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Introduction


On a moonless night in May of 2011, an elite team of Navy SEALs blew the doors off their hinges at a compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan. They stormed up the darkened stairway to the third floor, and there, in a spartan bedroom, they shot Usama bin Ladin multiple times in his head and chest.


The 2011 strike should seem like a bookend to a winding tale of tragedy that began on September 11, 2001, when nineteen al Qaida terrorists hijacked four airliners over the United States. It was an event that would not have been possible without CIA officers mapping out the elaborate, evolving terror network that was unlike any foe the United States had faced before. Ultimately, by identifying and locating key players—a form of analysis known as targeting—Agency personnel tracked bin Ladin’s trusted courier to a guesthouse near the Afghan border, and US forces were able to launch operations to capture or kill the emir of al Qaida.


Counterterrorism timelines, however, do not have fixed start or end points; ideology exists outside of one individual. The death of bin Ladin was dramatic, but it was not the final act in a series of events that began well before 2001—and similar Agency work continues today against al Qaida and organizations like the Islamic State. It is almost impossible to quantify the exact number of people at the CIA who were involved in this fight over the years—an array of employees who brought vast regional and intelligence expertise to the battle against al Qaida.


My contribution to the United States’ effort to combat terrorism came not in Afghanistan, the ancestral home of al Qaida, but farther west, in Iraq. I started working at the CIA before the attacks in New York, Pennsylvania, and Washington, DC, on September 11, 2001—though this book focuses largely on 2003, the year the US-led coalition invaded Iraq and toppled Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, and on the fiery chaos that unfolded in the years following. My role throughout those years began as that of an analyst focused on whether there was a connection between Iraq and al Qaida and later as a targeting officer in the Directorate of Operations. My focus, and the focus of my team, was the movement sparked by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi—a Jordanian who quickly became a leader of terrorism in Iraq and differentiated himself from al Qaida by focusing on not only US targets but also Iraqis.


In the three years following the invasion of Iraq, as the United States struggled to institute democracy and implement basic security, no insurgent group caused more bloodshed—with more recklessness and indiscriminate focus—than Zarqawi’s. A high school dropout turned religious fanatic, Zarqawi found in the power vacuum and lawlessness that was post-Saddam Iraq the chance to be recognized as a leader, and he became responsible for literally thousands of deaths. His legacy carries on in the actions of the Islamic State, or ISIS; the climax of his bloody reign was the 2006 civil war between Iraq’s rival Sunni and Shia factions, which many believe continues to this day. Removing Zarqawi’s network among the insurgency was crucial if Iraq was to have any shot at a stable future.


At the height of his power, Zarqawi commanded a regional terror network known as Al Qaida in Iraq (AQI). It was the most prominent regional franchise of al Qaida central. Zarqawi corresponded with bin Ladin personally; toward the end of his short life the man who would be nicknamed by his supporters the “slaughtering sheik” was in regular contact with al Qaida central command. The intelligence we gathered in dismantling Zarqawi’s network was crucial in building a response to al Qaida.


By the time of bin Ladin’s death, I’d retired from the CIA. Today, the “targeting” of terrorists forms the backbone of Zero Dark Thirty and Homeland—a topic that invariably comes up whenever people learn about my former life. People initially asked if I’m the real-life Maya, the main character from Zero Dark Thirty. I am not and was not working for the CIA at the time; Maya’s character was based on someone else. In my experience, it took a team of people more than twenty years to find bin Ladin.


Many tenacious women and men led targeting operations for significant al Qaida figures, including bin Ladin. My team’s efforts directly preceded the climactic action in that movie, just as our work built upon the groundbreaking analysis of the women and men who came before me. Additionally, while it’s rarely the crux of the initial question, those shows and their heroines—Maya and Carrie Mathison—hint at a larger truth that reflects my own experiences: women initially made up the majority of the CIA targeters charged with hunting the most dangerous figures in the most dangerous terrorist organization the United States has ever known. Women were critical to defining al Qaida and managing the ramp-up at the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center (CTC) after 9/11.


