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For Mike









Chapter 1


I know I’m not crazy. I know this because it said so in my file, which I stole out of Director Gray’s office on a drunken dare from a guy who eventually disappeared in Somalia. Somewhat emotionally detached, the file said, and loose with the truth, yes, but in the eyes of the Agency, these were positive attributes. A red star at the top of the file corresponded to a note stuck to the inside cover. Refer to Simon? the note said. The question mark has always troubled me. They were never sure I could cut it.


So how to explain what I’m doing right now. Gardening? Searching for a lost contact lens? Seeing if there is a stranger crawling around under my shrubs waiting to sneak into my house and strangle me with a length of piano wire?


It is Tuesday morning, the San Francisco sun is shining and the fog is starting to recede back toward the ocean. It’s as regular as any other morning except that on this morning rather than sitting at my kitchen table sipping a scalding cup of coffee, here I am in the backyard crawling around on my knees under the juniper trees, muttering to myself like one of the local shopping-cart pushing, bottle-collecting loonies.


“There is no evidence here,” I whisper. I am holding tightly to a brightly painted set of Matryoshka dolls, shaking them as if to make a point to my invisible audience. If I were really thinking, I would have picked up the cast-iron frying pan, still warm from this morning’s pancakes. Cast iron is generally accepted to be a better choice of weapon than a bunch of Russian nesting dolls. I continue to crawl forward under the scrubby trees.


“There are no tracks, no shell casings, no cigarette butts or discarded coffee cups. You are simply having a paranoid attack that, most likely, a hit of caffeine will alleviate. Now get up and go back in the house.” Yet from my position here in the garden, I can’t help but notice that the palm tree in my perfectly landscaped backyard is situated in just such a way as to allow direct spying in through my kitchen window. Someone with skills could even figure a way into the house from here. How could I not have noticed this?


My neighbor Tom, a British gentleman who always looks slightly past his “use by” date, watches me from his own backyard, a curious expression on his face.


“Problems with the trees, Lucy?” he asks as I crawl out, pulling twigs and needles from my unwashed hair.


“Yes. Well, no, actually. I thought I heard a cat.” Oh please. “It sounded like it was in trouble. Lost maybe?”


“No cats here,” Tom says. He looks left and then right with an exaggerated turn of his bald head. “None that I’ve seen anyway.”


“Well, thanks for checking. Gotta go. Left a child inside unattended. You know how that can end up.”


Tom stares at me blankly. I guess not. I start to pull the debris from my hair, trying not to look too particularly crazed on this fine morning. And then I see it, off to the side of the back stairs. Five years ago I would have known immediately the height, weight, eye color, and sexual orientation of the owner of this footprint. But today, I am not sure. Is it my husband’s footprint, the washing machine repairman, the woman who comes to read the meter? I haven’t a clue. But I have that sinking feeling it is not supposed to be here.


I head up the stairs throwing Tom a half-assed wave over my shoulder. I know he is still watching me and will continue to watch me until I disappear into the house. Sometimes I think everyone knows and that I should hang a neon sign outside my bedroom window that says: YES, YOU ARE ALL RIGHT. THINGS ARE NOT AS THEY APPEAR TO BE.


I have left Theo for one minute too long. Covered in applesauce, he’s trying, with great enthusiasm, to bite the cat’s tail. The cat is howling to be let go. Theo is howling in delight. And I swear that not ten minutes ago I heard someone crawling around under my house. But I am not crazy. My file said as much. Tomorrow, however, everything might change.









Chapter 2


My name is Lucy Parks Hamilton and in addition to being paranoid, unshowered, emotionally detached, and a liar, I am also a stay-at-home mom. Ten years ago, I would have met the idea that I would be going on playdates and walking around with streaks of snot on my shoulder with absolute indignation. Nowadays it’s possible for me to wear the same pair of jeans for seven days in a row and not get too worked up about it.


My son Theo is three. He attends Happy Times Preschool twice a week for three hours. During these long three hours, I could be doing things. I could be folding laundry or shopping for food or writing my autobiography. I could even get a haircut or wash the car. But no. I have to sit where I can see the bright yellow door of the Happy Times Preschool. And that happens to be by the windows at the third table to the left in the Java Luv, a small coffee shop across the street and about half a block away from the school. The folks at the Java Luv are all very pleasant and are in complete agreement with one another that I’m a little weird. Or perhaps a lot weird.


“Good morning, Lucy,” the barista, a guy named Leonard covered in spiderweb tattoos, greets me. “Read any good books lately?” He laughs because it’s become something of a joke. I sit in the same seat at the same table and do nothing more than stare out the window. I never pull out a well-worn best seller or peck away on my laptop or socialize or pick my cuticles or anything. I just sit and watch that yellow door. So I guess they are right about me. Strange.


But I do have a purpose. I am here to make sure that no one goes into Theo’s school who does not belong there. I want to know that my son is exactly where he is supposed to be until the moment I can retrieve him. Some people might say I have developed overprotective tendencies. They have not seen what I have seen.


When Theo and I are together, we spend a lot of time engaged in potty talk to varying degrees.


“Mommy, I have to pee. I have to pee NOW,” he’ll shout at the top of his lungs.


“But honey, we went not ten minutes ago. Can we at least finish getting our groceries and go to the potty after that? Again?”


“I go right here,” he’ll announce and squat down on the ground of whatever unfortunate store I’ve chosen to patronize on that day.


“Okay, let’s go. Let’s hurry!”


After a dozen such close calls, I discovered my son is simply a potty tourist, interested in visiting potties the world over. Let me tell you, it gets old pretty fast.


When we’re at home and not crowded into the restroom du jour, we read Dr. Seuss. The Cat in the Hat, Green Eggs and Ham, Horton Hears a Who. Lately, in my head, everything is conducted in a pleasant ultra-violent singsongy Seussian.


Is there a door in that store?


A big door.


A big purple door.


Go through the big purple door in the big store and perhaps on the other side you will meet a s’more all covered in red gore.


