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Son, after I’m gone I want you to keep up the good fight. I never told you, but our life is a war and I have been a traitor all my born days, a spy in the enemy’s country ever since I give up my gun back in the Reconstruction. Live with your head in the lion’s mouth. I want you to overcome ’em with yeses, undermine ’em with grins, agree ’em to death and destruction, let ’em swoller you till they vomit or bust wide open.


Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man




PART ONE
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CONNECTICUT, 1992
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I unlocked the safe beneath my desk, grabbed my old service automatic, and crept toward my bedroom doorway, stealthy until I was brought to grief by a Lego Duplo that stung the sole of my foot. I hobbled the rest of the way to the door and crouched behind it.


A few moments passed, just enough time for me to feel ridiculous. I told myself that what I’d heard was the house settling. That was always what it wound up being.


The room was still and dark; the only light was from the moon. Poochini, our German shepherd mix, was closed in your bedroom with you. He let out a single, cautious bark. I heard the whoosh of tires on asphalt—a car passing on the Boston Post Road, which was hidden just behind the tangle of woods at the back of our small house. Then it was quiet again.


That night I’d been up late working on a translation at the desk in my room, so it was after two when I’d finally shut off the light and climbed into bed. I hadn’t been able to sleep. As I was staring at the ceiling, I’d thought I’d heard a floorboard creak in the hall. Instinctively, I’d climbed out of bed and gone for my gun.


Your room was across from my own. I pictured you both asleep, and told myself I was being irrational. I told myself we were safe.


Then a man appeared in my bedroom, and my heart picked up speed as I watched him approach my bed. I lunged low at him from behind, toppling him to the floor with a crash. His gun thudded against the hardwood and disappeared into the darkness. He tried to stand, but I climbed on him, pinned him down. His lean, hard body bucked beneath mine. He shoved me off and my back collided with the bedside table. My lamp clattered to the floor. I’d lost my gun too. I tried to get to my feet, but he grabbed a handful of my hair and yanked me back down. He rolled on top of me and his hands searched for my neck. They found my mouth instead, and I bit him so hard he screamed. Spat out an expletive that was the first word uttered by either of us. I clawed the skin I could get at—his face, his arms—and struggled against his weight. He went for my neck again, and as he started to squeeze I reached behind me, flailing my arms, hoping to find the fallen lamp in the dark; instead my fingers curled around a 9mm that didn’t belong to me. I lifted it to the man’s temple. Squeezed the trigger.


The sound of the shot exploded through our quiet house. He crumpled and his weight pressed me down against the hardwood, suffocating me. I heard Poochini race into the room and your footsteps in the hall. Gasping, I struggled to push the heavy body off me, then went to turn on the overhead light and lock the door so you couldn’t see inside my room. My breath came hard and fast as I looked at the body.


“Maman?” one of you called from the hall.


“Stay there,” I barely managed to choke out, still coughing. My voice was raw and constricted from the violence done to my throat. And my senses were surreally sharp, the effect of the adrenaline coursing through me. I felt like I could see more clearly than I ever had before, and smell more keenly: The tangy scent of his blood and sweat in the air were oppressively strong. I looked at his face. Much of it was missing, but I didn’t think I recognized him. Poochini watched me check his pockets for ID, but found none. It didn’t matter—I knew who’d sent him.


“I’m coming right now,” I called to you two as I searched for my gun. I locked it back in the safe, and took the man’s with me. Poochini followed me out of the bedroom and tracked bloody dog prints all over the wood floor. I pulled the door closed behind me.


William, you were there blinking against the bright light; Tommy, you were peeking out from your room, half hidden behind the doorframe. I realized the phone was ringing.


“Blood,” you said, William, and pointed at my face.


“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m okay.” I sped down the hall, crossed the living room to the front door, and stepped outside. Peered out into the dark, but didn’t see anyone or any unfamiliar cars. I went back inside. You’d followed and were standing in the foyer. Tommy, you were crying. I wanted to pick you up but didn’t because of the blood on my clothes.


“We’re safe,” I said, hoping to soothe you as I made a circuit around the living room, Poochini following in my wake as I looked for the man’s point of entry.


I went back down the hall and into the bathroom. He’d come in through the window there. I stared at the broken glass, then looked at my reflection in the medicine cabinet. There was blood on my face and neck and T-shirt. The man had choked me so hard that he’d broken blood vessels in my cheek. I turned on the tap; as I was washing my face, the phone sounded again. I picked up the living room extension, as if in a trance. My neighbor Irena was on the line. She lived next door, close enough to have heard the shot.


“Marie! I’ve been calling. Thank god, you’re all right.” Because she was panicked, her Polish accent was especially pronounced. Irena was around my mother’s age. I went to her house sometimes to sit at her kitchen table, sip coffee, and gossip. We were bonded as conspirators. Outsiders. Neither of us was the type to talk about our past, but I’d picked up on the little hints that suggested she’d seen mayhem in her life: There weren’t many retirees in that sleepy town who could so confidently identify the sound of a gunshot in the middle of the night.


I told her I was fine, then hung up abruptly because I’d heard a siren approaching. Irena must’ve called the police. I ushered you both back to your room, told you to wait there with Poochini. The bell rang.