When I worked at the CIA, I—like all of my peers and counterparts—worked in quiet obscurity; the long hours we put in to keep our families, friends, and fellow citizens safe were simply part of the job. Today, I am a far more public figure. As a former analyst and targeting officer, I can now speak more freely about the challenges I faced inside the Agency, the successes my team helped deliver, and the failures we suffered. The lessons I learned may never be more timely because of how much has not changed with regard to ideologically driven individuals and groups who inexplicably see violence as the best way to accomplish their desired goals.


At the funeral of Julius Caesar, William Shakespeare’s Antony said, “The evil that men do lives after them,” a line I’ve thought of often regarding extremism. The shock waves from Zarqawi’s short time on earth seem to only have intensified in the years following his death, in 2006.


The Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or ISIS, has risen from the ashes of Zarqawi’s organization in Iraq to temporarily claim the mantle of deadliest jihadist group. ISIS’s brutal approach to establishing a twenty-first-century Islamic caliphate is taken almost entirely from Zarqawi’s strategy. If we are to have any hope of countering violent extremist groups in the future, it is crucial to understand not only Zarqawi’s rise to prominence but also the complicated social, political, and military factors that enabled him to unleash a wave of destruction that few people would have believed possible. Only then can we effectively map out a strategy for defeating the latest extremist movements. Simply put, we cannot kill our way out of a conflict rooted in ideology; to defeat ideological extremism, we need to address the political, economic, and societal issues that give rise to and sustain extremism. As a person who came to know that terrorist, I can say that the brutality he unleashed plagues me to this day.














CHAPTER 1



Murder Boards



“C’mon, c’mon…”


I jabbed at the Door Close button and caught my reflection in the elevator’s brushed aluminum interior. My pulse raced.


With a final jab, the doors clamped shut on the third floor of the Central Intelligence Agency’s New Headquarters Building, in Langley, Virginia. It was early June of 2004, nearly four years after my first day at the Agency.


“Fuck this,” I muttered.


It had been ten months since I’d returned from Iraq to the cubicle farms of Agency headquarters. I spent the prior summer as the CIA’s point person for our Iraq terrorism analysis group in Baghdad. At that time, I was working in the Iraq unit, within the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center, or CTC. In May 2003, I volunteered for a temporary-duty assignment to Iraq for multiple reasons: first to support my team at headquarters, which was continuing to answer questions from the administration about Iraq or al Qaida and report anything new, and, second, getting out of headquarters would give me a chance to find signs that Abu Musab al-Zarqawi was still in Iraq. Until early 2004, a year after the war started, Zarqawi’s group was not part of al Qaida.


My job with that team had initially been focused on analyzing the Iraqi Intelligence Service, or IIS. Our question was: To what degree did the IIS facilitate regional and global extremist organizations and terrorist movements? But we knew the IIS had a greater reach under Saddam: it could have acted as the facilitator through which Iraqi forces had trained and harbored Palestinian terrorists, plotted assassinations, and carried out other international crimes. By mid-2003, in the wake of the US-led coalition’s invasion of Iraq, we were fielding endless backward-looking questions about what connection Saddam might have had to Islamist extremists.


Almost immediately in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks—when nineteen al Qaida extremists under orders from Usama bin Ladin hijacked four passenger planes and, along with them, a generation of American foreign policy—the White House had begun delivering the singular question to CIA analysts, day after day: What’s the connection between bin Ladin and Iraq?


Everyone within the Iraq unit sweated under the demands from George W. Bush and his administration for more answers about a possible Iraq–al Qaida collaboration than we could plausibly provide. The administration didn’t seem to like the answers we offered, through a steady flow of President’s Daily Briefs, or PDBs. As a result, we found ourselves locked in a contentious relationship with the White House.


The foundation for the divide was laid not long after the 9/11 attacks, when, in a little-remembered bureaucratic line item, Secretary of Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld and his head deputy, Paul Wolfowitz, created a brand-new department to provide answers they’d like to hear that were consistent with how they and other neoconservatives saw the world and America’s role in that world. The Office of Special Plans consisted of roughly a dozen personnel working on the fifth floor of the Pentagon. The people assigned to that office data-mined information gathered by the CIA and another intelligence agency, the Defense Intelligence Agency, then formulated intelligence reviews for an administration growing increasingly skeptical of CIA analysis.


