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To Sina and Alai, our greatest inspiration and our most rewarding mission. Mommy and Daddy love you.










AUTHORS’ NOTE



The story you are about to read is real. One of the most modern and detailed CIA memoirs in print, this book has taken more than three years to meet CIA’s rigorous operational review process. As authors, we are committed to advancing the public’s understanding of, and appreciation for, professional intelligence operations and the incredible men and women who fight America’s spy war every day. As former CIA officers, we are unwavering in our commitment to protect America’s national security secrets and combat those adversaries who would try to use our memoir against the country we love. It is precisely because of these two commitments that we worked so diligently (and for so long) with CIA to bring you this story.


For this reason, too, we can’t tell you the real name of the country that we refer to in this book as Falcon. But we can tell you that it’s a place with centuries of history, a vibrant culture, a wonderful people...and a government implacably opposed to the United States and its allies.


When we showed CIA an early version of the story we intended to tell in this book, the Agency informed us that it considers the name of this country—along with other details that could be used to identify it—to be classified information. After much discussion, we agreed to coin the name Falcon for our target country, along with pseudonyms for other persons and places in our story, among them the name of a mole who penetrated CIA. We have made other changes to the mole’s identifying features, and these obfuscations seem fitting, in a way, as he was not unmasked until long after we left CIA—meaning that his identity was a mystery to us, too, during the time frame that we cover in this book.


In addition, we have changed certain other details in our narrative. It goes without saying that we have changed the true names of our CIA colleagues and their sources. By extension, we have altered superficial details that might be used to identify them, such as personal descriptors and the exact timing of events. We have also avoided describing certain techniques and technologies that are essential to modern-day CIA operations—but with no adverse effect on the basic story that we’re telling in this book, which at its core is a tale of human intelligence, not gadgets and gizmos. All dialogue has been reconstructed.


Despite these precautions, the heart of our account remains very much intact, and its deeper meaning shines through. Shadow Cell shows how a small band of misfits came together to take on the colossus of Falcon intelligence, and how in the process they wound up changing how CIA operates. But even more fundamentally, our story is a love letter to the courageous men and women who serve in the ranks of CIA. It is about an outstanding team that did outstanding work at a time when America needed outstanding bravery. The only reason we are the ones telling this story is that we eventually left CIA. As far as we know, every other member of the Cell is still on the inside. They are the real heroes, and this book is dedicated to them. Without their efforts and sacrifices, the world would be a much more dangerous place.












PROLOGUE



ANDY


It was snowing that morning, and the snow was gray. Car exhaust, a feature of Kestrel, the Falcon capital, had turned it the color of pixels on a closed-circuit monitor. As I watched the scene through the lobby’s big glass doors, I realized something. For the first time on any of my trips inside Falcon, I was not being followed.


On a normal day, I would be observed from the moment I set foot in the hotel lobby. The elevator doors would open and there would be my minder, furtively eyeing me over a newspaper and a cup of hot coffee. When I left for the day, he—it was always a man—would tail me out of the hotel, and the dance would begin. With the minder at my back, I would do my best to seem as innocent as possible: I would go clothes shopping, eat a big breakfast, take long walks through quiet little parks. Eventually, the minder would get bored and wander off to look for a more interesting target. Then I could start doing real espionage.


But on that snowy morning, nobody was watching me at all. I wandered around the lobby just to be sure. None of the patrons or staff so much as glanced my way. At long last, it seemed, I had reached intelligence nirvana. I had blended in so effectively that I was completely invisible.


This was the culmination of everything that I had been working on for the past year alongside Jihi, my wife and partner in espionage. Called upon to help build CIA’s new network of sources inside Falcon, we created a whole new way of doing business. The Cell, as we will call it, was based on—of all things—the modus operandi of al-Qaeda, a terrorist network that America had been battling since before 9/11. Like that organization, the Cell was built on maintaining utmost secrecy, even from most of our colleagues within the Agency itself. And to judge by the complete absence of any surveillance directed at us, it was working.