“Marie Mitchell?” a cop called through the front door, and rapped on it once before kicking it open. As I was pulling your door closed, several sets of boots stomped through my living room. Three cops appeared at the mouth of the hall, trapping me. All three had their weapons drawn. Still holding the gun, I put up my hands.


Two of the cops stayed at the end of the hall while the third approached me. “Put the weapon down!” he ordered. “Put it down!”


“Listen, sir, my sons are in the house,” I said as I bent to put the gun on the floor. You both were shrieking with fear.


“Do you have any other weapons on you?” he asked.


“They’re behind this door. They’re just little boys. They’re four. Please don’t—”


“Shut your mouth and answer the question,” he barked. “Anything else on you that could be a danger to us?”


“No, sir.”


The cop pressed me hard against the wall, and pain flashed through my bruised chest. As he searched me roughly, I stayed passive and compliant. He was twice my size, but if he’d shot me, they’d say in the report that it was because I posed a threat to him.


“What happened?”


Speaking as calmly as I could, not wanting to alarm him I said, “He’s in my room, sir. He was going to kill me. I live here.”


“Who is?”


“I don’t know, sir. But he’s dead.” I added, “My father’s a cop. His shield’s in my purse.” I kept a replica in a pouch with my insurance and registration, so if I ever got stopped in the car, I could casually flash it while handing over my documents.


The first cop glanced back to the other two. “She’s clear.”


As they holstered their guns, I asked if they wanted me to get the shield. The first cop shook his head. All three had finally started to relax.


“Which room’s the body in? This one?” He had his hand on the knob to my bedroom door. I nodded quickly. He opened it and went inside.


“Can I go in my sons’ room?” I asked one of the other cops, who nodded.


“Maman, I’m scared,” you said, Tommy, and clung to me.


“I know.” Not caring about the blood anymore, I crouched to put my arms around you both. I held you for as long as I could and kissed you. Then I quickly packed a backpack and shepherded the two of you and the dog out into the hall. You both tensed at the sight of the policeman. Tommy, I had to pick you up because you wouldn’t walk.


“Don’t go too far,” one of the cops called after me as I was leaving. At Irena’s house, she opened the door and threw her arms around me despite the state of my clothes. She was the only person living on our cul-de-sac that I genuinely liked.


“I have to go to the hospital.”


She hugged me again; I must’ve sounded dazed. She said, “They can stay here as long as you need.”


Before I left, I went to Irena’s kitchen, to her bedroom, to each room of her house, assessing all the points of entry while everyone, Poochini included, followed quietly. You were more vulnerable there than I would’ve liked, but I didn’t have much of a choice.


Once you realized I was leaving, you both started to cry again. As gently as I could, I had to unhook your arms from around my calves, and that was more painful to me than any of the damage done to my body. I promised I’d be back as soon as I could. I meant it.


Back at our house, a pair of EMTs had arrived. As one looked me over she told me what I already knew: My lip would need stitches. I said I’d drive myself to the hospital after the cops interviewed me, which I knew they needed to do.


The one who I’d felt most threatened by slipped on a falsely soothing posture that grated my nerves. He asked me if I needed anything, which I recognized as a prelude; he was testing the waters to see if I was ready to answer questions. I said, “Go ahead. Ask me anything you need to.”


“Start from the beginning. What happened?”


“I was asleep in my room. It was three, maybe? I heard a noise in the hall and—”


“You were sleeping?”


“I was trying to sleep when I thought I heard something.”


“Mm-hmm.” The cop’s eyes ran across my face. Heat flashed up into my cheeks, as I worried that my eagerness to be as truthful as possible made me sound like I was lying. Your grandfather was a career cop, which instilled a fear of authority in me that even my own time as a Fed couldn’t cure.


The interview continued. Two coroners came through the open door. I waited around for everyone to clear out, then went to get my lip fixed. By the time I got back to our street, it was almost dawn. Next door, I looked in on you in Irena’s den. You were lying on her pullout couch under a pile of blankets. Tommy, you’re easy to miss when you’re asleep. Your brother takes up a lot of space; he’s all limbs, like a sweet little squid. But, Tommy, you curl into an impossibly tight ball.


Poochini came over to me, and I scratched him between the ears. I asked Irena in a whisper, “How were they?”


She shook her head. “It took them a long time to fall asleep.”


I threw back a corner of one of the blankets and risked waking you to kiss your foreheads. Neither of you stirred. As Irena turned back to the hall, I wished her a good night, then sat on the arm of the sofa, and watched you sleep for a while, too wired to do so myself.


MARTINIQUE, TWO DAYS LATER


The man I’d killed had been an intruder in our home; I felt no legal obligation to the situation other than to submit to an interview as I’d done on the scene. But I wasn’t sure the cops would see it the same way, so we’d left the United States on a set of fake passports that my father’s friend Mr. Ali had prepared for me a few years earlier in case of an emergency. I hope that nothing about your adult lives will require you to be as paranoid as I was. The clerk at the Jumbo Car rental desk asked how my day was going, then looked up at me from his console. The smile slid from his face when he saw my stitches and the bruise in full bloom on my cheekbone.


