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To Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Eloise Page, whose work and dedication have changed the lives of countless women who came after them, inside the CIA and far beyond. Your legacies inspire us to reach higher, shatter ceilings, and forge ahead. Thank you for paving the way.
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I ask no favor for my sex. All I ask of our brethren is that they take their feet off our necks.


—RUTH BADER GINSBURG
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CHAPTER 1



Close Call


I’d been told to wait at the airport for an official car to arrive. There were always detailed, specific instructions in case the car was late or didn’t show up at all. Under no circumstance was I, a single, unescorted woman, to get into a “taxi.” That would be “provocative” behavior, marking me as a woman looking for trouble, so instead I sat on an airport bench and waited. All too aware of the leering stares of men walking by, I unzipped my bag and retrieved the large shawl packed by Maggie, our housekeeper and lifelong friend. I draped it over my bare arms, eager to cover my pale skin.


The next morning, I was to report to the field office. I was in my mid-twenties but already I’d grown accustomed to this routine, stopping in first thing to meet the local Chief of Station at the start of each new assignment abroad. I also looked forward to seeing an old friend, Judi.


When I arrived at the Chief’s office the next morning, he was waving a flimsy sheet of paper in the air. It was an incoming cable from headquarters, and he held it between thumb and forefinger as if it were smoking hot. As his staff settled into nearby chairs, he read it aloud, his eyebrows rising and falling as he spoke: a terrorist group member whom the Chief had previously met in another country, on another assignment, was now attempting to make contact. The terrorist wanted to meet with him. Here. Now. According to this FLASH cable, which was the highest priority level of CIA communications, this terrorist was a rogue, and the lethal, razor-sharp edge of an emerging radical Islamist jihadi group. He’d already helped to bring down an American plane and was running from Interpol and the local intelligence service. He was also only a single step ahead of his own terrorist organization, which sought to assassinate him; he had gone rogue and now posed a danger to them as well. He was seeking safe harbor, and the Chief knew, as we did, that the meeting would have to take place soon. The terrorist claimed to have information about a planned hijacking of another American airline: Pan Am. That last line was the bait. This was urgent.


The Chief immediately informed us—three case officers, an intel analyst, and one support person—that he would not attend the meeting alone. We would be there with him to keep our eyes on the bad dude who was summoning him. Above all, our job was to ensure that our boss did not leave the meeting with the terrorist under any circumstances. This guy was desperate. And dangerous. Capable of anything.


I’d been flown in to direct a photo-training operation, but in the blink of an eye my assignment had changed. As a Disguise officer, I now had only hours to disguise our Chief, but I had brought no disguise materials with me.


The Chief was tall with a scarred face and a noticeable Southern drawl. I asked a case officer to buy the largest shalwar kameez available and a pair of everyday sandals from the nearest market. I needed to make the Chief look local, understated. After coloring his blond hair black and adding a custom mustache from a disguise kit left behind by a recently departed case officer, I found a pair of outdated dark horn-rimmed glasses. I then applied a touch of Judi’s makeup to darken his complexion. I also gave him a cigar and a leather portfolio, suggesting he light the cigar and enter the lobby of the hotel like he owned the place. Once he was in disguise, the Chief transformed. He was a natural actor whose sheer size commanded respect. The goal was for him to be able to evaluate the situation, incognito, before deciding to make the meeting and reveal himself. The Chief was scared of this terrorist. So was I.


The other officers and I then got busy de-Americanizing ourselves. We removed wedding rings, got rid of American cigarettes, and changed into locally bought clothes and shoes; items we each had in our closets for moments like this, when we needed to melt into the crowd. Separately, we made our way to the hotel, a glitzy American chain festooned with crystal chandeliers, miles of marble, and a small jungle of tropical palms in the lobby. I entered the lobby as the affluent tourist I was impersonating, maintaining a confident, slightly aloof demeanor as I silently catalogued the next several steps of our operational plan. “Hope you know what the hell you’re doing,” the nervous young guy in our group murmured as we went through the door together. I was a woman, which perhaps to him meant a weak link in the operational chain. Field work had long been considered the agency’s “real” work—men’s work. I said nothing but shot him a look.


We’d arrived early to find observation points around the enormous, light-filled atrium lobby. We were all a bit jittery, a little charged up, and that was a good thing. My extensive training had taught me how to stay focused in these kinds of high-stakes circumstances; the nerves would ensure we stayed on point. It wasn’t just the Chief’s life on the line; it was potentially also a planeful of American passengers who would be at risk if this operation failed.