A surge of excitement ran through my body. Now was the time to attempt the sorts of covert actions that no intelligence officer can pull off while under surveillance: for instance, case potential meeting locations with sources, dead drop items for retrieval later, and purchase materials for future operations. I could do it all, and no one would even know I was here.


I strode out the glass doors, eager to start my mission. Almost immediately, the acrid smell of exhaust engulfed me—and with it, a queasy feeling of a different kind.


What had I been thinking? This was Falcon. The intelligence services here were among the most capable in the world. They were patient, brutal, and above all: paranoid. If I felt invisible, it was because they wanted me to feel that way.


Now that I thought about it, wasn’t there a better explanation for the absence of eyes on me? I didn’t see anyone because the team watching me now was better trained, better equipped, and capable of staying hidden in the shadows. Despite the bitter cold, I began to sweat. My vision swam. My coat seemed to weigh me down like a diving bell. My case wasn’t being ignored; it was being escalated. And that meant...


They were coming for me.


JIHI


About eighteen months before Andy’s fateful mission into Kestrel, Falcon opened a new front in its secret war with the United States. Classified reports from foreign intel partners painted a grim but clear picture—Falcon was working hard to penetrate American media, industry, and even our professional intel services. A mole had penetrated one of Langley’s most elite and sensitive divisions, known internally as Falcon House. The identity of this mole would remain a mystery for nearly a decade.


America was losing ground all over the globe even as Falcon was boosting its military, developing advanced weaponry, deepening relations with other US adversaries, redoubling cyberattacks, and preparing to invade its neighbors. With America unable to predict Falcon’s moves, the US and its personnel overseas were thrust into the crosshairs.


Desperate to build upon its existing intelligence network, CIA’s Falcon House did something unprecedented: it looked beyond its own walls and turned to new recruits. Andy and I were tapped to lead the effort: two newlyweds, just twenty-nine years old, with zero experience operating against Falcon. We would need all the help we could get—and all the luck.


It was a race against time: we had to build a new intelligence network before the mole could unmask us and tear everything down. CIA wanted us to try something different. They would get their wish, though perhaps not in quite the ways they expected.


Against all odds, the new model we created—which many initially dismissed as crazy—would go on to transform the way America gathers intelligence.


This book is the story of how we did it.










PART I



SLIDING DOORS










SCIMITAR


Call him Scimitar. He had given his entire adult life in service to the United States. He had enlisted in the US Army as an eighteen-year-old kid out of the Midwest, at the tail end of the Cold War. Then he joined CIA. The Agency must have seen potential in Scimitar, because they made him a case officer—one of the elite corps of clandestine agents trusted with meeting hostile human sources face-to-face and learning their secrets. To boot, Scimitar was assigned to spy on one of America’s most dangerous adversaries, Falcon.


Now, in middle age, what did Scimitar have to show for it? He had been passed over for promotion after promotion. He had watched lesser officers snag all the best assignments. He had been denied proper credit for his achievements. Scimitar had risked his life for...what, exactly? Soon enough, his two sons—twins from a previous marriage—would be heading to college. They deserved the best, but on a government salary, that might not be possible. Scimitar’s relationship with their mother had fallen apart under the weight of secrecy that comes with an intelligence career—a common story among Agency officers. His second wife, younger than the first, was far from eager to spend so much on these boys she barely knew. In short, Scimitar needed to up his earnings.


For all these reasons, Scimitar wanted out. He had a plan. A former colleague from the Agency had built a successful career on the outside running fraud investigations for a big global bank. When Scimitar mentioned his long experience spying on Falcon—where the bank, like many companies, was looking to expand—he was hired. Just like that, he was on his way—out of the Agency, out of the United States, toward a better salary, a corner office, a better life for his sons.


Before too long, however, Scimitar was going to discover the downside of working in the private sector. Sure, the pay might be better. Maybe you fly business instead of economy. But job security does not exist, and the free market is far fickler than the federal government. Soon, Scimitar’s financial insecurity was going to collide head-on with his sense of grievance.