I briefly took off my sunglasses so the clerk could compare my face to the one in the photo. The name on the license I gave the clerk matched my passport: Monica Williams. He used that name as he handed back my paperwork, and I glanced down at you two. Your French was good enough to have understood him, but you seemed oblivious to the new name.


Outside, you climbed into the backseat of a sporty-looking red Peugeot with Poochini; the clerk had given me a free upgrade to a larger car. I loaded our luggage into the trunk, then started up the engine.


Martinique’s airport is in Le Lamentin, an industrial district, and as we sped along a factory-lined highway, I told you about the day you were born. That day we’d driven along the same road; I pointed out the window to the spot where my mother and I’d been forced to pull over when her old truck had run out of gas. We’d ended up having to hitch a ride to the maternity hospital, ten miles away. All that had happened because truck drivers for the oil refinery on the island had been on strike, refusing to deliver to any of the gas stations. On strike—it’s a very French country. When they call it an overseas department they mean it.


On that road, I’d had the first intense contraction of my labor, one so overwhelmingly, violently painful that I’d wanted to put a pin in the whole situation and come back to it later, when I was a better person. You could call that kind of pain ineffable or transcendental, which I guess it was, but the problem with both words is their positive connotation. It wasn’t pain that strengthened my character. Feeling like I was being atomized from the throat down did nothing to enhance my vision of myself. Don’t get me wrong, I’m so glad to be your mother, and for the most part I enjoyed being pregnant with you. But the endgame could’ve used some improvement.


Martinique is a beautiful country. As we continued on in the Peugeot, through the countryside, through towns, coasting down steep inclines and around sharp curves, climbing switchbacked hills, I felt like I was in a movie, although that might have been more about my mental state than the lush scenery—the only way I’d managed to get through the last couple of days was to play everything at a distance.


Tired from the flight, you boys were quiet. Not Poochini, who rode with his head sticking out of the back window, barking and panting and so excited by all the new smells that I was worried he’d jump out of the car. He was one of those dogs who was a perennial runaway. I wish I knew what got into him, so I could break him of the habit. I’d taken far too many trips up and down our cul-de-sac in my bathrobe, screaming his name at the top of my lungs.


Agathe’s farm was in Sainte-Anne, a commune at the very south of the country. As we approached a roundabout, I noticed a teenage hitchhiker waiting near it and stopped for him. He spoke to me in Creole; I answered in French that he should get in the passenger seat. Auto-stop was very common there, and Martinique was the only place on Earth where I’d pick up a hitchhiker. I owed a debt to the stranger who drove me to the hospital and wanted to pay it forward.


After I dropped the kid near a second roundabout, one closer to downtown, we continued south to the farm. The second I saw my mother’s home in the distance, the tension in my jaw started to recede—I hadn’t even been aware of the grip it had on me until I felt it diminish. We were almost to safety.


The property was split in two by the main road and enclosed on both sides by barbed wire. White cows dotted the pasture, which was brown and a little dry looking but still lovely. The farmhouse was at the top of a crest—one of my many reasons for going there. The sweeping vantage point would give me a strategic advantage if anyone came looking for me. I made the sharp turn and climbed up the driveway lined with large green aloe plants, the Peugeot’s toy motor whining pitifully even in first gear. I parked beside my mother’s same old truck, we got out and crossed toward the house. I let us inside.


Comfortingly, the living room was just as I remembered it: overrun by tropical plants and rattan. On the far wall were a pair of brown floor-to-ceiling plantation shutters, and a doorway that led to the kitchen. Your grandmother was in there, humming along to the radio. I could smell bacon. A pan clattered against the burner.


“Agathe,” I called. She strode into the living room, rubbing her hands on her apron, and after I’d hugged her tightly she examined my bruises and lightly touched my cheek, her face knotted with worry.


“I know it looks bad,” I said in French. “I tried to tell you.”


She nodded. “You’re my child. It hurts to see you all bruised up. Even with a warning.”


It felt like I was being cruel by confronting her with the reality of what had happened. I wished I could’ve gone off somewhere to hide, to bear the burden of it alone. I wanted to protect her, as I wanted to protect you, and hated that I couldn’t.


“Say hello,” I said to you boys.


“I’m your grandma,” she said, using the word mémé. She bent down, and you both gave her a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. Tommy, you seemed shy, as you always were with strangers. I didn’t think either of you remembered her.


“They still speak French, right?” She stood. “They understood me?”


I nodded. “They’re just exhausted. Especially William. His ears were hurting him on the plane. He couldn’t sleep.”


“No, I’m not,” you said in French, William. “I’m not tired.”


“How about you?” Agathe asked.


“I’m fine. I think.” I was still feeling nothing at all.


She asked if you two were hungry and led you to the kitchen for breakfast. I sat on the sofa. Inhaled and exhaled slowly. At my mother’s house, two thousand miles away from Connecticut, I finally felt like I was out of danger. I was suddenly exhausted. Unable to keep my eyes open, I lay down on the sofa.


When I woke up it was dark. I leaped to my feet, alarmed at having let my guard down, then followed your voices out to the back patio. Your grandmother was telling you a bedtime story. Poochini’s tail thumped against the concrete as I stepped outside. You two were already in your pajamas, squeezed in together on the wicker sofa with Agathe.