The initial goal was for the Chief to see the terrorist first, which would allow him to abort if the meeting did not look or feel right. The guys in our group spread out among the other casuals, some sitting and others standing at different points in the lobby and bar, some reading newspapers while others ordered drinks. I chose a rug shop just off the lobby that had glass walls on three sides. I’d have a direct line of sight into the lobby, where the meeting would take place. As I entered the shop, nodding hello to the proprietor, I felt a bead of sweat trickle down my back, even as my hands felt cold from the hotel’s excessive air conditioning.


Our housekeeper, Maggie, always ensured I had a supply of long-sleeved, ankle-length clothing in dark colors, plus numerous shawls, whenever I traveled to this part of the world, where female modesty rules, even as the heat smothers. I’d been able to put together a costume from my own suitcase: dark blue loose pants, a matching long-sleeved tunic with gold buttons, and a deep green and navy Varanasi dupatta, or stole. Still looking foreign, but, I hoped, not American, my brick-red lipstick allowed me to fit in with the hotel’s well-heeled, international clientele.


The merchant offered me tea and I began looking at his inventory of Iranian carpets—Afshar and Shiraz in particular, which were rugs I already collected and knew enough about to sound like a serious customer. While the proprietor rolled out samples from his inventory, I kept a close eye on the lobby. As the meeting time approached, I got up and walked across the vibrantly colored spread of carpets. I then kneeled on the floor to appear to be examining them while also getting a better view of the meeting site.


My heart was pounding when the Chief strode into the lobby with a larger-than-life demeanor. He sat down on a white sofa littered with silk cushions and casually began the elaborate ceremony of cutting and lighting his cigar as he scanned the lobby. That’s when I looked up—through the glass wall of the rug shop, across the hallway, and through another glass wall. Standing there, inside the newsstand, was the terrorist. He was short, about 5′4″, and dressed in a typical beige shalwar kameez. He was flanked by two huge, turbaned guards—Pashtuns, I guessed—each with a Kalashnikov slung unapologetically over his shoulder. This terrorist was being hunted, yet here he was, boldly announcing his presence with his heavily armed companions. It was a shocking sight, and the hotel staff clearly knew enough not to object to this open display of power.


As I stared across the hallway, the terrorist suddenly looked at me. We made eye contact. Eye contact is connection, recognition. It is personal. It’s also something CIA operatives are trained not to do. As our eyes locked on one another, I suddenly felt trapped inside an invisible, almost electric circuit. His gaze remained fixed on me, like a laser beam cutting right through my disguise, for what felt like an eternity. He wanted me to know that he knew. This is it. They’re going to shoot me. I was exposed, with no easy way out.


Frozen in place on my hands and knees, my mind flashed back to the Wall of Stars in the lobby of CIA Headquarters in Langley. Made of white Alabama marble, each star is carved with care and precision, each one representing a CIA employee who died in the line of duty. Some are named, but many are not. Their identities will never be known. They died in faraway places, serving their country, often under cover. Even their families may never know the real story. They remain unseen, even in death.


With each passing second that the terrorist held my stare I felt increasingly sure I was about to die. No one would ever know what had happened to me. I was traveling incognito; officially I was not there. Then suddenly, he hesitated. He looked down and turned away. With his bodyguards in tow, he walked into the lobby and toward the Chief.


He’d made me, then moved on. As he receded down the hallway, my blood ran cold. I had never encountered what felt like pure evil before. I was stunned by its power. I felt chilled, my breathing shallow, my pulse pounding in my ears, deafening.


Lucky. This is what luck looks like.


Once the Chief’s meeting with the terrorist concluded, we dispersed, exiting the hotel one by one at different times. That evening I went to Judi’s place to have a drink. If the men were gathering to celebrate, I was certainly not invited. Nor was she.


The next day the local English language newspaper reported the terrorist’s arrest by local police. True, but only after the Chief had debriefed him on the hijacking threat. He told the Chief that he had identified four of his people in the hotel; I was one of them. Those details did not appear in the news the next morning.


Decades later I still vividly remember the rush of cold terror that ran through me as my eyes locked with the terrorist’s. It is one thing to read classified, internal reports about terrorism as part of your job; it is entirely another to be face-to-face with a man known for his ruthless brutality. Still, it was these types of ops that kept me hooked to a career that was as exciting as it was challenging. As often happened, the final outcome remained a mystery. Sometimes I would learn the result of an operation weeks after I’d played my part, but oftentimes I knew only details related to my specific contributions. Inside the CIA information is currency, both precious and potentially dangerous. At nearly all levels of the food chain, information is siloed on a need-to-know basis. I had to trust that the role I was playing was important, a necessary component of a bigger picture I would probably never see. Success earned no applause, and none was expected. That was the nature of the work, and of the job.