And so on. My brain is atrophying. I can feel it. But I’m not entirely sure how to stop its slow slide into mush.


We sing. I can sing “The Wheels on the Bus” and “Old MacDonald” in several different keys and octaves. Occasionally I’ll throw out a verse in Urdu or Czech or Tagalog for practice. Yes, Theo looks at me funny, but I’m willing to bet I’m the only mom in the ’hood who can do so.


It turns out I am a fabulous multitasker, at least in my own mind. I can dress Theo with one hand and arrange playdates with the other. I can simultaneously shower, play cowboys and horses, tie shoes, and make scrambled eggs. Occasionally the shoes end up in the eggs. Or in my hair. But nobody’s perfect, right?


I do laundry, separating the darks from the whites from kid clothes and using a different detergent and water temperature for each load. I make organic applesauce and fix toys and spend so much time crawling around on my knees playing cars or dinosaurs that my knees now have more calluses than skin. I go to Whole Foods and squeeze the fruits and vegetables like we’re longtime lovers, spending perfectly useful minutes in the perfectly useless pursuit of the perfect melon. It is important, although I couldn’t tell you exactly why. I cook healthy meals with whole grains and fish and green vegetables. The fact that I wash them down with half a bottle of expensive red wine doesn’t trouble me in the least. I often find myself in conversations that seem to go like this:


“So what do you do all day?”


“I’m a stay-at-home mom. I take care of my son.”


“Oh. Well. I think I need to go and stick a needle in my eye.”


End of conversation. It’s a bum rap. Being a mother is hard. And I feel like I have a few data points in the “hard” category.


I am thirty-six years old. I am fairly tall, with indistinct, brown, shoulder-length hair that could certainly benefit from a few highlights. I have blue eyes that some people say are so intense they find it unnerving. And I can still kill an adult male twice my weight with one precisely placed punch in the chest. This is not something I tell the other moms at the playground. It simply doesn’t come up all that often.


“Hey, Lucy, I hear you used to be a spy. Got any extra wipes in that bag? Or maybe an AK-47 lifted off some rebel in Afghanistan? Or a small drop of poison I could slip into my husband’s Manhattan because I swear he’s screwing the nanny?” Like I said, it really doesn’t come up too often. And in reality, this motherhood thing hasn’t been so good for the old termination skills. I’m a little rusty in all areas except, it seems, paranoia. My paranoia is still largely intact.


So these are the things that I do as a stay-at-home mom. Play, clean, shop, feed, sleep, play some more, repeat. There is no denying I am a long way from where I used to be.


Places that included Cambodia, Vietnam, Budapest for a short while, Croatia, Nepal, Slovenia—but that was for a vacation with the guy who disappeared in Somalia—a number of desolate locations in Africa, Tibet, and more of China than I care to remember, and several places I’m still not at liberty to comment on but let’s just say the weather was terrible. In those days, I was not Lucy Parks Hamilton, wife of William Wilton Hamilton III, mother of Theodore Hamilton. Back then I was Agent 26, aka Sally Sin, of the United States Agency for Weapons of Mass Destruction.


The Agency, as you already know if you read the papers, is comprised of a bunch of analysts sitting around trying to figure out who has what, when they are going to use it, and on whom. And for the most part that’s true. But there is a single line on page 415 of the USAWMD budget that reads, simply, Operations—Additional. And that’s where we lived, a small group of spies trained to ferret out elusive information, the one missing piece of the puzzle. And on occasion we were called upon to disarm those individuals or groups who had become a little too proud of their personal stash of Armageddon. Oftentimes these folks would decide, logically of course, that blowing up all of Cleveland because the guy who cut them off in traffic had a Cleveland Cavaliers bumper sticker was perfectly reasonable. Agency policy required us to disagree, although there are plenty of people who don’t see the point of Cleveland anyway. But that’s another story. The covert agents of the USAWMD are out there every day trying to stop the bad things from happening by whatever means possible. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. Most people remember the times when it doesn’t.


There weren’t twenty-six agents. I have no idea how many there were but I think it was less than twenty-six. However, my boss, Simon Still, seemed to think I looked like Agent 26.


“Hey, Sally Sin, Agent Twenty-six, I got something for you,” he’d yell through the labyrinth that comprised our office space.


“Agent who?”


“Twenty-six.”


“Who are agents one through twenty-five?”


“I’m not at liberty to disclose that information.”


“So how am I supposed to know that I’m really Agent Twenty-six?”


“You’re starting to annoy me, Agent Twenty-six.”


“Sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”


And Agent 26 wasn’t nearly as bad as Sally Sin, which was a joke from the computer game that started this whole mess in the first place. We’ll get to that in a minute.


My husband, Will, once made a ton of money as an investment banker. But then he had a transformative experience while visiting the Fresh Kills landfill in Staten Island. As he stood staring out over the two thousand acres of waste, he says he began to hyperventilate and not only because of the stink. He started to see himself and everyone he knew swimming through an ocean of decomposing medical waste and old toys and rotten grapefruits. It must have been quite an image because days later he quit his seven-figure job and decided he had no choice but to dedicate his life to saving the planet. And I mean that literally. He managed to come up with enough seed money to start his own investment fund to support the development of green energy. Will speaks with a certain reverence about solar cells and geothermal energy, and if he catches me absentmindedly putting a piece of paper in the garbage rather than in the recycle bin, the pain is acutely visible on his face. He is a good person and he expects me to recycle with the same enthusiasm that he does. So I try. Honestly, I do.


“Honey, this is a tree,” he says, gingerly removing the piece of newspaper from the garbage can. “It can be turned into so many other things, like egg cartons for instance. But you need to give it a chance to go on and do good in the world.”


When I first met Will I thought he might be another hippie throwback talking the talk but finding the walk part kind of inconvenient and opting instead for a quick trip to Starbucks. But not Will. As it turns out, he is the first person I have ever met who truly believes a single individual can make all the difference. It’s humbling.