You need to understand something about intelligence analysis; it is not an academic exercise. The CIA’s analytic cadre are professionals who spend the majority of their time developing expertise on the issues they follow. That there are disagreements over the analytic findings based on the source material to build an argument is not surprising. Analysts often experience heated coordination meetings with their colleagues, and that is before a draft is submitted for a thorough editing and review process.


The Office of Special Plans seemed to utterly disregard the analytic tradecraft the Agency holds dear. Overseen by the undersecretary of defense for policy, Douglas Feith, the number three position within the Pentagon, the OSP often passed along raw intelligence without context and without explaining the reliability of the source to the White House. Feith’s team latched on to any single thread of information while ignoring a half century of established intelligence protocols. In other words, it was “Feith-based intelligence.”


OSP’s clear satisfaction in the administration’s end run around the CIA was particularly galling. In one press conference I watched, Rumsfeld practically gloated about its effectiveness: “In comes [my daily CIA] briefer and she walks through the daily brief, and I ask questions,” he said. “Gee, what about this? Or what about that? Has somebody thought of this?”


Skepticism about the CIA’s analysis was born early in the run-up to the war. In mid-2002, the predecessor to my team at the CIA prepared a product titled Iraq and al-Qa‘ida: Interpreting a Murky Relationship. The report acknowledged, “This Intelligence Assessment responds to senior policymaker interest in a comprehensive assessment of Iraqi regime links to al-Qa‘ida. Our approach is purposefully aggressive in seeking to draw connections.” On June 25, 2002, four days after the paper was published, the CIA ombudsman for politicization received a confidential complaint claiming that the CTC paper was misleading in that it did not make clear that it was an uncoordinated product that did not reflect the views of other analysts outside the CTC unit.


Still, the uneven give-and-take with the White House put us all on edge—only more so throughout 2002 and early 2003, as the unmistakable drumbeat of war grew louder. In fact, I saw Vice President Richard Cheney and I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby, his chief of staff, visiting Agency headquarters themselves—an unnerving shift in protocol from the long-standing CIA briefings at the White House.


I was thankful that in our briefings with the vice president, crucial top cover for our unit’s work came from our brazen, brilliant branch chief, “Katherine,” who had a remarkable ability to deliver workplace-appropriate words in ways that left little doubt about the profanity they stood in for. (Unfortunately, I don’t have the same skill.) As Libby’s personal daily briefer, she had enough credibility among White House personnel to act as a barrier between the vice president and analysts like me, who had less experience with the administration.
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By late 2002, we had a much higher degree of confidence in our understanding of Saddam’s connections to terrorist groups, though we did not see evidence of a connection to al Qaida. In the parlance of the Agency, Cheney was a “tough customer”—he knew enough about the substance of terrorism to ask pointed questions of the men and women who briefed him. In the years since those Langley meetings with top administration officials, various Agency personnel have described them as “unprecedented,” “highly unusual,” and “brutal.” Inside our unit, Katherine made the decision to put analysts in front of Vice President Cheney. To prepare us, she skewered our analysis during practice briefings, which we called murder boards, in which she acted patronizing challenging, unfair, and insulting to prepare us for the real sessions.
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At the time, there was a widespread belief that an attack of similar magnitude could happen again and the CIA needed to act as a bulwark against such attacks. The consequence, in the near term, is that analysts were given the opportunity to work in CTC. Even longtime counterterrorism analysts were new to the Iraq unit. After all, it hadn’t existed on September 10, 2001. In my case, a coworker on my first day there dumped a dozen giant three-ring binders on my desk and said, “Here’s what we’ve written so far about al Qaida and Iraq. That’s for Congress, this is the White House, this is all our sourcing and research, and there is more in that filing cabinet outside the bullpen.” This process is called reading in to a new account, which usually takes weeks or months. I had about three days to get up to speed.
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“Murky,” I muttered to myself in the elevator. I checked my watch: just after 2:00 p.m. I scowled; by then, I’d heard that word—murky—around the office so much it had come to make me cringe. The questions from the administration were about Iraq’s connections to any and all terrorism, not just al Qaida.