It was a career I loved. I was doing work that mattered, work that made a difference—making history in some small way. It wasn’t a path I’d ever imagined for myself. I was, after all, just a girl from Wichita, Kansas, seeking adventure, never dreaming that would translate into a life that was both covert and trailblazing.
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CHAPTER 2



A First-Time Expat


At twenty years old I landed in Europe as a civilian, somewhat by luck, thanks to Sherrie, my best friend from Wichita. When she did what every good Kansas girl should—get engaged—she chose a military man who’d been assigned to Europe. When I received my invitation to her nuptials in Fulda, Germany, I hesitated. At the time I was dating Don, my first love. He was an upperclassman at Wichita State University, an English lit major like me, and we were happily immersed in our world of books, jazz, and romance. When I decided to attend the wedding, I told myself that I would be back. I told Don that too. But deep down, part of me knew it was a breaking free that would be hard to reverse.


Prior to attending WSU, I’d spent most of my childhood in a large house on twenty acres that butted up against the Wichita city line. The property was owned by an elderly woman who had asked my parents to live there and take care of it for her, which we did for nearly twenty years, rent-free. Throughout my childhood, my sister Jennifer, who was fifteen months older than I, was my near constant companion. Our two younger sisters, Holly and Heidi, were eleven and seventeen years younger than I, an age gap that felt so large that we sometimes seemed like two families.


One of my most distinct early childhood memories occurred during a game of hide-and-seek with the neighborhood kids. After searching for the best hiding spot, I crawled inside the kitchen cabinet beneath the sink and asked Jennifer to close the door, which she did. I hovered inside that small, dark space, waiting. I would surely be the last one found! Making sure not to move a muscle or make a noise, I continued waiting, anticipating being discovered. Then more time passed, and no one found me. The house had gone completely silent, I realized. Where were they? I tried forcing the door open, but it wouldn’t budge; Jennifer had locked the door. Beginning to feel afraid, I yelled out Jennifer’s name repeatedly, but no one came. Time passed and I stayed stuck inside that space, which seemed to shrink the longer I was in there. Eventually, someone heard my shouting and let me out. For years afterward, I would awaken in the middle of the night in a cold sweat after yet another nightmare about being confined inside a small space. Claustrophobia would haunt me for decades.


My parents both worked throughout my childhood, my mother in computers back when they were enormous reel-to-reel units, and my father as a flight-line mechanic. Both were employed by the airplane manufacturers—Boeing, Learjet, Cessna, and others—that dominated the local economy. My dad often worked night shifts and would usually cook for me and Jennifer when we made the short walk home from school at lunchtime. He, not my mother, was the better cook in the house.


Growing up, I’d been best known as Jennifer’s bookish little sister. She was the pretty, magnetic, popular one, the sister everyone remembered from the moment they laid eyes on her. I never got the attention she did, but I’d always had a daredevil streak that occasionally placed me in the spotlight, however briefly. One summer during our annual trip to Kentucky to visit our paternal grandfather, who was the proud patriarch of an enormous family—my father was one of eleven children—I’d jumped from the second-story hay loft in his barn down to the ground floor. Hoping to impress the local kids who claimed to perform this neat little trick often, I sprained both ankles instead. My grandfather, Dr. Hiestand, the county doctor and at one point the local mayor too, promptly bandaged my legs and prescribed several weeks of bed rest. Years later, my good friend Skaye and I climbed to the top of the air traffic control tower to watch planes take off, but we were soon waved down by the men who worked inside the tower. During the drive home, we laughed so hard about our little adventure that I scraped the side of my car against a concrete guardrail, briefly generating a noticeable array of sparks, and stripped a large amount of paint off that side of my car. I don’t remember how I explained that to my parents, but I’m pretty sure I omitted a few key details from my retelling. At the end of my senior year in high school, I pushed the limits even farther, leading a walkout that lasted several days. Those of us who participated weren’t allowed to make up the work we’d missed, which meant that anyone with an average below a B+ was at risk of failing to graduate that year. I was a good enough student to qualify for graduation, but barely. This time I’d almost pushed my luck too far.


By the time I received Sherrie’s wedding invitation, Jennifer had bolted from our home for Aspen and the soaring vistas of the Colorado Rockies. As much as I was enjoying my college life with Don, part of me also knew that I, too, was ready to seek out new adventures. The tall grass prairies of Kansas were enchanting in their own way, but no match for the lure of faraway places I longed to explore.


