me why I’ve made a move, generally I don’t think he notices me or my place at the table. Perhaps I’m just a bit player in his routine of mental and physical stimulation.


I’ve been playing competitive backgammon since I was nineteen years old. My father made a deal with the Father of Backgammon in America, Prince Alexis Obolensky, to teach me in return for free rooms at the hotel my father owned in the Caribbean where “Obie” held world tournaments in the seventies. Obie was a hustler. So was my father.


Robert finishes his move, looks up at me and says, “I need you to go somewhere for me.”


“Where?”


He stops. He puts the cup with his dice down on the board and looks up at me. I meet his gaze, confused. He takes a deep breath and says, “Justine, I need you to go to the Middle East.”


He pauses, “You have to take over for a now in-custody woman who has provided trafficked girls to obscenely wealthy men over there for years. I have a team of ex-CIA, Middle Eastern specialists, and ex-FBI agents who have put a plan together. I need you to go in and help execute that plan. It must be done right away.”


He takes another breath. “The woman was taken into custody and if we don’t move now, the doorway in will close. Once they suspect she’s compromised, they will close it all down and we lose our opportunity. I want you to come here tomorrow morning and meet with the men working on this and then hopefully leave in the next few days.”


I look at him, stunned. I wait for him to elaborate. He doesn’t. He just picks up his dice and waits for me to make a move. So, I pick up the cube, turn it to two and push it over to him. “I double you.” It’s all I can think to say.


He accepts.


Five minutes of rolling dice and moving checkers ensue before I speak again.


I finally stop, raise the cup with my dice in it, and look at him until he looks up. I can’t read anything in his eyes. Nothing.


“Wait.” I pause. “Let me understand this. You want me to go to the Middle East and pretend to be a woman who, in reality is in federal custody, to meet with what I assume are very dangerous men about trafficked girls?”


“Yes.”


I say nothing. H1, who is an M&A investment banker, taught me that sometimes the best tactic in a negotiation is silence. “It disarms them,” he’d said, “and you will have the upper hand. No one likes silence. They will fill it with words that don’t serve them well.”


I wait and realize that the theory works for most, but not necessarily someone like Robert. But I refuse to roll the dice and I wait it out.


Finally, Robert continues, “Don’t get ahead of it. Just come tomorrow morning and we will walk you through it. We’ll then assess what happens next after we see how the trip goes.


“All the work I have done, many have done, rides on keeping channels open there. That is the goal, and you will be the gatekeeper. The woman we have been watching for two years was taken into custody a few days ago. We have to move up our operation, or it will all have been for nothing.”


Why is he doing this? Operation? What do you mean operation? I don’t know anyone who does operations except for doctors. Channels to what? Gatekeeper? I don’t say anything out loud. I think to myself that I always say something, but not this time. Finally, I roll the dice, without a word of response, and keep playing until the game is over and we are setting up the next one.


“Robert, this sounds kind of dangerous.”


“It’s important. You can do it. We will go over it tomorrow.”


I have often told people if I had my life to do over again, I would be an FBI agent, like Clarice Starling from The Silence of the Lambs, my favorite feminist film of all time. Easy to say when there’s no way in hell I would be hired. It’s like saying you wished you’d joined the Peace Corps after college, which is always a lie because who wants to sign on for two years somewhere you have no choice in picking and maybe get some worm or parasite that will grow inside you like in that episode of Grey’s Anatomy? Not someone like me. That’s for sure.


Back to The Silence of the Lambs. I love Clarice Starling. I love how she faces fear. I love how she keeps her own counsel. I love how she “speaks softly crying to be heard,” which is the reference an old friend, David, always quotes when he knows I’m being my naturally strident, over-sharing self.


I have a large poster of Jodie Foster, holding a lamb in my office. I see it every morning and it reminds me that I have a gentle lamb inside of me that I need to take care of, and that I have the strength of Clarice as well. I suspect I don’t actually have those traits, but manifesting what you hope to be is the new orange from the old black.


So, I look at the poster every morning and try and believe. But let’s face it. That poster is safely on the wall in my house, not in my real life. In that moment, I realize I don’t have Clarice’s strength at all. Nope. Not one bit.


I saw an interview once with Jodie Foster about her role as Clarice. The studio didn’t want her to play the part. They wanted a Michele Pfeiffer-type, someone feminine. Pretty. Non-threatening? She went after the role with a certainty that has never been part of my fiber. She told Jonathan Demme, the director, that she loved Starling because she was fighting for all women, and she was fighting all men to save the women. And that not all the men were evil, they were just, well, they were just men. It strikes me that the meeting in the morning will most likely be all men too. In fact, I would bet on it.