Even the most aggressive attempts at drawing a connection between Iraq and AQ, however, had failed to produce the kind of smoking gun the White House wanted. So, in late 2002, the administration pinpointed a new bogeyman to bolster the justification for its hegemonic intent: a thirty-six-year-old former drug-dealing street thug from Jordan named Ahmad Fadil al-Nazal al-Khalayleh. Khalayleh had recently adopted a new name, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. He would eventually join al Qaida after the invasion, and his group would be embraced as the prototype for the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, also known as ISIS.
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On October 7, 2002, I listened as President Bush, in a prime-time speech delivered in the massive rotunda of the Cincinnati Museum Center, in Ohio, laid out the broad strokes of what he said was the “link between Iraq developing weapons of terror, and the wider war on terror.” Much of the speech focused on Saddam Hussein’s long-standing efforts to develop chemical and biological weapons of mass destruction—and Bush’s assertions that Hussein continued to do so. That particular assessment had come from another CIA branch down the hall, the Weapons, Intelligence, Nonproliferation, and Arms Control Center (WINPAC)—which, we in the Iraq unit knew, was feeling similar heat from above to justify the war effort. Thanks to WINPAC’s findings, the president announced that Iraq possessed ballistic missiles theoretically capable of delivering those weapons to nearby countries, “in a region where more than 135,000 American civilians and service members live and work.”


If Bush’s assertion was true, I thought, it would be a serious issue. From my perspective, the president’s remarks had the sheen of grasping at straws, particularly when he turned to his second rationalization, threats against the American homeland. “Of course, sophisticated delivery systems aren’t required for a chemical or biological attack,” Bush said. “All that might be required are a small container and one terrorist or Iraqi intelligence operative to deliver it.”


I immediately recognized that for the president’s assertion to have any real credibility, the administration needed to pinpoint someone who could somehow connect Hussein’s regime to the single international terrorist organization to have struck within the United States.


“We know that Iraq and the al Qaida terrorist network share a common enemy, the United States of America,” the president continued. “Some al Qaida leaders who fled Afghanistan went to Iraq. These include one very senior al Qaida leader who received medical treatment in Baghdad this year, and who has been associated with planning for chemical and biological attacks.”


A “very senior al Qaida leader?” I said to myself. Everyone in the growing Iraq unit recognized that this phrase referred to Zarqawi, even though he was not mentioned by name. We knew he wasn’t part of al Qaida and didn’t seem to coordinate operations with them. We also knew that the CIA had determined that Zarqawi’s organization didn’t know about the 9/11 attacks, much less participate in them. Nor was Zarqawi’s organization capable of developing sophisticated chemical and biological weapons; they were, however, working on the development of crude toxins and poisons—our terminology for Zarqawi’s loose affiliates at the time was the “poisons network.”


Everyone in the Agency realized that the United States was about to invade Iraq, and the role Bush’s administration had chosen for Zarqawi had become clear.
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Before the invasion, my standard Agency workday began at 3:00 a.m. Baghdad was eight hours ahead. A typical day started with the drive to the Agency’s sprawling Langley campus in the middle of the night and presenting my ID badge to the heavily armed security guards. As I was one of the first ones to arrive for the day, my ground-floor office in the New Headquarters Building was typically quiet at that hour.


Upon arrival, a colleague and I quickly got to work examining incoming cables from the field, other intelligence reports, cyber collection, signals collection, news material, and written products—memos and briefings for lawmakers—our branch had written the night before to gather the latest insights on terrorism connected to Iraq or the IIS. By 4:00 a.m., we were scouring any last-minute intelligence that had bubbled up before sprinting to the Original Headquarters Building, on the other side of the campus, to update senior Agency briefers who were preparing to brief the president, vice president, and a small number of cabinet-level officials. We had to make sure those senior briefers were up to speed on any late-breaking intelligence and answer any questions they might have about the products our unit had written the day before.