Soon after Sherrie and Dave’s wedding I felt that yearning more keenly than ever. I simply couldn’t yet leave the rolling green hills and forested landscape. Within a matter of days, I’d fallen in love with Germany, its landscape and its people. My family has German roots, and I felt what seemed like a subliminal recognition, a genealogical awakening. Eager to continue my overseas exploring but with little money on hand, I boarded a train to Frankfurt and checked into a cheap hotel overlooking the Hauptbahnhof, or central train station.


Jennifer and I had both held jobs throughout high school, paying our way and buying our own cars. One of my jobs had been in the surgical wing at the hospital in Wichita. That job, more than any others, had given me my first taste of true independence. No one at the hospital knew Jennifer, so the moment I walked inside those doors, I was Jonna Hiestand, a valued employee. That experience gave me the confidence to know that I could support myself, even on a faraway continent I’d barely begun to explore.


After I woke up in my first hotel room in Frankfurt that first morning, I walked back to the station and settled inside a phone booth, where I began cold-calling American organizations with local offices. The American consulate? No, they provided visas, not jobs. American Express? No. Bank of America? Another no. The call to Chase Manhattan Bank, my fourth call, gave me a flutter. Did I speak German? No. Did I have a work permit? No. Bank experience? No. In the first of a lifetime of mysteriously lucky breaks, they asked me to come in for an interview and then, inexplicably, offered me a job. I broke the news to Don and to my parents, who didn’t seem especially surprised. Perhaps they’d expected me to follow in Jennifer’s footsteps.


I was twenty years old, and now a gastarbeiter, or foreign worker, with barely any German under my belt. I promptly enrolled in evening German classes at Berlitz. Every Friday I would take my newfound vocabulary into the bank and try it out on my colleagues. Carol, another American employee who was already fluent, never failed to correct my errors, somewhat imperiously.


My first job at Chase was in the accounting office and was devastatingly boring. Once my superiors discovered that I wasn’t especially useful in that department, I was moved to work for the President of the bank, doing his English correspondence. That job suited me far better. Before long I rented a top-floor room in a tiny town called Eschborn from Herr and Frau Pilarski, who were friends of a new colleague at the bank. House rules allowed me two showers per week, which was typical for Germans. After explaining that Americans prefer to bathe daily, I was endlessly grateful when they agreed to relax our agreement.


I spent frequent evenings with my new bank friends and colleagues, learning German and tasting local beers and wines. I especially loved volksmarching, organized hiking, on weekends. Being a self-supporting young female expat felt exhilarating. Not only was I no longer known as Jennifer’s little sister, but I was also a novelty, an attractive, young American woman who was in demand. I could finally be myself, and the experience was far more exciting than even I’d imagined.


As time wore on, I began noticing a group of loud and somewhat rowdy—by German standards—young Americans that came into the bank every few weeks. They were not US military, they told me; they were civilians. It was the mid-sixties and Frankfurt seemed to be owned by the US Army’s V Corps, a holdover since after WWII, when the US military moved in to monitor the postwar transition. The huge hospital at the city’s center was US Army. The soldiers that appeared nearly everywhere were US Army. Being American, and looking American, often led people to assume you were affiliated with the military.


John Goeser was one of the Americans in that group. Tall, trim, and handsome, he stood out effortlessly. Both well traveled and well educated, he had a finely honed mastery of the German language. As I began spending more time with my new American expat friends, our mutual interest grew. John had grown up mostly in Europe but had attended American University in Washington, DC. With him at my side, I felt both the comfort of being with a fellow American and the exhilaration of knowing that his European upbringing made the continent infinitely more accessible. We went to festivals and visited vineyards, and his language skills often gained us entry through gates and into wine cellars where most Americans could not go. Simple weekend road trips became unpredictable adventures with the perfect dash of the forbidden. I loved every moment.


Early in our relationship I joined an international ski club and went on a weekend ski trip to Andermatt, Switzerland. After waking up on Saturday morning, snuggled in the snowy embrace of the Swiss Alps, I was amazed to find John sipping coffee in the hotel’s breakfast room. He told me that he had been “driving by” and thought he would stop in. You’d have to google a video of “driving to Andermatt in the snow” to understand what a wry, ridiculous comment this was, and why I was quickly falling for him.


As John and I grew closer, I also got to know his roommate, Gary, with whom he shared a large apartment in the city’s center. During my first visit I noticed an enormous pile of dirty dishes in the kitchen, which they never washed. When they ran out of clean dishes, they simply bought more. This same philosophy applied to laundry. When John ran out of clean, pressed shirts, he purchased new ones. On one visit I counted seventy(!) shirts in his closet. Their putzfrau, or housekeeper, came frequently, but it seemed apparent to me that her visits weren’t frequent enough.