ANDY


On a warm morning in May, I strode into CIA’s Langley, Virginia, headquarters for the first time. Hairs tingled on the back of my neck as I crossed the stone seal set into the floor. Ahead of me, beyond the security gates, four pillars framed a garden where southern magnolias dipped their blooms. As I passed by, I nodded toward a galaxy engraved on the marble wall: one star for each officer killed in service since 1947. There is a leatherbound, calligraphy-inscribed book of honor to accompany the memorial, but many of the stars have no names attached. Their identities remain a secret even in death. On that May morning, there were fewer than ninety stars on that wall. Today, following heavy losses during the War on Terror, the figure is around 140.


Amid such solemn splendor, it’s impossible not to feel pride—particularly when you’re certain your whole life has been building to this moment. Not that it was a smooth ride for me growing up. I was the forgotten stepson from a family broken by murder. When I was a toddler, my father was sarcastic to the wrong man and took a bullet for it. My mother’s new husband moved us across the country, from Arizona to rural Pennsylvania. Three-quarters Mexican American and one-quarter Navajo, I was the only brown kid in class. At home, I was the only one in the house who didn’t share the same last name.


I spent my childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood in a quest to win affection from my stepdad. It was hard to come by. In Vietnam, my stepdad had been one of the “tunnel rats”—guys whose job involved digging into Viet Cong bases bristling with booby traps. The man had seen it all, and there was no impressing him. But I persevered. I did my chores, of which there were many. On one occasion, I got a C in math and got grounded for an entire summer. The lesson I learned growing up was that to get ahead you had to follow the rules and obey authority, no matter how much you might hate doing so. With this mindset, I forced myself through prep school and into the United States Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs.


At the Academy, it was more rules. We were constantly told that we were the best of the best, that even the worst student there was better than the best student at any state school and blah blah blah. In the run-up to graduation, I told my guidance counselor I wanted to go into intelligence. I loved travel and learning languages; in my junior year, I had even visited Falcon on a language exchange. But apparently, intelligence was not considered a fitting career for an Academy graduate.


“We have ROTC people to do that work,” the counselor said, referring to officers graduating from civilian colleges. “At the Air Force Academy, we make pilots.”


Once again, the rules were telling me what I had to do, and following the rules was important. Fine, I told myself. If I was going to be a pilot, I wanted to be Top Gun. I even picked out a call sign: Phoenix. (This was before I figured out that you don’t pick your own call sign: your buddies wait for you to screw up in some dumb way and then give you the call sign to make fun of you. Like the F-15 pilot out of Tyndall Air Force Base in Florida who hit a pregnant doe while taking off and will forever be known as Bambi.)


Pilot training was terrible. The days were long and the trainers belittled us constantly, while the exercises themselves taxed my body and my mind. Until you try flying a fast jet, you can’t imagine how overwhelming an experience it is. You take caffeine to combat the exhaustion and it makes the motion sickness worse. Despite all this, I did well in the training, but the minimum commitment for a pilot is ten years, and I didn’t think I could stomach a decade of that, literally or figuratively. So I quit the pilot track, enduring the inevitable tongue-lashing about duty and service and the good of the nation, and transferred onto the other “prestige” career track in the Air Force: nuclear missileer.


The missile training could not have been more different. It was six months in stunning California wine country, studying up on the destructive power of nuclear weapons—which, to twenty-three-year-old me, sounded rad as hell. I finished in the top three in my class.


Where did that achievement get me? A literal hole in the ground: a bunker at Malmstrom Air Force Base, in the Montana Badlands, where I supervised Minuteman nuclear missiles in their subterranean tubes. My ability to follow the rules made me a natural at the job. Every twelve-hour shift brought a giant checklist: key A goes in lockbox A, code B goes in lockbox B, and so on. The challenge was doing everything exactly right, day after day, without getting lazy or cutting any corners. Which I guess is important when even the tiniest error could lead to Armageddon.