My realization that it was the way it had always been, rather than men wanting to keep women beneath them, made it easier for me to believe that change could take place. That men weren’t the enemy or even possibly aware of the differences between us.


But I also realize that there are bad men who want to keep strong women down. They see the danger in losing their power if women succeed. I know, as I recall this philosophy, that the men Robert is talking about me going to see in the Middle East are the latter. For sure the latter.


We keep playing, Robert saying nothing more and me losing three games in a row. I have no desire to concentrate on the odds around dice and moves when I’m weighing that the odds of me succeeding at some covert operation like this are not necessarily in my favor.


I get up to go to the restroom. I throw water on my face, look in the mirror and I don’t see Clarice Starling. I see a fifty-something woman with scared eyes and plain gold earrings who has no idea about real fear or the Middle East. It’s a place I’ve never been to, or wanted to go to, actually, and I have happily traveled the world.


I walk back to the table, sit down, and we each roll the dice for the opening move. It’s 3-1, the perfect opening roll securing someone’s 5-point position, but it’s his. I pick up the dice and look at him across the table. Again, he looks up, surprised, and meets my gaze.


“Robert, I’m a photographer. I take pictures of people. Portraits. I sit on a bunch of boards. I’m a mom. Tennis player. Backgammon player. You know what I’m not? I’m not a spy. I assume this is not a surprise to you.


“Why are you picking me for this and what makes you think I can do it? I can’t lie to my son about what I had for dinner last night, or the pint of ice cream afterward. How am I going to go and do this?”


He puts the cup with his dice in it on the board, sits back in his chair and says nothing for a long moment. He just looks at me. He doesn’t look away, but I can tell he is going to choose his words carefully.


“All my life, I’ve done everything aboveboard. And I have paid dearly for it. We have known each other a long time. I trust you. Doing what needs to be done has to be done by someone from my inner circle who I trust. That person can’t be known publicly. That person needs to be smart and calm, and we both know you are both those things.


“You don’t care about my wealth, or my fame, or any of that. My team has evaluated you for the last few months. We knew we would need someone. We did not think it would be this soon. I wanted it to be someone I knew. The rest of the team wanted a seasoned pro from the CIA black ops group.


“Yes, there is a risk factor because we have no idea how you will perform under this kind of pressure, which is different from other kinds of pressure. It means thinking on your feet. It means not showing what you truly think, and you have sat with me at many dinners where I had no idea what you thought until we spoke of it later. It means playing a role convincingly, and I believe you do that every day of your life.


“The people who looked at your profile begrudgingly think you can do it. Your innocence and lack of experience in this case might even work in your favor. If you get caught, you’re not a hired operative. It’s not an international incident. It works. And, mostly I guess, it’s the only viable option with time running out and the need to do it now. There is no second choice. I need you to do it Justine. I’m asking and not even entertaining the idea you will say no.”


None of what he says registers. I look at him in awe wondering how he knew all these years that I have always been playing a role to serve those around me. That’s my takeaway and all that stands out.









CHAPTER THREE


Yes


I’ve been home for the last few hours. Pacing. Thinking. Swimming laps. I realize I’m not willing to walk blindly into a room full of people who, according to Robert, are not pleased with me as the operative. Is that what I’d be? Operative? Never a word I would have associated with my life.


I pick up the phone and call Robert. I tell him I’m coming back to speak with him now. I tell him I’m on my way and hang up the phone before he can say anything. I head out the door and try to put my thoughts and questions in order so I can decipher what’s really going on.


He’s in the library, dressed for dinner. I’m in sweatpants and my hair is still wet from the laps. Figures.


“Robert, what’s going on? What’s this about? I can’t walk into a room filled with ex-CIA and FBI without knowing more about what’s going on and what you need from me. You have to tell me. Just you and me. I can’t understand why you’re involved in this.”


He pauses. “You know who my daughter, Caroline, is right?”


Wow. Caroline. Of course. Everyone knows he had a daughter by his first wife who disappeared after she got off a plane in Europe while traveling with a girlfriend after high school graduation, never to be heard from again. But no one speaks of it.


Beth knew little about her or what Robert knew about what had happened. In all our years, I never heard him mention her. And Beth only spoke of it a few times. In all this time, come to think of it, I never heard anyone else mention her name.