Despite my poor recycling habits and my inability to understand the complexities of trading carbon credits, he seems to like me anyway. I’m not exactly sure how that happened, but I try not to question my good fortune too much. And, of course, Will loves Theo to pieces and buys him all sorts of exciting sustainable wooden toys. In the interest of marital harmony, we both ignore the fact that I occasionally slip the kid a Matchbox car made in China. I do try and remember to recycle the packaging, however.


We live in a modest house in San Francisco, California, with a roof covered in solar cells. The amount Will paid for the house still makes my throat dry, but Theo likes it here. He can play outside in February and rarely has to wear shoes. He is beautiful and I’m not saying that simply because I’m his mother. People approach us on the street wanting only to touch his silky blond hair. This, as you might guess, doesn’t go over particularly well with me. Remember the paranoia I mentioned earlier? In addition to the blond hair, he has my blue eyes and a dimple in his chin like his dad.


My local friends want to know what it is I do when I’m not with Theo. They want to know how I spend those hours that I’m not playing cars or dinosaurs or reading Where the Wild Things Are for the eight thousandth time. I don’t tell them about my coffee shop vigil. I don’t tell them I stare at the front door of Theo’s preschool waiting for bad guys to appear and mess up my perfectly happy existence. My goal in this stage of my life is to fly under the radar. Being that weird is definitely not under the radar. And how would I explain that I occasionally slip out to Donovan’s Dojo, patronized exclusively by ex-cons and cops, to kick the shit out of a bunch of people who think my name is Amy and that I did time for armed robbery? Or that in a lockbox in my closet, buried under some sweaters, is a .45 caliber Colt Commander that I have used to kill people? And that sometimes I take it out and look at it to remind myself of what that was like.


So I deflect the invitations to lunch or coffee with as little fanfare as I can manage and focus on Theo. He is, after all, the reason I am here in San Francisco and not dead in the desert in Yemen or crawling around in the jungles of Myanmar. And the truth is I like it here, the clean smell of the air, the soft pink of the evening sky. It is all so peaceful and orderly. After nine years with the USAWMD, I appreciate peaceful and orderly in a way I never did before.


Part of being Agent 26 meant no one from my life—past, present, or future—could know I was Agent 26. My official story is that after I graduated from college I went to work for the government as an analyst for the USAWMD. I sat at a desk, in a row of other people sitting at similar desks, and I read documents. When I was done, I summarized what I read in five hundred words or less and passed it on down the line. I can fill in the agonizing details if pressed, but if you present it correctly no one ever asks a follow-up question. It’s really too boring for the average citizen to consider. So we talk about something exciting, like the weather.


The unofficial story is more interesting. In college I was always broke. To collect enough money for the necessary survival items—beer, cigarettes, pot, what have you—I would volunteer at the graduate psychology school to take various screenings and tests, earn a few bucks, and help the struggling grads gather up enough data to come up with yet another expert conclusion, such as: If you eat too much, you may become fat. Clever.


It was my senior year, well into the deep freeze of a northeast winter, when I found myself in an overheated classroom filling out a psychological survey about fear. What made me afraid? What did I do when I was afraid? Did I feel like fear was something I could control? The second instrument, as the grads called the questionnaires, wanted to know how I felt about moral ambiguity. Was having an affair always wrong? If you kill someone for a good reason, is it still wrong? If you back over the neighbor’s cat, do you confess? The third one was a series of mathematical questions where you had three seconds in which to give your answer. Even at the time, I knew it was about pressure and not math. Will the test-taker crack and run screaming out of the room? But that sort of thing never bothered me and my blood pressure stayed as level as a football field.


The final part of the study involved playing a computer game. We had to give ourselves a code name and run through a scenario, which required that the player make a lot of choices based on dubious information. I chose Sally Sin as my code name, thinking it was funny. I regret that now, but how was I to know it would actually matter?


So I got my twenty dollars and left the building, bracing myself for the freezing winds and slippery sidewalks. I made it as far as the convenience store before the man in the dark coat and sunglasses caught up to me. Even then he seemed strangely out of place. Jeez, I thought, who is this guy? An engineering professor? A tragically unhip visitor from another planet, like the South or something?


“You shouldn’t smoke,” he said, suddenly standing next to me at the checkout window. I barely looked up as I dug around in my knapsack for enough loose change to cover the pack of cigarettes on the counter. Growing impatient, my new friend in the cashmere overcoat and shiny black shoes slapped a five down next to the box.


“Didn’t you earn twenty bucks not ten minutes ago?” he asked.


“Yes, but I don’t want to break it yet.”


The man shook his head in apparent disgust.


“Thanks,” I said, gesturing toward the five on the counter. “I’ll pay you back. After I break the twenty.”


“Please, keep your pennies.”


“Nice glasses,” I said, starting to walk out of the store. The man followed closely behind. “Do you work for the FBI?” Thinking back, I’m lucky he didn’t flatten me for being snotty.


Instead, the man gave a quick laugh, more like a snort really. “NSA, actually, but I’m doing a favor for USAWMD.”


“A lot of letters there,” I said. My attention was already turned to peeling the cellophane wrapper from the pack of cigarettes.


“Listen,” he said, taking my arm, “like I mentioned, I’m doing a favor so let me make it quick. We’d like to speak with you about your career plans. We think we might be able to offer you a chance to have some adventures and earn a pretty good living at the same time. If that sounds appealing, let us know. Enjoy your smokes.” He slipped a card into my pocket and disappeared out the door.


The card read “John D. Smith, Recruitment, USAWMD.” It had a phone number and a note that said to call anytime. I put the card back into the pocket of my down jacket and headed home.


I was a good student, exceptional only in the area of foreign language. After learning high school Spanish from the textbook before the teacher even figured out all of our names, I had yet to encounter a language I couldn’t master with a minimum of focus and a couple of weeks. When I joined the Agency, I spoke normal languages like French, Spanish, and German. When I left, I spoke things like Mandarin, Arabic, Kurdish, Hungarian, Azerbaijani, Portuguese, Hindi, Vietnamese, Urdu, Persian, Korean, Nepali, and the list goes on.