My stellar abilities at box-ticking got me noticed. When the lieutenant colonel in charge of my command post moved on to higher things, he recommended me as his acting replacement. The command had never gone to anyone below a major, and as a lowly first lieutenant, I was two ranks beneath that. But the lieutenant colonel was impressed by my attention to detail. He said he could always count on me to do things right, even when his back was turned. So at age twenty-six, I became the youngest-ever commander of that command post, earned myself a special commendation from the Air Force brass, and wound up in charge of two hundred of the deadliest weapons in history. Plus, the command post was aboveground, so my body could start making vitamin D again. I was soon promoted to captain—still one rank below the usual minimum for the assignment, but ahead of the norm.


On paper, my Air Force career was going great. In practice, I was lonely and miserable. At the command post, I was one of only three officers, and military rules prohibited making friends with any of the enlisted folks. Plus, I had to do all the work of a lieutenant colonel without the rank or the paycheck to match. This was where all my efforts to play by the rules and impress my stepdad had gotten me, and I was sicker than ever of monotony, of discipline, of rules. I decided to move on at my earliest opportunity. When the Air Force announced yet another round of post–Cold War “force shaping” (a military euphemism for layoffs), I jumped at the chance to get out.


Despite it all, I still wanted to serve my country, so I was looking for a way to stay in government as a civilian. In particular, I had my eye on a stint in the Peace Corps. After Montana, travel sounded good. So did helping needy people. So did sweaty sex in tents with hairy hippie women, which I reckoned would be among the perks of a Peace Corps career.


I was filling out my online application in the dingy computer lab at Malmstrom Air Force Base when a big red pop-up appeared.


YOU MAY QUALIFY FOR OTHER GOVERNMENT POSITIONS.


A RECRUITER WILL CONTACT YOU WITHIN 72 HOURS.


I glanced around at the six other guys checking their email and the one dude in the corner trying to pretend like he wasn’t watching porn. Was this some kind of hacker prank? I shook my head and closed the pop-up. Yeah right, I thought.


A day later, I got the call. The recruiter didn’t say where she was calling from. But she did seem interested in my appetite for international travel and my tolerance for risk. Whoever it was, they FedExed me a plane ticket, a rental car reservation, and directions to a secret facility in Virginia where they told me I was to be interviewed in person.


The building was pretty much like any other suburban office. Inside, it looked like a doctor’s waiting room, with maybe a dozen chairs pushed up against the walls. Six pairs of eyes followed me across the room. I sat down. Everyone else there, without exception, was dressed in a black suit. Meanwhile, I had shown up unshaven, my lumberjack shirt untucked over my jeans.


Well, I thought, this is who I want to be now. Take it or leave it. Nobody returned my smile.


After a few minutes, a heavyset woman of about fifty came out and called my name. We headed further inside for the interview.


“I’m ready to serve,” I told her. “But I’m done with rules.” Just in case that wasn’t obvious.


The interviewer’s face was a blank. “Captain,” she said, “let’s assume you are going to be flying to the DC area regularly. You will need to come up with a plausible reason why. Do you think you can do that?”


I said that I did. I would pretend that I was trying to get a transfer to work for the Air Force as a civilian, which is a common enough transition for former officers.


That was the first lie of my intelligence career.


“Good,” she said. “What I am about to say is classified. Do not share it with anyone. Do you understand?”


I said of course I did. She had my military record; she must have known that my assignment at Malmstrom required the highest level of clearance.


“Good. Captain, I’m recommending you as a candidate for CIA’s National Clandestine Service.”


Finally, somebody got me—and holy crap, it was the goddamn CIA! I went from feeling like shit to feeling like a million bucks. This was a new act in my life, and I was determined to play the role perfectly. So as I moseyed into Langley that first day in May, I was gung-ho to save the world or become a star on the wall trying. Either way, I figured, glory awaited.