Nearly a year after we’d begun dating, he and I were sitting at a café table in the Vienna U-Bahn when he scribbled a poem onto a napkin and slid it across the table to me. It read:




Beautiful Jonna


With your blue eyes looking at me


What would your answer be


If I asked you to marry me?


Yes I will


No I won’t


or just wait and see?





I said yes—I was having the time of my life and we were a good match in many ways—and soon afterward his parents happily welcomed me into their family. In their grand Vienna apartment, I first experienced the dynamic social life of America’s overseas diplomats—the parties, the martinis, the elegant entertaining, and the odd Hollywood actor or famous musician who might drop in.


At the age of twenty-one, less than two years after becoming an expat, my life was changing once again, this time in more ways than I yet knew.


A couple of days after John read me his proposal poem, he took me aside. There was something he needed to tell me: his original story about being just a civilian was a cover. In fact, he was a civil servant working for the CIA. His roommate, Gary? CIA. Several of the well-heeled martini drinkers he’d introduced me to in Vienna? Also CIA. Without knowing it, I’d been neck-deep in America’s overseas intelligence-gathering community.


We would need to live under cover, which would include obfuscating the details of our lives and his career with friends and family outside of the CIA. People from my past could not know where he worked, what he was doing, or even where he was at certain times. Much of the life I’d known would have to come to an end. After taking some time to think it over, I decided those sacrifices felt worthwhile. Being head over heels made the decision feel easy. While I had no idea what being the wife of a CIA officer would feel like, what I did know—that we would likely be assigned to live in different parts of the world together—sounded like the adventure of a lifetime. I wasn’t wrong about that.
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CHAPTER 3



Contract Wife


John and I were married on Memorial Day weekend at the town hall in Bern, Switzerland, where he’d lived as a child. I spent my last night as a young single woman at the historic Hotel Schweizerhof with Sherrie and Jeanne, two friends from home. We shared a room, pushing two twin beds together so we could all sleep together. We filled the crack with pillows, and I got the middle spot—and very little sleep.


My parents couldn’t attend our wedding—the trip would stretch their budget too far—but John’s parents drove in from Vienna. I wore a short white wedding dress with a huge bow on the back, and after we got hitched, an Italian couple scheduled to marry after us took our wedding photo. Once they’d been married, we returned the favor and took theirs. Our reception consisted of a small luncheon. It was entirely unlike the formal, formulaic traditions most girls from Wichita adhered to when they married. There were no long invitation lists to agonize over, no meetings with cake bakers or caterers, no fretting about which band or photographer to choose. Instead, we simply arrived at the appointed time and happily began our new life. The elegant ease of the day suited me perfectly; I’d always prioritized adventure over tradition. It was a characteristic that would serve me well in ways I couldn’t yet imagine.
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After lunch, I changed into my wedding-day outfit, which featured an enormous pink wide-brimmed hat. Without a single hotel reservation in hand—there were always rooms available back then—we got into our “deluxe” model Volkswagen Beetle, which at the time cost around $1,500, and set out for Italy.


The drive from Bern into the Alps was a revelation. We passed through Grindelwald, and with ski season over, we took the lift to the top and walked back down. It felt like Shangri-la, complete with cows in the meadows, each one wearing a bell. Many times over the years that followed, John and I returned to Grindelwald, never tiring of its dramatic natural beauty. As we navigated the Alps, we made a point of driving over the Gotthard Pass. There is a Gotthard tunnel now, but who would drive through it when you can drive over the top? It’s a series of rounded hairpin turns that snake up and down the mountain, all at a precarious angle that will quickly make you feel grateful for the grounding forces of gravity.


We then wound our way through Bolzano, Italy, eventually ending up on the Lido, an island across the lagoon from Venice—both places where John’s father had once lived. By the time we reached Pisa we were running low on money, so we pointed our Volkswagen Beetle north, climbed back up over the Alps, at only about 30 mph, and slithered down the other side into Germany and back to Frankfurt. Cutting our honeymoon short hardly fazed us; the trip hadn’t disappointed in the least.
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Some months before John and I married, I’d bidden farewell to Chase Manhattan Bank to begin a new job at the US Army’s 97th General Hospital in the Dornbusch area of Frankfurt. On a whim I’d taken a civil service exam before leaving the US that made me eligible for clerical positions with the military and other branches of government. I’d also worked at Wesley Hospital in Wichita while at WSU. In this new job I was being paid in American currency, with a favorable exchange rate of four marks to the dollar. After being paid in deutsche marks at Chase, my new salary seemed like a huge amount of money. In the space of one year, I’d become a married woman supervising two dozen secretaries and making more money than I could spend. I’d somehow tumbled into a life of international intrigue that now included financial freedom, too.