I liked the fact that I could speak French like a Parisian and German like a Berliner, but it never occurred to me that it could be useful for anything but vacations. Four years into college and I still had no idea what I wanted to do when I grew up other than get as far from the cold northeast wind as possible. I thought about being a writer but had nothing all that interesting to say. I thought about being a lawyer but didn’t know any lawyers who would admit to liking it. So I resigned myself to trudging along, waiting for that Eureka, I’ve found it! moment, which showed no signs of surfacing.


Five days after graduation, packing up my tiny college apartment with no clue as to where I was going and what I was going to do when I got there, I came across the business card of John D. Smith. And so, having nothing to lose and a possible job in a troubled economy to gain, I called him. That a total stranger claiming to work for the NSA followed me into a convenience store and offered me a job didn’t alarm me in the least. Not a single lightbulb went on in my fuzzy twenty-something head. It never occurred to me that this was anything but completely normal.


I met with John D. Smith in a coffee shop. He had on a navy blazer and a white shirt even though it was 90 degrees and humid outside. He seemed pleased to see me. He called me Smokey the Bear and I had to deliver a long explanation about how I only smoked during finals, because of the stress and all. He laughed, saying something about how he already knew that and continued to call me Smokey the Bear. Later, after several years with the Agency, I would develop a perverse hatred of nicknames, code names, pet names, and any name not written expressly on one’s birth certificate, not that I was able to use that one either.


“So what would the job be?” I asked.


“Well, you’d have to come to Washington for a while, after which you might visit . . . other places. And there would be a lot of reading and studying and giving your opinion.”


Giving my opinion was something I was good at. I accepted his offer without even asking about the pay, and headed to D.C. six days later.


For a month, I read files on Cambodia, a place I could barely find on the map. There were sketchy pictures of what looked like a massacre, newspaper clips I couldn’t decipher, and personal reports from people who were still there or had been there. After completing my required reading, I was asked what I thought about Cambodia.


“It seems like a nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there,” I said.


“In other words,” John Smith prompted.


“They’re fucked,” I said. He snorted. His snorting was starting to get under my skin.


“But why are they fucked?” he asked.


“Because no one will take responsibility for the slaughter of millions of people. There has been no reckoning. And there always has to be a reckoning. Someone has to pay for the blood. The situation will never be stable otherwise. You know, that whole justice thing.”


I found out later that they had been watching me for that month, not so much interested in my silly opinion of the Cambodian holocaust, but rather in what I ate for dinner, if I crossed against the light, if I flossed every day or every other. They followed me to and from the office, to the movies, to the dry cleaners, on one lame date with an accountant, to the grocery store. They even followed me into the locker room at the gym. Wherever I went, my shadow followed. Of course, I had no idea. All of that following and being followed and following someone following someone else contributed to the development of my acute sense of paranoia, which is why I was crawling around under the shrubs this morning while my sweet little boy was inside coating himself in applesauce and trying to bite the cat’s tail. Some things never go away.


After those first few months, I was invited to spend some time with Simon Still, a mysterious figure who floated in and out of the USAWMD offices from time to time. He was of average height, thin, pale, with hair that might have been blond at some point. He always wore a white Panama hat and dark glasses and bore an odd resemblance to David Bowie, circa 1985.


It was not that I didn’t like Simon exactly. But he made me uncomfortable, like a pair of jeans that are a little too tight and pinch your thighs when you try to sit down. He took me for a walk on the Mall and explained in a very Simon-like way what was going on.


“Okay, Sally Sin, here’s the deal. Did you watch all those spy movies when you were a kid? With agents and double agents and James Bond and all of that horseshit? Yes? Good. Well, it’s all true. Actually, Hollywood dumbs it down a bit for mass consumption. Being a real spy is much sexier in real life than it is on TV.”


I had no idea what he was talking about, but I remembered Sally Sin.


“How did you know about Sally Sin?” I began. But before the words got all the way out of my mouth, I suddenly understood something.


“Those tests were not for grad work?” I asked.


“You are as brilliant as they say you are, Ms. Sin. No. Of course they weren’t for grad work. They were an agency screening. You’ll be pleased to know that out of several thousand tests administered, only three people passed. Plus your language thing, that put you over the top.”


I’ll admit I was impressed, but at the same time a little freaked out. “Who else made the cut?” I asked, thinking immediately of the guy in the cubicle next to mine with the terrible mustache, and the woman from upstairs with the paisley scarves.


“Tsk, tsk,” Simon said, “that is for me to know and for you never to know, if you get my meaning.”


He continued, “So here you are. Do you want to be a spy for USAWMD or not? Do you want to track down bad guys, call in the cavalry, walk away a hero time and time again? Only you can decide. Of course, if you decide not to, we’ll have to kill you.” He paused for a second too long. “Just kidding. Naturally. So what do you think?”


Me? A spy? This was ridiculous.


When I was little I would play spy in the old barn out back. I’d tip a few dusty hay bales up on end, creating a series of obstacles that I’d navigate around, pulling my imaginary gun like in the Charlie’s Angels reruns I was addicted to, as I went around each hay bale corner. Somewhere out there in the maze of hay was a nameless, faceless bad guy. While I created elaborate scenarios about whom I was rescuing, the villain was always vague. I could never summon up an image of his face.


I could play this game for hours, until the hay started to itch my nose and make my skin red.


But to be a real spy? I looked up at the Lincoln Memorial. Simon did this on purpose, posed his question right here in front of this great and courageous man. Do it for your country, Lincoln seemed to be saying, looking down on small, inconsequential me. Do it because your country needs you now. Step up. Be a hero.


But in the end, I said yes because it was easier than looking for a new job. Perhaps being a spy was what I was meant to do. There was certainly nothing else of interest happening in my life.