Once the briefers headed off to the White House and other buildings across Washington, DC, to meet with their principals, my colleague and I headed off to the cafeteria for our first shot of Starbucks. Then we dragged ourselves back across campus, punched in the code to the cipher lock on our team’s “vault,” or room, and dug in for a few more hours of reading through traffic before the rest of our branch trickled in for our morning meeting.


For some reason, our vault was always roasting at that hour, so my colleague and I would “sing” Nelly’s “Hot in Herre” because we couldn’t play actual music due to the security policy. Our off-key version of the song was enough to wake us up and counterbalance the increasingly dark reports we were receiving from case officers in the field.


Lunch came around 9:00 a.m., as I wolfed down whatever was within arm’s reach. Then, if all was calm, at around 12:15 p.m. I met with my counterparts on the next shift for the handoff. From there, I was off to the burn chute.


At the Agency, each analyst finds at his or her desk every morning a brown paper bag decorated with red-and-white candy-cane stripes. Known internally as burn bags, they’re used to hold classified documents until they can be irretrievably destroyed. I set mine up under my desk; every incoming cable I would print throughout the day, as soon as I was finished with it, got dropped into the burn bag. Once the bag was full, I folded it over at the top a few times, stapled it as many times as was necessary to keep it shut, then carted it down the hall to the equivalent of a laundry chute, where the bag plummeted to the sub-subbasement of the New Headquarters Building. Eventually, the collected bags were tossed into an incinerator.


The great thing about the burn chute is that it’s part of a long-standing tradition to welcome rookie team members by hazing them by playing on their paranoia of violating a security policy. We insisted that one rookie needed to yell his badge number into the abyss of the chute before he dropped the bags down to ensure that the worker at the bottom knew where they came from. Then, we told the same rookie, he should stand and wait for confirmation from below. “Just keep standing there,” we said. “Sometimes it takes a minute or two.” After around three minutes of standing by the chute, thinking someone in the basement might actually yell back at him, he caught on to the game.


In the run-up to the invasion, it really was the little things that kept us going.


As the administration had begun preparing its case for war, of course, there was less time for fun. If I could climb into bed sometime around sunset, then be back up at 2:00 a.m., it had been a “standard” day. Very quickly, the environment in the Iraq unit became anything but standard.


Hours at the office piled up. I was scouring practically a novel’s worth of written reports, records, and cables every morning—what the other analysts and I called “drinking from the fire hose.” Out of that mass of information, I set aside perhaps a dozen of those reports daily because they contained information that didn’t seem to fit an established pattern or because I simply thought they might come in handy someday. Analysts, like most people, tend to look for patterns; anything that fell outside of (or was inconsistent with) established patterns often warranted closer scrutiny if we deemed the information reliable. I was keeping an eye out for literally one or two sentences that would trigger my next written product, information that would somehow further our understanding of the Iraqi Intelligence Service’s plans or associations, so I could deliver it to a policy maker.


Some of the most intense days came when the information flowed the other way. If a policy maker had a question, it was our mission—and, frankly, our job—to provide that person with a thorough answer ASAP. Even though I learned quickly that that’s not necessarily the same thing as an exhaustive answer.


Analysis is an ambiguous word; new analysts soon learn that analyzing is as much an art as a science. Once I moved beyond the simple recitation of facts, because no single fact explains the larger trend or picture, I then focused on the motivations of the actors, contextual dynamics, likely outcomes, signposts, and their possible implications. In intelligence analysis, there may be no complete answer to any given question. Painting a detailed picture of the trends is difficult, particularly when there is too little information and even when there’s too much.


Having an incomplete picture of a given topic presents obvious limitations. Today, however, in the era of “big data,” the opposite is often the case. Collecting massive volumes of information these days isn’t the problem; even if you have volumes of documentation at the ready, an analyst has to learn how to make sense of it. How do you teach a gut instinct for accurately and objectively characterizing information?


Experience and expertise with a given topic make it easier to assign a degree of confidence to data. For me, particularly during those months prior to the invasion of Iraq, analysis was about creating a reasonable assessment of events within the context of a specific question—did Iraq have anything to do with 9/11 or al Qaida? Typically, we would approach a topic based on available information and then use our individual expertise, and the expertise of our colleagues, to tell a larger story. This point was made by Michael Hayden during his confirmation hearing to become director of the CIA in 2006: he told Senator Pat Roberts that intelligence gathering “is shrouded in ambiguity… if these were known facts, you wouldn’t be coming to us for them.”