As Mrs. John Goeser, I was eligible to be hired as an entry-level CIA contract employee—a “contract wife,” as we were then called. It seemed like a great opportunity to work all around the world. Not working never crossed my mind. I’d had at least a part-time job since I was seventeen, including working two or three different jobs in college—one at a bookstore, which I enjoyed thoroughly—and paying my own tuition the entire time. Although more women were entering the workforce, being a full-time homemaker and wife remained a pervasive cultural norm. However, that option wasn’t on my radar. John and I would be partners, and we would both work. It was our tacit agreement, and one we honored throughout our twenty-three-year marriage.


With an eye on our long-term future, I embraced my new opportunities at the CIA, but was quickly dismayed to learn that being a “dependent,” as I was called in US government parlance, was a deep dive into second-class citizenship. There was little I could do without John’s written permission or physical presence, including purchasing a movie ticket at the American theater. When I opened my own bank account, John was automatically given full access to it. But when I needed to deposit or withdraw money from his account, I had to bring a signed form granting me permission. The military officials would sometimes talk to him while I stood at his side, referring to me as “she,” as in “Tell her she needs to get you to sign the permission form for purchasing cigarettes at the PX.” Misogyny reigned. I fumed.


At the time I assumed these requirements reflected arcane US military policy. They may have, but decades later I would open Michelle Obama’s book The Light We Carry and learn about the Equal Credit Opportunity Act. Passed in 1974, it was the first time that women and other minorities in the United States were protected from discrimination when applying for loans and lines of credit. Prior to the passage of that law, even widows and divorced women had to bring a man with them to open a bank account. Before this law, women’s incomes were typically discounted by 50 percent when financial institutions calculated credit maximums. These are the kinds of limitations I would have expected in the Middle East, but even in the 1960s, I would have been shocked to learn that I was unable to conduct my own financial affairs in my native country. The United States, it turned out, may have allowed women more freedom than in some other parts of the world, but there was no denying that women remained second-class citizens there, too, in more ways than I realized at the time.


As I endured treatment that seemed unsuited to a grown woman, my new job at the CIA also felt a lot like a demotion. After supervising a large group of secretaries at the hospital, I had dropped to the bottom of the rung, an entry-level secretary whose prior experience, skills, and potential were invalidated the moment I signed on with the CIA. At the time this was simply how women entered the agency; with or without advanced skills, most women started in the typing pool, where we were assigned a very low GS grade.


The GS system was, in theory, a way to organize and structure the agency’s enormous workforce. As a CIA employee, your General Schedule (GS) grade determined which positions and salary level you qualified for. In practice, however, the system was undeniably biased against women, who almost universally began at the CIA with a far lower GS grade than men, perhaps a GS-03 or GS-04. The agency’s “crème de la crème,” all of whom were men, might eventually get to the highest level, GS-18, and then qualify for a Senior Intelligence Service level, which was doled out to a relatively small group of men at the tippy top of the food chain. While none of these grades were easy to attain, entering the agency as, say, a GS-07, as men might typically do, provided a substantial advantage; even after years of service, many women never attained that GS grade.


In Circle of Treason, the book she cowrote with Sandra Grimes about traitor Aldrich Ames, CIA veteran Jeanne Vertefeuille noted the GS system’s partiality toward men. After being offered a second assignment in Africa, she turned down the post. “It was the African component’s policy (freely expressed in those days),” she wrote, “not to promote women above GS-07. I had attained that grade long ago. Looking for advancement, I sought a job outside of Africa, and found one—in Helsinki, Finland. Not only would this give me the opportunity to see a different part of the world, the job was rated as GS-09, one of the few such slots available to women then.”


I would soon discover that there were other ways the GS system worked against women. Each tour abroad, which typically lasted two years, was followed by a home tour, where you were assigned to a job in Washington, DC. Upon returning from each post, a contract wife’s GS grade was automatically bumped down, sometimes to the GS grade she was given upon first signing on with the CIA. The same adjustment occurred if she earned a higher GS level during a home tour and was then assigned abroad; upon leaving DC, as a contract wife her GS level was typically bumped down by several levels. If this sounds harsh, it was, and even more so because this practice typically applied to women accompanying their spouses. It also meant that any hard-earned promotions, which were granted only during the annual review, were rendered null and void the moment you returned to or departed from DC. It was yet another reality faced only by women. Men were often promoted during their tours and rewarded for their service abroad and at home.