JIHI


When you think “CIA officer,” I might not be the first person who comes to mind. First off, I was born in a country that has been a US adversary for decades. My dad is a native of that country, although he later naturalized as a US citizen. My mom is American, but rootless from having grown up on military bases all over the world as an Army brat. In addition to being citizens of the world, both of my parents are artists and converts to Soka Gakkai, a Japanese school of Buddhism that emphasizes peace, happiness, and the dignity of individual human beings. When I was a baby, we moved to Hachioji, a suburb of Tokyo, so my parents could learn more about the faith via the nearby Soka University. We lived there until I was six years old.


My name, Jihi, combines two Japanese characters that together mean “to remove suffering and replace with happiness, mercy, and compassion.” I tried to live up to the name, at least at first. While going through college and grad school in my home state of Florida, I decided I wanted to do social work with an international element. I worked for a charity supporting refugees who had survived torture, rape, and other trauma. I was the very model of a bleeding-heart hippie. But working with survivors from places like Bosnia and Rwanda gave me a sense of how dangerous a place the world could be, and how easily conflict could erupt. You might think you can trust your neighbors, only to have them show up on your doorstep with a machete. I decided that any alternative to war would be worth pursuing.


Like post–Air Force Andy, I wanted to work in government, to travel, and to help those in need. I applied to every department and agency with a program that might let me do those things, from Health and Human Services to the US Post Office. They all rejected me, and I think I know why. I had a lot of schooling: by age twenty-six, I had picked up a BA (in African American and women’s studies), a JD, and a master of social work. But my work history was thin, and federal agencies were looking for real-world experience in their field. The exception, ironically, was the Air Force: they turned me away because they were going through another round of “force-shaping”—the very same redundancy program that gave Andy the off-ramp that eventually led to CIA. Apparently, the universe was putting us on a collision course, whether we liked it or not.


While doing my research into government service, I had seen CIA recruiters at job fairs. But to be honest, they were pretty low on my list. Spy work seemed dangerous, not to mention ethically problematic for a peaceful Buddhist. But I was getting desperate, and I rationalized that part of the point of intelligence is to avoid armed conflict (which is true). I put in an application.


At first, it seemed I was destined to fail once again, but not because of my lack of experience. Military, intelligence, and law enforcement agencies generally don’t care about that, because they know they’re going to shape you into whoever they want you to be anyhow. With CIA, my worst enemy was...me. I flunked my first phone interview because I forgot the name of a notorious dictator who opposed the United States—not exactly impressive for someone claiming to know a lot about international affairs.


“If you want to work here,” the recruiter deadpanned, “you better study up on current events.”


“Got it. Sorry.”


After doing the necessary reading, I tried again and got through that round. But my troubles were not over. I had to retake my first lie-detector test after freaking out over the question “Have you ever taken material from a government or corporation without permission?” I couldn’t stop thinking about the pens and paper clips I had brought home from work over the years.


Somehow, having retaken the polygraph after assuaging my goody-two-shoes qualms, I made it through the months-long recruitment and vetting process. My first day of orientation, I arrived at 6:30 a.m. for a 7 a.m. start, only to find the vast parking lot already packed (it didn’t occur to me that CIA operates twenty-four hours a day). Finally, I found a spot about a hundred miles from the building. I had to hustle to make it on time, and to make matters worse, I picked the wrong door. While Andy strolled on in through the ceremonial front entrance, I wound up in the basement, passing such sights as the sweaty gym, the cramped single-chair barbershop, and the awkwardly suggestive hot dog vending machine.


Parking my car and locating the entrance were the least of my worries. During the vetting process, I began to experience episodes where I would start throwing up uncontrollably, at seemingly random intervals. For the life of me, I couldn’t keep food down, and as a result I was losing more and more weight. My doctors ran test after test but couldn’t figure out what was up. On the Thursday of my first week of orientation, my stomach troubles got so bad that I had to drive myself to the emergency room. The hospital kept me overnight and ran a further battery of tests to see if I had a stomach ulcer. Again, everything came back normal.