And for nine years I faithfully executed the duties of my job. These duties included dropping into foreign countries in the middle of the night, and I do mean dropping. Speaking languages that still cramp my tongue. Being places that I shouldn’t have been, taking pictures of things I shouldn’t have been taking pictures of. Pretending to be any number of individuals. Possessing an ability to sleuth under duress. Staying alive. Delivering the goods, mechanical, chemical, human, or otherwise, again and again and again. And I was good at my job. Not the best there ever was, but good enough.









Chapter 3


Reentering the house, I realize the applesauce is not only in Theo’s hair and on the cat, but there is also a thin veneer coating the walls and the table. Theo sits with the jar between his legs, a blue plastic spoon deep in the applesauce, making “mmmm” sounds as he licks his hands and arms. I feel a slight involuntary twitch in my left eyelid. He’s only three, I remind myself. It’s only applesauce.


“Mommy, what’s outside? Do I have pea school today? Do we have more applesauce?” Sometimes I feel like my brain is no longer elastic enough to follow a preschooler’s train of thought.


“No school today. No more applesauce. And nothing was outside, sweetie. Mommy thought she heard something, that’s all. But it was nothing, probably just a cat.”


“Probably just a cat,” Theo repeats. “Just a cat. Cat.” He rolls the word around in his mouth, tasting it like only a child can. Then he digs into the remaining applesauce with his still chubby fingers to retrieve the spoon. “You eat some?” he offers. He holds the spoon out to me.


“Of course,” I say, sitting down on the floor next to him, ignoring the mess. “I’d love some.” He spoons the sauce directly into my mouth very carefully. Theo has Will’s power of concentration, of being able to block out the whole world and see only the task at hand. I, on the other hand, can have ten things running simultaneously through my head, which is not always a good thing. For example, I can’t let go of the possibility that someone was in my backyard. And if that is true, what do they want? And whenever my mind goes in this general direction, I always end up thinking, does this have anything to do with Simon Still?


That I met William Wilton Hamilton III at all is Simon’s doing. He’s the one who sent me to Hawaii in the first place. It was supposed to be Stanley, but he turned up on the banks of the Zambezi and that was that.


With an afternoon to kill in the lovely tropics, I went scuba diving. The last time I’d been diving was in the Caribbean, there specifically to blow up a smuggler’s yacht and his cache of FN Five-seven pistols pilfered from Dublin. Normally at the Agency we stuck to big weapons, the kind known to level entire cities, but sometimes we dabbled in the small stuff. In this case, the guns in question were purchased illegally with U.S. funds, given to Peruvian rebels, sold to the IRA, and, shortly thereafter, stolen by the smuggler with the boat. The intent was to bring them back into the States and sell them for a tidy profit on the black market. Ah, the circle of life. There was a reporter sniffing around, which might have led to some embarrassing moments for the sitting government. Call Simon. He can take care of it.


I was willing to bet that the last time most of my fellow divers were under water they were admiring the clown fish and giant brain corals and things. But no matter.


Anyway, I climbed aboard thinking nothing more than how nice it would be to pretend to be a normal person for a few hours, and there he was.


The first thing I noticed was how the skin around his eyes crinkled when he smiled and the easy way he lounged, with his wetsuit unzipped to the waist, on the stained boat cushions. He seemed so comfortable in his skin, so relaxed. His laughter greeted me as I climbed aboard and it was real laughter, without even a hint of bitterness. It had been a long time since I’d heard that sound. Suddenly my own skin felt old and worn. And for a second I was just unbelievably tired.


The dive master, studying his clipboard like the Rosetta Stone, announced that this guy and I were the only solo divers on the trip and therefore would have to “buddy up.”


I should probably take a minute and explain something here. My dive instructor at the Agency was a retired Navy SEAL. Somewhere off of the Washington coast, he sat me down, explained the basics, and dropped me, fully geared up, over the side of the boat into the 50-degree Pacific Ocean. All in about forty-five minutes. There was no buddy system, no classroom training, no checkout dives. There was nothing more than me, the freezing water, and whatever strange Agency task had brought me there. So this whole buddy thing was news to me. But I’d happily play along if it meant I could spend the afternoon swimming with this man.


“Will Hamilton,” he said, extending his hand across the rocking boat.


“Sounds like you intend to be president,” I said. I gripped his hand a little too tightly, desperate not to fall over and make an utter fool of myself.


“No. I definitely inhaled.” His voice was rich and creamy, like homemade chocolate pudding. “But don’t tell anyone. So, buddy, done much diving?”


I shrugged. “Some.”


“Favorite places?”


I noticed his dive gear was well worn, familiar. Mine was well worn, rental. He appeared only moderately concerned that his assigned dive buddy didn’t have any experience. How to explain?


“Oh, um, warm water mostly, I guess.” I sounded like an idiot. I thought about taking a moment to drown myself.


“Great. Well, we’ll take good care of each other,” he said, a questioning smile lingering on his lips. And I’m mortified to report I actually blushed. I studied my pruned feet until the flush left my cheeks.


“Yes, we will,” I said. Even then it felt like more. Now if you had asked me under normal circumstances if I believed in love at first sight, I would have accused you of being a sentimental fool with, at best, a tenuous grip on reality. Yet there I was, feeling a little queasy. And I was pretty sure it wasn’t the rocking boat.


Under the water we moved well together. He pointed out an eel and a stingray, and I managed the disappearing backside of a turtle. Back on board, I marveled at how good he looked wet and was actually approaching giddy when he sat next to me for the return journey. As the ride ended and the boat pulled into the pier, he asked me if I’d like to meet him for a cocktail. He was here for a convention. Or something like that. I nodded dumbly. Of course I would.


We never actually had the cocktail.


Later, wrapped only in the Egyptian cotton sheets of my fancy hotel bed, listening to the waves crashing on the beach, Will told me about growing up rich and privileged in Los Angeles, the son of a television producer.


“It was basically the best childhood that money could buy. I was the only kid, with older parents, and they could not give me enough. Surf lessons, golf lessons, private schools, skiing in Zermatt, sailing in the British Virgin Islands. You know, the list goes on.”


“Sounds nice.”