“Maman!” Tommy called.


Looking at my watch, I was astonished to learn I’d slept for twelve hours. “Why didn’t you wake me?”


“I’m surprised they didn’t. They tore up the living room this afternoon. And you slept through a huge argument over absolutely nothing. I mean tears, screaming. The works.”


I sat on the ground next to Poochini. “Sounds like you had fun today.”


“You were dead to the world. You must’ve needed the rest.” My mother sounded pleased as she added: “Their French is good!”


“We are French at home,” you said, William.


“I try to get them to speak it with me so they retain it,” I said.


“Does that work?”


“Sort of.”


“Maman, what are stars?” Tommy, you asked this.


I looked up at the sky. I don’t think you’d ever seen so many before. At night here, we could see more of them than I even knew to imagine when I was growing up in New York, and it made me feel good to think you had just a little more knowledge, a little more access to the world than I did when I was your age.


I started to explain, muddling something about them being big balls of gas and heat and light, that the sun was also a star, that the stars were like our sun but they looked small to us because they were so far away. By the time I’d finished, you were thoroughly confused.


“Mémé said—she says Daddy’s a star. Now he is ’cause he died.” Tommy, you said this in that matter-of-fact way of yours. You added, “What star is he?”


I’d been anticipating questions about your father since you first learned to talk, but not that one. Annoyed, I looked at my mother. It had only taken her half a day to start filling your heads with her particular brand of spiritual hokum. She read my expression and gave me a small, apologetic smile. “They were asking what happens after you die. For obvious reasons.”


“Is that bad man a star?” Tommy asked, apparently finding the logic in this more appealing than what I’d just told you.


“I don’t know,” I said pointedly to Agathe. “Mémé, is he?”


“No,” she said. “If you’re bad, you don’t become one. You come back to Earth to try again to be good.”


“Where’s that photo album I gave you?” I asked. It was in her room.


“Let me show you a picture of your daddy before he became a star,” I said when I returned to the porch, grudgingly endorsing my mother’s fiction. I pulled a photo from the album, the one of my sister and a soldier in uniform. William, you’re too quick for me. You slipped off the sofa and managed to pluck it from my hand. I watched as you brought it close to your face and inspected it in the lamplight.


“Be careful!” your brother scolded as he came over and tried to snatch the picture from you. I took it, told you to get on the sofa and sit nicely. Crouching in front of you, I held the photo out so you both could see. “That’s him and Aunt Helene.”


“Is she a star?” William asked. “She is,” Agathe said.


“’Cause Daddy’s a star why—umm …” William, you covered your upper lip with your tongue for a moment as you thought. “Why can’t he come back?”


“You mean, after you die, why can’t you come back and be alive again?”


You nodded.


“That’s a hard one,” I admitted. “Why’d he die?” William asked. “That’s a hard one too.”


The nature and quantity of the questions you ask are staggering. As is how much the both of you talk. Until you came along, I hadn’t realized how quiet my life had been. As I was trying to figure out what else to tell you, Tommy, you put your hand on my cheek. “Maman?”


I looked down at your sweetly stern little face.


“Don’t be sad.”


I smiled at the seriousness of the command. It made me think of how much like your father you are. You believe you can correct me, my feelings, purely through the force of your will. That impulse at its most essential is what your father understood love to be. And, William, you are just as full of energy as he was. Just as fast. Just as impatient. Just as generous. I wondered all the time what kind of men you’d be. I hoped that if I could help you focus all that energy and will, you’d be as extraordinary as your dad was.


“Okay. For you,” I said, and kissed your cheek.


That was yesterday evening. Later, Tommy, you woke up from a nightmare screaming and scared the hell out of your brother. I went to your room to bring you water and rub your back, then lay at the foot of the bed you’re sharing until you both fell back asleep.


Now it’s early in the morning. It’s dark out, and the house is still. Agathe is asleep in my uncle’s old room because she insisted I stay in hers, which is much larger and across the hall from yours. The furniture here is all oversized. Resting on the giant vanity is the only artifact from our house in Queens, a framed photo that my father took during his photography phase.


It’s from Christmas 1962. I’d wanted our Airedale, Bunny, to wear a Santa cap for the picture, so to please me, Helene is trying (and failing) to keep him from shaking it off his head. Bunny’s a brown blur, and she’s glaring at him in openmouthed frustration. I’m grinning though. Helene was like a little mother to me: always more dedicated to my happiness than to her own. It’s my favorite photo of us.


Last night on the porch, I told you your daddy died because he was in a war, that he was in a plane and it got shot down. What I said corresponded with what I’d already told Agathe: Your father was an American soldier who’d died in the line of duty, and his family wanted nothing to do with us. I knew my mother didn’t believe that cover, because I wouldn’t have believed it. Every lie I’d told her about your father has come with a silent dare for her to call me on it. She never has.


I’d found the picture I showed you in one of the boxes of my sister’s things that Pop was storing in her room.