I missed class on Friday, but I made it back in on Monday morning. Despite the warm weather, I wore long sleeves, partly because I was chilly from losing all my body fat and partly because I didn’t want anyone to see the IV tracks in my arms and draw the wrong conclusions.


I was sitting in the back of the auditorium—near the door, in case I needed to run to the bathroom for the fourteenth time that morning—when I heard a big, hearty laugh from the front of the room. My eyes followed the laugh to its source: a lean, brown-skinned man in a pink shirt. His hair was shortish and curly and his square jaw was covered with something between a five-o’clock shadow and a beard, as if he couldn’t decide whether he ought to have facial hair or not. By his appearance, I thought he was probably Arab American. A Buddhist dating a Muslim, I thought...that could work, right?


The Arab guy kept joking and telling stories. The classmates around him hung on his words. Every time he laughed, I felt a little less sorry for myself. I turned to the fellow recruit sitting next to me. “Who is that?” I whispered.


“Oh my God,” she said, giggling. “That’s Andy. Thinks he’s hot shit. He keeps saying he’s going to become a case officer and hunt down bin Laden.”


She rolled her eyes, but I was thinking I could use that kind of confidence in my life right about now. I told myself I would get Andy’s number if it killed me. Which, given how stumped the doctors still were, it just might.


ANDY


My time at Malmstrom was frustrating in more ways than one: let’s just say that—believe it or not—military bases in Montana are not exactly a mecca for attractive women. Well, that two-year drought was about to break. I was now the world’s newest superspy, and if there’s one thing everyone knows about spooks, it’s that they get all the action. This was the pinnacle of my life, and I had wild oats to sow. I started dressing as snazzily as I thought I could get away with, dispensing with the tie and donning dress shirts in pink and yellow and turquoise, the top button undone for that laid-back European look. Hello, ladies.


The Monday of week two, I walked into class and saw the cutest girl. Slim, with eyes you could get lost in. But she was dressed like a granny in her long-sleeved sweater, rumpled slacks, and loafers. My brain told me that the only way a woman that beautiful dresses that bland is if she’s already been worn down by government work. Plus, she was sitting next to the door, which was where the supervisors usually sat so they could come and go without disturbing the class. Ergo, she wasn’t a student: she was an instructor. Ergo, she was off limits. It was a shame, though, because she really was very pretty.


A few weeks later, I was sitting in the front row of the auditorium, between two ladies, trying to persuade one or the other of them—or, if I was really lucky, both—to come dancing with me the following evening. They were having none of it. Most CIA women, I was coming to realize, were more into reading cable traffic and boning up on current events.


“I like to dance.”


The voice came from behind me. I twisted around to see the same woman I had noticed on the second Monday. So she wasn’t an instructor. Interesting. Either that, or teacher had the hots for me. Even more interesting.


“I hear there’s good salsa dancing in DC,” she said.


“Yeah?” I said, trying to figure out if this really was a teacher hitting on me. “How about tomorrow night?”


“Let’s do it. I’m Jihi, by the way.”


“Andy.”


“Yeah, I know.”


The next night, after returning to my cramped apartment outside of DC and donning my best salsa-dancing outfit, I called Jihi, car keys in hand, to tell her I was on my way and ask for directions to her place.


“Uh...” She hesitated. “You know what? I don’t think tonight is going to work after all.”


I was stunned. What had I done wrong? I knew I had a history of rubbing people the wrong way, but I had only just met this woman. Surely I couldn’t have messed it up already?


“Oh, that’s a shame,” I said. “Could you maybe do tomorrow night?”


“I don’t think so.”


“Some other night, maybe? Or we could just have a coffee.”


“I...I can’t. I have to...I have to go.” She hung up, leaving me to figure out as best I could what the hell just happened.


JIHI


I hung up on Andy because, yet again, I had to go puke. All day, I’d been nervous about the date. And when Andy called, asking for directions to a house I had just moved into and barely knew how to find myself, I panicked. That was when I threw up.