“Doesn’t it? Except it sucked. Because it was all to keep me out of their hair. They basically wanted to sit on the beach and occasionally wave to me as I went off with yet another instructor or babysitter or whatever. They wanted me to look good at dinner but not to say too much. And if I was going to have opinions, it would be better if they lined up nicely with their own.”


“So it felt kind of empty?” I asked, thinking that sounded like the right thing to say.


“Completely. The pathetic part is I kept right on doing what they wanted me to do until not that long ago. Then everything changed. I saw the garbage.”


When he asked me what I did, I told him about my dull desk job as a nuclear analyst for the United States Agency for Weapons of Mass Destruction. I could see his eyes glaze over as I dazzled him with statistics about how many nuclear warheads were actually unaccounted for at the time. I’ll give him credit though. He did try.


“That sounds really interesting,” he said, stifling a yawn.


Yes. Thrilling. Really. “It’s not bad. It pays the bills and I like to read.”


“And writing, too. You must do some writing.”


“Yes. Some.” There was a long pause.


“So do you think you might want to go diving again tomorrow?”


The next morning, before the sun was up, as William Hamilton slept soundly at my side, I called Simon Still.


“I’ve been doing this for nine years,” I said quietly into the phone. “I’m tired, Simon.”


“You’re tired?” He didn’t even try to hide his disgust. “Take a nap then, Sally.”


“No. I mean tired as in my soul is tired. Does that make any sense?”


“None whatsoever. Get your soul a prescription and let’s not talk about it anymore.”


“I think I want to quit.” There was a long pause.


“Quitting,” Simon said, “is not always as easy as it sounds.”


“I think I want a normal life.”


“You are assuming, my dear Sally, that there is such a thing as a normal life.”


I glanced over at Will, his blond hair covering his eyes, snoring slightly. From the dark recesses of my mind, a voice echoed. What makes you think he wants you, Sally? What makes you think you will ever see him again? My only answer was that I had no idea. But it didn’t matter. I had already started down the road.


“I think there is,” I said.


“What name did you give him, Sally? Lucy, Maggie, Susan, Elizabeth, Allison? Don’t think you can run from it. It will always find you.”


He didn’t have to add the last part. I got it. But still.


“Lucy,” I said. “Lucy Parks.”


“Well, I always kind of liked that one. We’ll talk about this when you get back to the office.” He didn’t ask me if I was going to finish the job. He knew I would. Simon Still knew me better than anyone at that time in my life. It is a point in my favor that I no longer believe that to be true.


I climbed out of bed, pulled on the thick hotel robe, slipped into the fuzzy hotel slippers, and padded a few steps down the hallway to room 437. In the pocket of the robe was a key card for that very room, exactly as I’d arranged. A little money goes a long way with those making minimum wage and being forced to wear horrible uniforms.


Inside, the occupant, known to us at the Agency as Conan the Rastafarian, slept soundly next to a very young woman I knew not to be his wife. Conan was not a bad guy really, but he’d gotten a little too ambitious for our comfort level lately. He wanted to be the boss, and we, the Agency, did not want that to happen. So, to curb his career ambitions, we would simply turn his friends into his enemies and let nature take its course.


I was looking for a catalog of sorts of the weapons Conan was peddling, things like FIM-9 Stinger Missiles and HIMARS truck-mounted, multiple rocket launchers, mostly behind the backs of his partners. I’d been told he carried the catalog on a memory stick attached to his key chain.


I didn’t worry about Conan and his date waking up. I’d also arranged for their room service to have a little something extra in it, something to help them sleep.


I quickly got to it, digging through his bags, his briefcase, the heels of his shoes. I found the keys and the memory stick in the room’s safe, along with some photographs of the beautiful young woman that she’d probably regret when she finally woke up. I slipped the stick into Conan’s laptop to verify it was what I wanted, stopping briefly to download all of his contact information onto it just for kicks. You never knew who might turn up on such a list. For example, in Conan’s contacts I saw a senator from the Midwest who would surely be supporting the USAWMD the next time the director went to Capitol Hill to ask for funding. While I was pondering what that conversation might sound like, a thickly muscled and thoroughly tattooed arm wrapped around my neck.


“I need a double dose, missy,” Conan growled into my ear. “You should know that by now.” He tightened his grip on my neck. Usually these sorts of turns for the worse served only to focus me. But at that moment all I could see was Will’s sleeping face a few doors down.


“Shit,” I squeaked out, with what little air I had left.


“What did you say?”


“I said ‘shit.’ Is it possible that I could fall in love with someone? Me?”


“I’m trying to kill you and you’re talking about love? What sort of fucked-up outfit do you work for?”


It was a good question, but not one I had time to answer. While Conan proceeded to strangle me, I grabbed his laptop with two hands and swung it with as much force as I could muster up over my head. When it met his skull it made a sickening crunching sound, which I hoped was his head, not just the machine. He moaned, releasing me for long enough that I was able to turn. One knee up, hard, in the groin, and down went Conan. I rolled him on his stomach and pulled both his arms up behind his back with the intention of handcuffing him.


But he was heavy, strong, and not all that interested in going down quietly. He bucked me off of his back. I slammed into the media center and watched the hotel flat-screen wobble precariously above my head. As I scrambled away from the falling TV, Conan got back on his feet. He then proceeded to run at me, shoulders down, like a really angry football player. To this day, I think his intention was to ram me right through the plate glass window and on into eternity. He had speed. He was mad. After all, I’d drugged him. But in the end I simply stepped aside and watched as Conan the Rastafarian flew right out his window like a baby albatross taking its first flight. I did not look down to see what sailing out of a twentieth-story window looked like on the other end. But I can tell you it made a very unpleasant sound.


Quickly, I dug the memory stick out of what remained of the laptop and slipped out of the room. There would be a commotion. I wanted to be tucked into my bed by the time it started.


Back in my room, I kicked off my slippers and climbed in beside a still sleeping Will. He rolled over and flung an arm across my waist.


“Did you go somewhere?” he asked.


“No,” I said. I didn’t mention that I had just killed somebody. Not on purpose, but I didn’t think that mattered. Simon was going to be mad.