As a twenty-two-year-old newly married CIA employee, I was noticing some of this but didn’t yet give any of it too much thought. There was, after all, a lot of adjusting to do. Nearly overnight, much of my life began to center around obfuscation and deception. I always had to be aware of to whom I was speaking or writing, what I was revealing, how they did or didn’t know me. Even my best friends and family didn’t know what I did or who I worked for. It could get confusing, but of course, the system worked well because it had to—field officers’ and foreign assets’ lives depended on its efficacy.


Fortunately, I had John at my side to answer questions no one else could. I was also getting to know new people inside the CIA, some of whom would become lifelong friends. There were now insiders and outsiders, and to most people, I had to lie, inventing clever cover stories to explain our stays abroad. I grew inevitably closer to the insiders.


No one really knew who I was anymore. I quickly discovered that I didn’t mind it that way. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was doing what every aspiring intelligence officer must do—cut cords that connected me to my extended family and most of my friends from home. Without warning or expectation, I opened a door and walked into the shadows. Many who’d once known me would never hear from the real me again.
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Like John, I too now worked in the city center. My office was near the IG Farben building, which was also the original headquarters of the notorious IG Farben chemical company. They had amassed their incredible fortune partly from producing Zyklon B, the cyanide-based gas that was used in Auschwitz and other concentration camps to kill over one million people. That history rattled around in my brain each time I walked by the building’s massive bronze doors on my way to work.


We were fortunate to have Frau Schmidt, our first putzfrau, to keep our apartment clean and tidy. Remembering how much time and energy my mother had had to dedicate to caring for our home, as well as me and my three sisters, I felt horribly guilty that I wasn’t doing that work myself. Perhaps to even that score, Frau Schmidt’s signature was rearranging the furniture—every single week. Inevitably, you’d arrive home after a long day and have to spend your first several minutes dragging furniture back into its rightful place.


In our free time John and I visited vineyards and attended wine festivals, shopping in local stores and enjoying our life in Europe. By train Paris was only four hours away, and the Netherlands, Italy, and other parts of France were accessible within a day’s journey. To ski or hike in Switzerland or stroll down the Champs-Élysées—these were some of the many choices we faced on weekends. During one weekend trip I took with two women friends to Amsterdam in 1968, we paused at a newsstand, curious about several cover photos that showed rioting. Soon after we realized the images were from back home, and a reporter approached to inquire about our reaction to the Martin Luther King assassination. We’d not yet heard that news and were sickened to learn he’d been killed.


When John and I did stay closer to home, we set out on local adventures, including exploring the Taunus Mountains just north of the city. I photographed hang gliders as they launched from its mountaintops. That is, until John and I went up in gliders ourselves. Those views are still with me today.


Inspired by Europe’s scenery and culture, I began using my cameras on weekends in a more serious way, documenting the winemaking cellars and vineyards. It was an easy, engaging way of getting to know the local culture and people. In the offices where I worked, I also discovered a large old camera, complete with a tripod, that I was permitted to borrow. I looked quite official with all this gear, and it opened doors almost as effectively as a military uniform would have. Armed with my photo equipment, I gained access to places like the grounds and cellars of Schloss Johannisberg and Kloster Eberbach, two of the most famous wine labels on the banks of the Rhine River. We always made sure to sample the wine, of course.
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My first CIA secretarial post was relatively routine, but it did afford me insight into some of the agency’s inner workings, including its around-the-world support flight. Mirroring the worldwide flight patterns of Pan Am, one of the most respected airlines at the time, our planes flew on a reliable, scheduled itinerary, but of course, no one could purchase a ticket. The flights would drop off needed supplies and pick up others. It was almost like a classified FedEx service before FedEx existed.


The CIA logistics office where I originally worked dictated what would be transported where, when, and for whom. Part of my job was preparing the manifest and ensuring it was in order. Given that these flights, and their contents, were covert, there were guidelines around what was allowed on the plane. It was an unspoken rule that personal items were not permitted, a practice that was enforced by the honor system.


The protocol banning personal items was dutifully followed, except for one time when Jim, a friend of John and one of our logistics officers, was reassigned to the Far East. When he arrived on station, he was instructed not to drink the local water or even soft drinks, all of which could cause dysentery. After sending a request for beer—specifically, the local Henninger beer—his friends in logistics loaded twenty-four cases onto the next flight. This breach in protocol caused such an uproar that an entire new set of rules was put in place. Not long afterward, Jim was medically evacuated from his Far Eastern assignment with ulcers. What’s that saying about karma? Within the CIA protocol reigned, and ignoring it exacted a price, one way or another.
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As John’s overseas assignment ended, he was given his next tour abroad, which would take us to the Far East. In between, we would do an exceptionally short, six-week leave tour in Washington, DC. While he continued to travel for work, I tried to get us ready to depart Europe, but was informed that I needed permission from my “sponsor”—a man, who in this case was John—to turn off the gas and close accounts, including those under my name.