As I knelt, retching into the toilet, suddenly everything became clear. It wasn’t a stomach ulcer. It wasn’t IBS. In fact, it wasn’t anything physical at all. The doctors ran some more tests and confirmed it: I was suffering from acute anxiety disorder.


On the one hand, it was a load off my mind to know what was wrong with me. On the other hand, I assumed my career with CIA was over before it had begun. Surely nobody with a psychiatric condition could serve in intelligence. It was a fatal character flaw. When you get damaged goods, you return them as soon as possible.


To my surprise, my supervisors were cool with it. They set me up with a psychiatrist, specially cleared to deal with intelligence officers. They allowed me to defer my basic training while I recovered, and gave me a low-key assignment in the meantime. Knowing what I know now, all of this makes sense. It pays for CIA to take care of its people: the Agency invests a lot in them, even before they begin formal training. Besides, intelligence folks are used to dealing with real human beings, warts and all. They know all too well that nobody’s perfect.


Dealing with Andy was a different story. I was so embarrassed by what had happened that I deliberately avoided him. When I saw him in the hallway, I would literally run in the opposite direction. That comedy of errors lasted for a few weeks, until we found ourselves elbow-to-elbow in a cramped all-hands meeting. Summoning all my courage, I apologized to Andy and told him I had been too embarrassed to speak to him.


“So you were avoiding me?” He laughed. “I was avoiding you. I thought I’d offended you somehow.”


“No, no, no.” I was mortified.


“It’s okay. But you still owe me an explanation.”


I told Andy all about my stomach problems and the anxiety diagnosis.


“I see. In that case, I guess dancing is out. How about we start with, let’s say, a cup of tea?”


So we started over, lower-key this time. Our first few dates took place around the CIA campus. We took walks in the gardens. We explored the on-site intelligence museums. We ate together in the CIA food court (actually, to begin with, I watched Andy eat—it took me a while to get confident enough that I wasn’t going to throw up all over him).


Unlike other workplaces—and especially government agencies—CIA actively encourages dating within the organization. That way, they figure, both parties know what they can and can’t talk about, and there’s less chance of a leak. Dating inside comes with big advantages for the parties concerned, too.


The second-worst thing you can do as a CIA officer is fall in love with a foreigner. You can’t tell them anything. Even if you are married, you have to embody your cover identity around them for as long as you both shall live. That kind of domestic skullduggery must get old pretty quickly.


So why is that only the second-worst thing you can do? Because in that situation, at least you are required to be consistent in your lies. No, the worst thing you can do is fall in love with an American who doesn’t work at CIA. Because then there comes a moment of decision. Before marriage, it’s the same deal as with foreign spouses: your lips are sealed, or else. Once you are married, you are allowed to make them “witting,” meaning that you suddenly reveal the truth about your unusual employment.


“Guess what, honey?” you might say over mai tais at your honeymoon destination of choice. “I’m a spy. I’ve been lying to you this whole time. Isn’t that funny?”


From there, the conversation doesn’t tend to go well. We have a friend who spent his whole life preparing to be in CIA. He stayed out of trouble, avoided drugs, studied languages and cultures, got the right degrees, made all the right moves. He made it, and he was so proud. But during the last six months of training, he met the woman of his dreams, whose work had nothing to do with intelligence. On their honeymoon, he made the dramatic reveal.


“Babe, guess what? I’m CIA. Oh, and by the way, we’re moving to the Middle East.” The marriage lasted all of two years.


Whether American or otherwise, dating anyone outside CIA can get complicated. Dinner, a movie, and an early night is one thing. But if there’s a back-to-my-place for something more intimate...there is paperwork. And a lot of it. Because your body and bedroom belong to the US federal government.