In it she’s in her backyard in North Carolina poised over a decrepit barbecue with tongs. The man in the photo is smiling and holding a beer and looking down at whatever’s smoking on the grill. He’s handsome. The only thing I know about him is his name. Ray. I’m a hypocrite. How can I be annoyed with your grandmother for telling you a fairy tale, then turn around and do the same thing?


I’ve pulled my mother’s armchair up to the vanity, and I’m sitting here, trying to put as much of our story down on paper as possible before you wake up. While I can’t explain why death is irreversible, I can explain why your father died. I can explain who he really was and what he meant to me. I can tell you who sent that man to our house and why. I’m writing this to give you honest answers to the questions I hazard to guess you’ll ask while you’re growing up. I’m writing it all down here just in case I’m not around to tell you.
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NEW YORK, 1987
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I was a special agent in the FBI from 1983 to 1987, and in that time CIA hired me twice as a temporary contractor, the phrase they use for spy. That’s how I met your father.


After my training at Quantico, I was assigned to the Indianapolis field office, where I had to put in two years as a first-office agent, the bureau’s version of a rookie, before I could transfer. I chose New York, my hometown, as my officer preference, and was surprised to get it. I’d assumed it was popular, but as it turned out, New York was understaffed. Few agents wanted to be in the city because it was too expensive and because of the rumors that circulated through the other field offices about New York agents being mugged while working surveillance.


Our field office was the largest in the bureau. At the time, I was one of the more than twelve hundred agents in my department alone. I was a part of the Intelligence division, intelligence being a misnomer that the bureau has since corrected. Our division was actually concerned with counterintelligence; officially speaking we were supposed to be working to combat espionage, not engaging in it. On a personal note, I considered the name inaccurate because the division wasn’t exactly a brain trust.


A sense of self-importance permeated the culture. So did machismo and knee-jerk conservatism. To get by, I told my colleagues that I didn’t care about politics, which felt like a ridiculous thing to claim. They bought it though. Very few of those men understood having no choice about whether they were political or not: Unlike me, they weren’t people who’d had their existence politicized on their behalf.


Although New York’s Criminal division was better represented on film and in television, in the mid-eighties Intelligence was more active and better funded. One of the balms being applied to a Cold War–chafed public was a major influx in funding and support of the bureau’s counterintelligence programs. DC’s field office and our own got the lion’s share of the money. We were stewards of the two regions that boasted, by leagues, the highest concentrations of suspected KGB agents in the country.


I started at the New York field office in 1985, which the newspapers called the “Year of the Spy.” Eight major spy arrests had been made public that year. After each story broke, you’d watch interviews on the nightly news of people out in the middle of nowhere reacting to them. They’d talk about the precautions they were now taking, the suspicions they had of people who weren’t like them. And of course it was crazy: What exactly would it earn the KGB to infiltrate Betty Johnson’s prayer meeting in Great Falls, Montana? But the fear that it could happen was so present in so many minds that it dictated lives. It was an awe-inspiring thing. And more than a little frightening.


Don’t let me suggest that I was completely immune to spy fever. I followed the Sharon Scranage case particularly closely because she was the only black woman among the eight, and it was the first time an American had been caught spying for an African intelligence outlet. The case suggested a broader and deeper scope to CIA’s covert operations in West Africa than I’d ever considered before.


Scranage, who’d been a CIA clerk in Ghana, had been the target of a honeypot. Can you imagine? It was an absolutely wild, cinematic story that just so happened to be 100 percent true. She’d leaked the names of more than a half-dozen CIA employees and informants to her boyfriend, Michael Soussoudis, who turned out to be a Ghanaian intelligence officer. He was also related to the head of state, Jerry Rawlings, who’d assigned Soussoudis the operation because he believed CIA was trying to orchestrate a coup in the country. Looking back, it’s hard to accuse Rawlings of baseless paranoia.


The field office was in the Jacob Javits building, which was located in an especially barren part of lower Manhattan, down near the Brooklyn Bridge and Tweed courthouse. As a kid I’d read something about the courthouse that has stuck with me my entire life: In the nineteenth century, Boss Tweed had used its construction as a pretext to embezzle millions from New York State. When they finally got around to trying him for that crime, they did it in the courthouse named after him. How hilarious an irony—here was a city government building celebrating one of the most corrupt members in its history. To be a New Yorker was to be assaulted from every possible angle by political doubledealing and corporate deception. It was quite literally built into the architecture of the place. In general, New Yorkers weren’t afraid of outsiders—KGB agents—moving into town and betraying the public trust. Not when we had such a rich history of insiders doing it.


My division was on the twenty-sixth floor. I worked in a large, open-plan room scattered with chocolate-colored desks and busy with scurrying men in white shirts and black ties. Mr. Ali, my father’s friend, had one of the few offices. My boss, the assistant special agent in charge—or ASAC—had another. Rick Gold was a squat, thick-necked man who looked like he might’ve been a high school athlete, maybe a wrestler, but had since let himself go to pot.


I didn’t like him. During my first division meeting at the office, he’d interrupted himself during a briefing to ask me to run to the kitchen and get him a cup of coffee. Everyone in the room had laughed.


“I’ll bring you back a mug of something, sir,” I’d answered, tucking my anger as far into my chest as it would go. “But don’t expect it all to be coffee.”