“I know you have a daughter who disappeared,” I reply. “Beth said Caroline went with her best friend to Europe and disappeared, like twenty-some years ago? She said you had done things, she didn’t know for certain what, trying to find her. She thought it changed you, but she didn’t know exactly how. She thinks it’s what ended your first marriage. But I have no idea what happened more than that.”


Robert stands up and walks slowly to a drawer in his desk, opens the drawer and pulls out a framed picture. He doesn’t look at it. He walks over and hands it to me. He’s in the picture, much younger and lighter maybe, not in stature but in the load he’s carrying.


He is standing next to a willowy, smiling teenage girl. She’s lovely. Comfortable with the camera taking her in, smiling, with her adoring father looking down at her. She looks, well, she looks smart, and she looks clear-headed and she looks confident. And she looks like she’s fun to be around. She has that smile that says she has not a care in the world, but she is not oblivious to the world either.


I hand it back. He stands up, walks over and looks down at the picture as he places it back in the drawer. But he is gentle closing the drawer, which I realize says it all.


I wonder in that moment what he was like before this happened. It had never occurred to me that he might have had a larger capacity for empathy, or perhaps intimacy before he lost her. Immediately I realize what this whole thing is about and wonder that I hadn’t already figured it out.


He walks back over and sits down next to me, but he doesn’t look at me. He speaks to the space in front of him, and I have to lean forward to hear him.


“Caroline was picked up, probably right after leaving the airport in Rome, or that night at a party that somebody invited her and her friend, Sophie, to attend. They were both trafficked. To the Middle East. Saudi Arabia.


“The woman in federal custody may have information about who sold her to the Saudis. She may have been involved. I don’t know if Caroline is alive or dead. I don’t know. It took me decades to get this close to finding her.


“I have spent the last five years learning how it works and who does it. I have never stopped trying to find her. I am under no illusion that she is the person who I think of every day, but I want to find her, or at least what happened to her, no matter what I have to do.


“I was not well known back then. I didn’t have the extreme wealth I have now. They wouldn’t have picked her up if it was today. They target these girls. If she hadn’t gone to Europe, they likely would have picked her up in the United States. It was not because she went to Italy that she was taken. It was because she was brilliant, beautiful and the kind of person that powerful men, psychopathic rich men, want to own.


“After these girls are taken, before they are sold to these monsters, they are groomed. The reprogramming can take anywhere from three months to a year. Depends on the girl and her strength of will. I’m thinking Caroline took a long, long time.


“I have spoken to some of the women we have rescued over the years, and the reason I keep pursuing this is because sometimes there is a piece of who they were, before the abduction, still inside. After years of therapy and sometimes medication, some of them come back. Not to who they were, but to something new. I believe in the possibility of a future for someone who has gone through this.


“The trafficker in custody, Ava Lloyd, was picked up by the FBI two days ago. My sources assure me that the men she deals with in the Middle East and in Russia don’t know she was picked up yet. We have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to replace her with you. To have you go over there and uncover what I need to know, to shut down what we can and possibly find out what happened to Caroline. You will be Ava to them.”


I don’t say anything. For a long time. Finally, he looks at me.


“For the last year we have been looking for a way to pick Ava up and replace her. We needed to understand how it worked before we could do it. Then the FBI picked her up. We hadn’t anticipated that. But we now believe that we have a full understanding of how it works.


“We thought we’d have more time to plan, to train you, or someone else. But we are out of time now. You can do this. You will do this, Justine. Not because of Caroline, but because someone has to, and I’m asking you to agree to have it be you. I will see you tomorrow morning at 6 a.m. in the guesthouse.”


He stands up and walks out without waiting for my reply.


I sit for a minute, and then do the same.


Later, after I lay in bed too wound up to sleep, I think about Robert. How he is possibly more of an empathetic person than I thought. That he’s observant. I think about what he said about me playing roles and wonder what he witnessed in me that saw that.


I wonder at the fact that he never moved on from the loss of Caroline, but he never spoke about it either, I assume to anyone. If he hadn’t talked about her to Beth, I doubt he spoke about her to anyone.


I wonder at how he has taken these actions, all these years and has never given up. I always admired his business acumen, but I didn’t know the depth of his humanity. I thought of him as mostly self-centered, but you can’t be as observant about the motivation and makeup of others if you have no depth. I think maybe I like him more.


I finally roll over and sleep peacefully with the knowledge that this man is someone I want to work with. I want to make a difference, and possibly even save someone. The danger is no longer my primary concern.
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