“Mmm,” Will gurgled, falling back to sleep. I giggled, feeling all of a sudden high and reckless.


By the time I got back to Washington and my small, sparsely furnished apartment, I was halfway out the door of the USAWMD. Simon Still tried to convince me otherwise.


“Does this guy know that while he was sleeping you pushed a perfectly nice thug out of a hotel window?” he asked, not looking up from my report on Hawaii.


“No, sir. Of course not. And he wasn’t nice. And I didn’t push him.”


“Any relationship you enter under false pretenses is doomed to failure. And your whole life is pretense.”


“Thanks for pointing that out.”


“What are you going to do without the Agency?” he asked. “Have tea parties? Pick out paint and tiles for the bathroom? Take your soul out for restorative walks along the beach?”


“No,” I said. “Maybe I’ll go and see a movie, subscribe to a magazine, cook a meal, have only one passport. Maybe I’ll get a  goldfish.”


“A pet?” he laughed, unable to hide his bitterness. “Let’s be honest here, Sally. You won’t like being a private citizen. It’s a lot harder than it looks.”


But I did mean it. I was done wandering around the globe looking for people who A) wanted to blow up the United States, B) wanted to blow up friends of the United States, or C) my personal favorite, people who wanted to blow me up directly.


By my thirty-third birthday I was married to Will and the mother of Theo. When he was born I received an e-mail from Simon Still, the first communication we’d had since I left the Agency eighteen months earlier.


“Good luck,” it read. “You thought Cambodia was hard . . .”


I’d like to say he was wrong, but there are days when I clearly remember the Cambodian jungle as a cakewalk.









Chapter 4


Overall, I like to think I’m not bad at being a regular person, a mom, someone whose opinion in the grand scheme of things is not given much value. I try to keep my mouth shut because Lucy Parks Hamilton has no background and I really would prefer it if no one goes digging around trying to find out who I am.


But once in a while I screw up. For example, The Green Fund’s annual Christmas party. One of Will’s wiseass investors, who can’t possibly be more than eighteen years old from the looks of him, says I have a great ass. But he says it in Hungarian because who the hell speaks Hungarian? Even the Hungarians don’t want to speak Hungarian because there are way too many letters.


“You should keep those thoughts to yourself,” I say back to him in Hungarian, with a wink. “I could kill you in seven different ways using only my hands.”


He is so surprised he drops his champagne glass. I pluck it out of the air a second before it hits the fashionable concrete floor. I smile demurely when Will asks me what is going on. “Nothing,” I say. “I’m having a lovely chat with this fine young gentleman here.”


“How did you do that?” the man asks, as I hand him back his glass.


“What? Speak Hungarian?”


“No. The glass. Yes. The Hungarian.” He blushes. “I’m sorry. I think I’ve had too much to drink.”


“I don’t speak Hungarian. I don’t know what you are talking about.”


“But I . . . didn’t you . . . you caught my glass though, right?”


“Yes, but in English.”


The man looks bewildered. I stare at him blankly. He wanders off, muttering to himself, clutching the half-full glass like a baby bottle.


I like my life. I’d be the first to admit that sometimes the repetition makes me start to doubt my sanity. But at the end of the day it makes sense to me. I get up in the morning to the sounds of Theo singing about the space shuttle or trains or his windup shark bathtub toy. We have breakfast: coffee for me, juice for him, oatmeal for everyone and all over the place. We play with toys, build giant towers out of blocks and knock them down, maybe read a few books. We go out to the park, to the zoo, to the ocean. Theo likes the beach and the zoo the best so we spend a lot of time there. He tells me he is ready to surf. I tell him the water is really cold and he really ought to learn how to swim first. He gives me that look like I’m a complete idiot. I’ve thought about dropping Simon Still an e-mail suggesting he study why children are impervious to cold. It is a skill that could be useful for stints in Siberia.


We take music classes, swimming classes, art classes. Theo does great but I spend my time checking out the other moms and nannies, convinced that my clothes are all wrong. Clearly my years of mucking around in foreign relations left me with little or no fashion sense.


Theo has a big heart. He is constantly on the lookout for signs of pain and discomfort in other creatures.


“Mommy,” he says, staring into the lion cage at the zoo, “that lion is hungry. Can he come for ice cream?” The lion stands back beyond the protective moat. I pull Theo a little closer. The lion licks his lips, slowly, patiently. I can see him thinking, calculating, planning. I’ve seen that same look in the eyes of certain individuals with less than my best interests at heart.


I begin to lead Theo toward the penguins, benign and small. “I’m sure he is hungry,” I say, “but the zookeepers will be by shortly to feed him. Besides, I don’t think lions like ice cream.”


Theo ponders this. “How would he hold the cone? And rainbow sprinkles or chocolate? Too hard for the lion maybe.”


I nod in agreement, casting one last look back at the hungry lion, and we continue our tour.


I’m friendly with other moms, but not so friendly that we’re spilling our guts to each other over double-shot lattes at the Java Luv. I want my life to stay peaceful, which means making sure no one gets overly curious about me. Will says I’m too introverted, but the truth is I’m scared. Now I have something to lose.


Today is a day like any other, except for the imaginary person in the backyard and my brain feeling like it is on fast-forward. The sun is warm, the sky blue. Theo is on the floor playing with a battery-free windup bamboo toy car while I scrub the applesauce from the floors and walls.


“Can you play with me?” he asks.


“No, I’m cleaning the applesauce.”


“Can you play with me?” he asks again. I marvel at his selective deafness.


“No, I can’t. When I am done cleaning I can play with you.” The eyelid starts to twitch again. It feels like a butterfly has hatched in there right on my eyeball.


“Why are you cleaning? Why?”


“Because you put applesauce on the walls. Remember?”


“Oh. Well, when you are done, okay?”