There was a beat before Gold laughed at that. The rest of the men in the room joined in, and my training agent called out over the clamor: “Watch it, Ricky, that coffee’s gonna come back looking yellow!”


I pretended to laugh too, compelled to prove that although I was a woman, I wasn’t a killjoy. None of it was funny though, and I mean that as a statement of fact, not opinion: The basic premise of my training agent’s joke didn’t make sense, and Gold’s was an embarrassing cliché.


My ASAC in Indianapolis had treated me well. In New York, Gold’s behavior set a bad precedent in the office; my colleagues were emboldened by his obvious lack of respect for me. I was deliberately excluded from operational meetings and told it was because men were better at that kind of planning. I was left off certain surveillance squads, because agents “didn’t feel safe” with me backing them up.


I’d fought my way into a few surveillance operations, but most of my work was concerned with recruiting informants. That and filling out oppressive amounts of paperwork—above all else the FBI is a sprawling, creaking bureaucracy.


Having Gold as a boss was stalling my career. But transferring out of New York would’ve felt like he’d won, and I was too competitive for that. So I was biding my time. I believed I would eventually get around Gold by outsmarting him.


It was late in the morning, but I was still home. I had plans to meet one of my informants at Pan Pan, a diner a few blocks north of my apartment, and head down to the field office in the afternoon.


Pan Pan was on the corner of 135th and Lenox, just a few blocks north of my apartment. I liked the place; the easy warmth of the women employed there and the food they served gave it a distinctly southern charm.


I walked in and sat at one of the U-shaped sienna tables. When the waitress approached to ask what I wanted, I ordered my usual lunch—a cup of coffee and a large fruit cup—then glanced out the wide windows. The day was warm and overcast; it looked like it was going to rain. There was still no sign of my snitch.


You might be surprised to learn how often I met my snitches in diners. The conversations we had looked (and generally were) boring, which I’d found was as good a security measure as total privacy.


In the two years that I’d been at the New York field office, I’d recruited a respectable number of informants and a couple of “hip pockets,” guys I had no administrative file on but touched base with every once in a while. Aisha was the only woman. Actually, as far as I am aware, she was the only female informant developed by any agent in my division while I was there.


Aisha was my favorite snitch. She was a member of the Patrice Lumumba Coalition, a Pan-African organization based in Harlem with about a thousand members on its roster. Although the PLC’s activities mostly revolved around protesting apartheid, we had them under investigation for two reasons. The first was because of their ties to the Communist Party USA. At the time, the CPUSA was receiving three million dollars annually from the USSR, so any organization with Communist members, no matter the size, was under our investigation.


The second was because its director, Aisha’s uncle, had once been a Black Panther. More troublingly, he’d also briefly been associated with the Black Liberation Army—a violent, underground offshoot of the Panthers that had been active throughout the seventies. Before the FBI systematically disbanded the group, the BLA had been a domestic terrorist network responsible for the theft of millions of dollars and the murder of more than a dozen police officers.


When Aisha finally arrived, she was carrying a purse on her arm, a giant clear umbrella, a folded stroller, and her son, Marlon, who was two. As she dropped onto the bolted stool beside me, I said hello to Marlon, who promptly turned away from me and began to whine, pushing his face into the acne-scarred swath of skin exposed by Aisha’s V-neck.


“He’s tired,” she said as an apology.


Aisha looked much younger than twenty. And like she’d dressed quickly, wearing a headscarf, a wrinkled white T-shirt, and jeans. I glanced up at the clock near the stainless steel order-up counter. “You’re twenty minutes late.”


She nodded and said she was sorry. I suppressed my irritation, not wanting it to be a contentious meeting because—as I’d already warned her—it would be our last. When the waitress came over, Aisha ordered an enormous amount of food: the chicken and waffles the restaurant was famous for, with a side of Georgia sausage. Once the waitress had gone, Aisha reached into her purse and handed me a sheaf of papers folded into thirds. As I looked over the first page of the report, she spoke sharply to Marlon, who was still whimpering.


I recognized her handwriting from my own youth. Some of the girls I’d passed notes with wrote their a’s and o’s in the same fat way, their i’s with large bubble dots. If there are regional variations in speech, I think it stands to reason that they also exist in handwriting, and I thought of Aisha’s handwriting as the most prominent dialect of New York’s black public schools. My own, as you’ve surely noticed by now, is quite sharp. I wonder what that says about my personality.


“Is it okay?” She was peering at me, insecure as usual about the quality of her writing.


“It’s fine.” The first page summarized the three PLC meetings she’d gone to over the last couple of months; what had happened and who had attended. The second detailed a protest they were planning in front of city hall. The group was hoping to put pressure on city government to divest from South Africa.


Her meal arrived, the waffles on a separate plate with a pat of Technicolor oleo on top. As she cut one into wedges, she said to Marlon, “You hungry?”


She held a wedge out toward him, but when he tried to snatch it, moved it out of his reach. “You gonna be good?”


He remained silent, passively resisting her terms. She sighed and put the waffle wedge in his fat hand anyway.


“How’s his dad doing?” I asked.


“He’s good.”