We traveled home on the SS United States, the largest and most luxurious ship ever built in America and the world’s fastest ocean liner. Our admin officer had used an obscure regulation to book us a first-class ticket. We soon discovered we were the youngest and least well-heeled couple in that part of the ship. Clearly in need of a cover story that would explain how we were affording such opulence, John posed as a rock ’n’ roll DJ from Hollywood, figuring the many older passengers wouldn’t challenge him on that. To hold up my end of the deal, I donned my form-fitting green velvet high school prom dress, which I’d already had shortened, and proceeded to win the dance contest partnered with the ship’s handsome dance instructor.


Our five-day November crossing was rough from the outset. The ropes that lined each stairway and walkway kept us upright, but barely. With one step you were featherlight, and the next, downright leaden. About a quarter of the two thousand passengers remained confined to their cabins throughout the trip. John was so concerned that I would get seasick that he, who had made this crossing multiple times with his parents, fell ill himself for the duration of the voyage. I felt fine.


As the great ship pulled into New York’s harbor, passengers swarmed on the decks and for the first time, first-class passengers mingled with the others. We passed Lady Liberty in a fog so thick that we could make out only her feet. Bands played well-known show tunes on deck, and I stood at the railing, suddenly and unexpectedly fighting back tears. It was the first of many memorable returns to America’s shores. Each one would deepen my gratitude for the country I called home.


Once back on US soil, we stayed with our friends and colleagues, Art and Nancy, in their Silver Springs, Maryland, home, always looking over the horizon. Still a mere “contract wife,” a low-priority CIA employee, I didn’t yet have a new assignment. I would have to search for a local CIA job once we arrived in-country. I was discovering that I hadn’t married just John Goeser; I had married the CIA as well.
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CHAPTER 4



The Far East


Walking through the airport of our new home city for the first time, I felt like we’d landed in a country that doubled as a convection oven permanently set to broil. I had grown up in the dry, searing heat of Kansas, but these high temperatures combined with humidity in a way that physically weighed you down. After a few years of cool climates in Europe, it took us months to adjust to this 24-7 sauna.


We spent our first several weeks living at a large hotel close to the US embassy. Mere months later, that hotel would burn down, killing many, including a foreign military man and his family that the CIA had placed there temporarily after he’d completed work for the agency. Once I began commuting to my job at the local CIA station, I would drive by the building’s charred remains each morning, always noticing the soot-stained curtains blowing in the wind, reminding me of that heartbreaking ending to an operation. It took months for the local authorities to board up those windows.


During those first weeks in our new location, before I’d landed a new job, I hunted for housing while John reported to his new assignment. There were plenty of great options available, but I was intent on finding us the perfect place. When I discovered a modern building complete with a pool that was situated at the edge of one of the city’s canals, I was transfixed. Traditional sampan boats roamed the waterways, some selling mangos and other fruit. Across the water were a Chinese school and outdoor theater. The whole scene was enchanting. Over the moon about our new home, I signed the lease one day while John was at work.


The whole city felt exciting, offering all kinds of new aromas, bright colors, and wonderfully welcoming people. Having moved away from the military environment in Germany, I no longer needed John’s permission to sign papers or open and access our accounts. I felt enormously relieved to be able to function without an authoritative bureaucracy hovering in the background.


The second-floor balcony of our new apartment hung over the water, giving us a regular “seat” at the frequent nighttime Chinese opera performances. The music was dissonant to our Western ears, and so loud it could make you flinch. The boats, too, ran their engines at full throttle, roaring past our new home at all hours. There was a rumor that they were powered by used engines from American Chevrolets. Not long after moving in, John took to shooting me a look at dinnertime that expressed clearly, if silently, how he really felt about our new abode. He never did forgive me for picking that place.


Still an entry-level, field-hire contract wife, I began working inside the cipher-locked entry on the top floor of the local CIA station building. I was hired as the receptionist to replace a beautiful young woman named Faith who had been promoted and would soon become a friend. I was responsible for manning our field telephones to up-country sites, as well as greeting visitors. That job didn’t last long; I was quickly promoted, receiving a simultaneous bump in GS grade, to become the secretary for Mr. Flowers, Executive Officer (EXO).
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