I agree to the terms. Theo turns his attention back to the car in question. He especially likes to send it crashing off the dining room table onto the heirloom Oriental rug, a wedding gift from Will’s parents. I’ve been told in agonizing detail of the rug’s provenance, its long journey from places in China that my father-in-law finds difficult to pronounce. I don’t have the heart to tell him that the story that came with his rug is most likely false. I’ve been to these places. They are nothing like he describes.


But Theo loves it. Every time his car hits the rug and explodes in spinning tires and smashing glory, he yells out, “Oh man, look at that,” and I can’t help but laugh.


My husband leaves the house at 6 A.M. every weekday and occasionally on weekends too. He comes home twelve hours later looking as energized as when he left, bursting with stories about solar farms and wind turbines. I, on the other hand, look like I’ve been run over by a bus, my reserve of nurturance sucked completely dry.


There are times when Will comes bouncing through that doorway and I want nothing more than to hurl a sustainably farmed cantaloupe melon at his head because it has to be his fault. It has to be his fault that I have spent my day picking up Cheerios and wiping noses and making inane conversation about fuzzy red monsters and dump trucks. And yet other times my heart leaps at the very sight of him. Now I can’t say for sure if that feeling is the result of still being in love with him or panic at what I have done to my life. Perhaps a little of both.


Will travels a lot. He doesn’t like it, he says. It’s hard for him to be away from us. Plus air travel really kills his carbon footprint. I can’t tell you exactly how many trees have been planted in an attempt to make ours a carbon-neutral household, but suffice it to say it’s a lot. Sometimes, late at night, I catch him looking at me curiously, like there is something he wants to ask but he can’t quite put his finger on it.


Our affair was fast and furious, undertaken with the same lack of respect for consequences that landed me with the Agency in the first place. Will tracked me down in D.C. two weeks after we left Hawaii with promises to see each other again soon, which I’d naturally assumed were false. I’d wanted to believe I could fall in love with this man and he could fall in love with me and we could live happily ever after. But the fact that not a single active USAWMD agent had a personal life was not entirely lost on me. It was a Friday night and Will called my personal cell phone, on which I’d received possibly one call ever, every five minutes until I finally relented and picked up.


“I’m here in your city with no friends and no plans, so I really could use your help,” he said. He claimed the reason for his visit was business, but I’m inclined to believe he made up the business part of it. Something was happening and neither of us could deny it.


I met him for dinner and, after a few cocktails, I couldn’t come up with a convincing enough reason not to let him into my apartment. I didn’t tell him that he was maybe the second person to step foot through the door. Will wanted to say something nice about my place, but I could see he was shocked by its sparseness. For the first time, I was embarrassed by where I lived, by the bare walls and the dead cactus.


“I travel a lot for work,” I said with a shrug. “I’m, um, not usually home.”


He nodded. “Of course,” he said. “You travel.” He rallied to the cause. “You are a minimalist. Not addicted to the constant acquisition of more stuff. I love it. You are anti-materialistic. So rare.”


Who would have thought my ugly and empty apartment could actually be a turn-on? We spent the next forty-eight hours in bed, ordering out for food and bottles of wine. When Monday rolled around Will went back to California and I got on a plane for London to meet with a contact who swore he had mind-blowing information for me that could only be delivered in person. I didn’t want to go. For the first time, my heart wasn’t in it. I was doodling Mrs. William Hamilton on my cocktail napkin all the way across the Atlantic. And it didn’t help that my source was more interested in shooting me than in giving me valuable information.


“Focus, Sally,” Simon berated me afterward. “Do you want to wake up dead tomorrow? You walked right into his trap like an amateur.”


“But you are the one who set up the meeting,” I pointed out.


“Who cares about the details? You were sloppy.”


I called Will the minute my plane touched the ground back in Washington.


“God, Lucy, I thought you vanished or decided you hated me. Didn’t you get any of my messages? I didn’t know what to do.”


“I missed you too,” I said and actually meant it. “I really did.”


“Come to California.”


“I might be able to get out there for a few days next week. How does that sound?”


“No, I mean come to California forever. I think I’m in love with you.”


Well, that stopped me dead in my tracks. Saying it out loud made it real. It also made for a fine mess.


“Really?” I asked.


“Yes. Lucy, come to California, move into my house, and marry me. If you don’t I think I might die.”


“You shouldn’t kid around like that. I might take you seriously.”


“I am serious, Lucy,” he said. “I’ve never been more serious in my life.”


The next day I met Simon Still at yet another crowded coffee shop. I wanted to ask him why not a nice Italian place or maybe sushi? But I didn’t think the timing was the best.


“I can’t keep doing this forever, can I?” I asked. “At some point I need to have a real life. Maybe this is that time.” Lately it seemed like I spent most of my time dodging bullets. My luck was running out. My karma was compromised. And I wasn’t sure if I wanted to die just yet.


“Why not?” Simon asked. “I intend to do it until someone kills me. If I’m old when that happens, great, if not, oh well.”


I sat back with my piping hot coffee and stared at Simon. He looked a little ragged around the edges, tired, but it was hard to remember a time when he didn’t look that way. Having the safety of the world in your hands is hard work. Other than the fact that he was born in the West, I knew nothing about him. Did he have parents, siblings, a cat? Did he sleep with men or women or whomever happened to be free when he blew into town? And what town was that, where did he live? Who washed his socks? What did he do for fun? Did he know how to have fun? And I knew suddenly, sitting there, that I didn’t want to be Simon Still. I didn’t want to find myself twenty years down the road in the same sad empty apartment with no friends, no family, nothing but a history of crazy stories that I could never tell anyone anyway. I took his hands in mine.


“I feel like I’ve known you forever,” I said, “so I think you’ll understand that I’m serious when I say this. I want out.”


He pulled his hands back as if I had burned him, put on his sunglasses, and pushed back from the table.


“The one thing you never understood,” he said, “is that in order to save humanity, you cannot be a part of it. Consider yourself out.” Then he stood up and walked away without even a glance back.


And it was almost that easy. When your job doesn’t exist, quitting it is not that complicated. I met with two men I’d never seen before and they gave me the ground rules for being an ex-USAWMD agent.
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