A couple of years earlier, Marlon’s father had gone up to Otisville on an assault charge. I didn’t know the details, but something had compelled him to visit a comprehensive beating on a fellow inmate, which was technically a federal crime, Otisville being a federal prison. That second assault would’ve extended his bid by a few years, but I’d got those charges against him dropped. In exchange Aisha gave me intel. And on top of that I paid her. I thought she was getting the better end of the deal.


“Got his parole hearing coming up soon,” she added, looking at me cannily. “But you knew that, didn’t you.”


I shook my head. “I’ve got no reason to be keepings tabs on him.”


Of course we both knew that was a lie, as his status was my source of leverage with her. But recruiting and running informants was about cultivating their trust. To do that I found it worked best to lie frequently to them.


As Aisha ate, I asked her a few questions about the report she’d given me. Then I tried pressing her for information about the group’s funding, but she said she hadn’t seen the books lately. I valued this highly about her, the fact that if she didn’t know something she said so directly. That was rarely the case with my male informants.


The waitress approached again. She spoke to Marlon and patted him on the head before beginning to clear Aisha’s dishes. “You need anything else?”


“Just the bill,” I said. She wrote quickly on the guest check, pulled it off the pad, and put it on the counter before strolling over to another customer.


I asked Aisha the same thing I always did to cap our meetings: “Is there anything else I should know that you haven’t told me?”


She thought for a moment then shook her head. “No, ma’am.”


She was telling the truth. At Quantico they’d taught us the so-called classic signals that someone was lying: if they glance up to the right before they speak, or if they won’t look you in the eye. None of what I’d learned worked as well as listening to my instincts. I’ve always been good at ferreting out deception. I’m not entirely sure what my ability to detect a liar is based on—subtle cues maybe, subconscious awareness, an intuitive talent for reading microexpressions. I don’t know, and I’ve found that the more I try to understand it the less effective I am. My ASAC in Indianapolis had taken full advantage of my skill and used me on a lot of cases. He called me his lie detector. Gold and I had never worked closely enough for him to have noticed my talent.


I fished a receipt from my purse and watched as she carefully signed her code name to it. She asked, “You really don’t need me no more?”


I shook my head as I held a clean white envelope out to her. Inside were her usual bimonthly payment and a termination bonus: $350 in seven crisp $50 bills.


“Too bad. I got used to the extra cash.” She was gathering her purse, her umbrella, her son.


“Well. See you around.” I felt strangely sad, and it took me by surprise.


“Yeah.” She hesitated, and then in a show of formality extended her hand to shake my own. It was such an uncharacteristic gesture that we both started to laugh.


I was nervous about firing her as I had, because I’d done so without my ASAC’s permission, which meant the move was technically against bureau policy. But I couldn’t continue to waste my career on developing informants. Participating in high-profile operations was the only way to get the recognition and promotion I wanted.


As Aisha left the restaurant, I gathered my own things. At the cashier stand I glanced out through the wall of windows into the rainy afternoon and saw Aisha under her clear umbrella, struggling to snap the stroller harness around Marlon, who was bawling. She was displaying Herculean patience in the face of his tantrum and in the bad weather. I felt a surge of fondness for her.


What I actually did for a living had long since inoculated me against any of the romantic ideas I’d once had about spies. Most of the ones I knew personally, or knew about, fell into one of two categories—they were either traitors like Scranage or snitches like my informants.


But she was the one informant for whom my contempt was mixed with something a little kinder. After all, she was snitching out of loyalty to her man, which was admirable from a certain perspective. My other informants only did it for the cash.


Plus, I could see something of myself in her. When I was just a little bit younger than she was, I started dating my first boyfriend, Robbie Young, whom I’d known since I was a kid. We’d go on to have an on-again, off-again relationship throughout my twenties.


Like Marlon’s father, when Robbie was young, he’d been a guest of the state a few times (back then, to hear him tell it, a crime against property wasn’t a real crime). I’d visit him occasionally, even during times when, strictly speaking, we weren’t a couple.


Once, when he was up at Wallkill, he’d asked me to marry him. I remember looking around before I answered. The visitors’ room had a distinctly family oriented atmosphere—there was a mural of the Manhattan skyline on one of the walls and a guard was gamely taking a photograph of a large family in front of it. An elderly inmate in a green jumpsuit and too-large, too-white dentures was at the very center and grinning for the camera.


I’d looked back at Robbie and shook my head. What would it have earned me to build a life and a family around a visitor’s schedule? What would he have been to me but an albatross around my neck? I could never have made the choice Aisha did.


It’s not romantic to be so loyal that you compromise your sense of yourself. I’ve been a lot of things, boys, including a spy, but I know who I am. And I’m not no snitch.
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When your grandmother was twelve, her mother died suddenly, and she went to Saint-Pierre to live with her sister, Sido. A year passed before their father, Leon, got it into his head to send her to New York. His own sister, Agathe’s aunt, had married an American serviceman in Paris and moved with him after the war. Leon was white. Agathe’s in her sixties now and is still hearing rumors that so-and-so is probably a half sibling of hers. Aunt Sido is the only one with whom she shares both parents, out of maybe a dozen or so of his children. Sido believes that Leon loved Agathe the most because of her beauty and complexion, and that is why he sent her to New York. While that seems overly simple, I have no better explanation to offer.