So if you know what’s good for you, you’ll only date inside CIA. Still, it comes with its own challenges. If you are lucky, you might start off by being assigned together. But once one spouse is in a management role, the paranoia about nepotism kicks in and they separate you. So when the next overseas posting comes around, you face another choice: tolerate the long-distance thing, at a cost to your relationship and especially to your children if you have them; or have one spouse “trail” the other, putting their career on pause or abandoning it altogether. Typically, nobody winds up happy. Among such “tandem” couples, divorce is common.


The nepotism worries don’t apply to the same extent if you are on different career tracks, which Andy and I very much were. So as we grew closer, we began to dream about one day being posted somewhere together. After all, we were developing complementary skill sets. Someday, maybe, we might make a great team.










PART II



FOUNDING FAILURES










ANDY


“Tell me, Mister Ortega,” said the chief inspector, calling me by my alias. “How exactly do you know Major Bondoy? Please be as specific as you can.”


The interrogation room was a plain beige box, windowless, with a wiped-clean floor. In the United States, it might have made a decent community-college classroom. But this was not the United States. The chief inspector sat across from me in a leather swivel chair, his bare forearms melting into the Formica. My own chair was made of hard plastic that was digging into my ass. The sooner I could get out of there and get on with my mission, the better.


I tried to look the chief inspector in the eye, knowing that this was the way the men of this country showed their sincerity. “To be honest,” I said, “I don’t really know the Major at all. We’ve only met one time.”


“I see.” The chief inspector scribbled in his notebook, holding his pen in one chubby, liver-spotted hand. “You say you have only met once?”


“That’s right.” From the corner of the room, I heard the deputy click his teeth. He stared at me and shook his head. Above us, fluorescent lights hummed.


“Interesting,” said the chief inspector. “That’s not what the Major told us.”


My heart leapt as I realized they must have taken my contact into custody, too. It’s okay, I told myself. De-escalate the situation. Do what you’re trained to do.


Now the chief inspector’s eyes met mine. “Major Bondoy said you were friends,” he added.


“Oh well,” I said, thinking fast. “We did say that we felt like old friends. Because we connected on so many levels. He’s married, I’m married. I’m a veteran, he’s active duty. We were talking like friends.”


“He said you’ve met three or four times. He said you meet regularly at the same restaurant. And there was something else here about...Oh yes. Always on Tuesdays.” He grinned. “Is any of this ringing a bell, Mister Ortega?”


Shit. Too late, I realized my mistake. In my mind’s eye, I saw a prison cell. A reeducation camp. A forced confession. A lifetime of—


Breathe. De-escalate.


I noticed that the deputy had left his corner and was moving toward the table.


“Gentlemen,” I said, including the chief inspector and the rapidly approaching deputy, “I can’t explain why the Major would say that. All I know is—”


The deputy smashed his fist down, shaking the table. “You are a spy!”


“Yes.” The chief inspector nodded. “I’m afraid we know all about you.”


“A...spy?” I said, filling my voice with as much shock as I could muster. “No, no. There’s been some mix-up. The Major’s first language is not English, so maybe he is confused. Maybe if I could just speak to him—”


“You’re never speaking to the Major again!” The deputy jabbed me in the ribs with his index finger, his face so close to mine that I could feel his spittle on my cheeks. “You’re never speaking to anyone ever again!” He ranted on and on, accusing me of corrupting a war hero, of ruining Major Bondoy’s life, of conspiring to destroy their country. “You CIA dog!”


When the deputy’s rage finally subsided, the chief inspector sighed. “Why don’t you just admit it, Mister Ortega? It will be easier for you.”


I had learned about this ploy. The one where they conjure for you a big red button marked ESCAPE. They put that button right under your fingers and dare you to push it. Except that it’s not an escape button. It’s a self-destruct button. Admitting to espionage is the fastest route to the gulag...or the gallows. I thought of the thirteen dozen stars carved into the wall at Langley. Suddenly that future didn’t seem as glorious as it had a year before. I had made one mistake already; I wasn’t about to make another. So, no: they would get no confession out of me. Better by far to keep them guessing. Preserve that kernel of doubt in their minds, however tiny.
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