Agathe’s aunt strong-armed her into passing for white; I don’t even think her uncle knew she was black until she married my father. Your grandmother characterizes her teenage years in New York as “nervous ones” (there’s no one on this planet with her knack for understatement). She moved in and out of the New York places where Negroes were interdits, gathering her intelligence on the world that white people inhabited, always feeling like she was about to be made.


I can’t say for certain what I would’ve done in Agathe’s position, but most likely what I’d been told to. The thought alone is frightening. The privileges wouldn’t have mitigated the risk, or the constant fear of a very dangerous type of exposure. Had I been subjected to that as an adolescent, I would’ve been permanently warped. In many ways, Agathe is much stronger than me.


I think Helene would’ve enjoyed tricking people she considered too stupid to really see her. She would’ve found pleasure in deceiving a particular type of fool: the one who looks at you and sees, not you, but whom he wants to see. As much as I loved her, she could be a little duplicitous.


My great-aunt’s big oversight was letting your grandmother go to an integrated high school in Brooklyn, which was where she met your grandfather. One day, she left her lunch bag unattended for a moment and he scratched his name with a toothpick on the banana. When the scratches darkened into writing, the mystery of it and the cleverness made her ask around about who Bill was.


Pop had grown up in Harlem; his family had only recently moved to Brooklyn. He was the youngest of four siblings, and his father was a grocer. Color was the linchpin of my parents’ relationship: My mother liked my father because he was dark, and my father liked my mother because she was light. He was Agathe’s first and only boyfriend; their relationship was easy to keep secret because he was enlisted for much of it. They got married a few months after Pop returned from Korea. Agathe was eighteen. Helene was born seven months later. It still amuses me, the picture of this unknown white great-aunt furiously spluttering at the news of Agathe’s marriage, the world she’d so carefully constructed for your grandmother falling down around them both.


Your grandfather started out as a beat cop, worked his way past sergeant then lieutenant, and eventually became deputy commissioner of community affairs. He was forced to retire a few years before you were born. Your grandmother is one of the few people I know who’s never been impressed by his professional accomplishments.


My parents had nothing but their children in common. I’ve never known two people who were more poorly suited. They argued constantly, but what was even more oppressive were the lethally hostile silences that stretched between them for days, only occasionally punctuated by passive-aggressive sniping. Like once when Helene was nine and I was seven, and our family was planning to go somewhere—maybe to our grandfather’s house for dinner. Pop noticed that Agathe was dressed smartly but wasn’t wearing makeup. He’d frowned and commented on it.


“I don’t feel like it,” she said.


“See, that’s your whole problem,” he shot back. “You think you’re fine the way you are.”


I can understand what he thought he was saying. He was a person who believed you should never be satisfied with yourself. He thought there was always room for improvement. I can also understand what she heard, and why she muttered under her breath in French as she slipped on her wool coat.


“What’s that?” he’d asked her, and when she didn’t respond, he turned to Helene and me. “That’s your mother for you. A beatnik right down to her core.”


He spoke with a strained smile on his face, like he was joking, but we knew he wasn’t. He’d first started calling her a beatnik after she got her hands on a copy of Les Damnés de la Terre—Frantz Fanon was Martinican too. The word became a catchall for all the things he didn’t like about her. Then it became a way of commenting on—rejecting—who she was fundamentally, and once you get to that point in a marriage, it seems like there’s little chance of bouncing back.


It was a tame enough insult for him to say in front of his kids, but I see now that there was brutality behind it. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that he called her much unkinder things when they were alone, but in the language of our family, “beatnik” was uniquely cruel.


If these were the people I was supposed to model my own relationships after, it’s no wonder that I’ve never been particularly interested in getting married. Your father was married when I met him. I loved him, but never wanted to replace his wife.


I think I must’ve learned my contempt for the snitch from Agathe. I can picture her now, a few months after that makeup argument, bent at the waist, rooting around in the closet that Helene and I shared. Our bedroom was the only room on the half story of our house; the effort Agathe had put into decorating it was a daily reminder of how much she loved us. She’d spent weeks picking out white furniture from stores all over the city: our beds, the dressers, and even a small rocking chair, which held the balding teddy that had been her most cherished possession as a child. She’d given the same attention to the festive rug—Bunny was lying on it now like a log—the drapes, the other furnishings. And on top of all that, she’d made the matching floral quilts that covered our beds herself.


She’d been looking for the powder-blue suitcase my sister and I took with us when our family went on vacation to one of the black resorts in the Catskills. Having found it, she sat on Helene’s bed and opened the window.


“Helene, get me a cigarette,” she said, speaking in French as she generally did when Pop wasn’t around. Her dress and purse were hanging over our desk chair; she’d slept in our bedroom the night before.


I watched as Agathe took a drag. She was in her Formfit Rogers Dress-Shapers, a pair of girdle panties and a pointy black bra, the kind of heavy-duty foundational garments that you could’ve shot her in and she wouldn’t even have felt it. In that moment, hers was an indecorous beauty.
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