In March of 2003, the Bush administration green-lit Operation Iraqi Freedom, the invasion of Iraq, despite CIA analysis finding no connection between the country’s regime and al Qaida. Three weeks later, US tanks triumphantly rolled into Firdos Square, in central Baghdad.


Soon my teammates and I were provided with an array of new streams of reporting we felt warranted further study. The new reporting did not validate the administration’s original case for war. In the face of a growing number of questions from Congress, the Agency was pressed even harder to search for historical ties. For months, we answered questions about connections Hussein had or might have had with extremist groups in the past that would have helped justify the administration’s case for war.


One frustrating moment that came in 2004 was when a member of Wolfowitz’s team inexplicably asked me what type of underwear Zarqawi wore—a line of inquiry that begged more questions about the person asking. What did they expect to hear? He wears a thong and that might contribute to his inner rage? Indeed, I’d never thought to look into it. Our team was focusing on the growing potential for extremism following the invasion.


By early 2004, the insurgency was beginning to expand across Iraq. Zarqawi was well on his way to solidifying his control over the insurgency, while Iraqi civilians and coalition troops were dying. In Langley, I’d watched many of my exasperated coworkers leave the team for different jobs at the Agency—or simply burn out and leave the CIA for good. Katherine was part of that second group: she quit the Agency to become a successful entrepreneur.


The real intelligence story was the growing connection between Zarqawi and Usama bin Ladin. Zarqawi was not only becoming a subject of interest for the United States; he also was inspiring disparate terrorist networks that had not necessarily trained directly with al Qaida. My colleagues and I kept wondering why the administration wasn’t paying more attention to the growing threat and instead remained focused on trying to piece together a case for the invasion. I was starting to become a very angry person watching people die inside Iraq as the United States struggled to find an effective way to stop the violence.
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At work, I could feel the gradually rising tide of frustration as an endless stream of grim cables filtered through my computer system, followed by a never-ending stream of backward-looking questions from the administration. It took a few months, but in June of 2004, I reached the end of my patience and decided to quit.








[image: image]











I was lost in thought about all that when a soft ding snapped me back to the present. The elevator doors opened on the ground floor of the New Headquarters Building, and I walked through the sun-filled lobby. Even through the cloudiness of that early summer afternoon, it felt warm outside. I began to think of a job offer I had waiting for me at home.


I climbed into my car and picked up my cell phone—mobile devices aren’t allowed inside Agency buildings. I cranked the ignition, dialed my boyfriend, Roger, and headed for the George Washington Parkway. He picked up as I merged onto the parkway.


“I did it,” I said into the phone. “I’m done.”
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By the time I pulled up outside our house and made my way up the sidewalk, my frustration had lost its edge.


I pushed open our heavy wooden front door and stepped into the entryway. Gus, the three-year-old Saint Bernard we’d recently adopted, poked his head out from around a corner at the top of the staircase. I paused to see what came next: in Gus’s previous life, spent chained in a yard in southern Virginia, he’d never seen stairs. When we first brought him home he spent an hour on the stair landing trying to muster up the courage to make his way down while I tried to convince him with hot dogs. But on that early June afternoon, he trotted right down to see me. He groaned once and flopped onto his side for a belly rub. I might not be able to fix US foreign policy or stop the endless stream of violence in Iraq, but I could do this for my dog.


The light streaming into the living room looked different at that time of day. I was so used to the long and unusual hours in counterterrorism, I didn’t know what the afternoon light looked like in my own home. The shine from the hardwood floor gave the whole room an eerie glow; I felt like I’d stepped into an alternate universe. For as frustrated as I was, I felt like I was playing hooky, and I didn’t like it.


I needed something productive to do—so I headed upstairs to put some laundry away. Then, when I didn’t find any, I did a load just to have some clothes to put away. I noticed how quiet our Barnaby Woods neighborhood was. Lately I’d found that quiet was good.


I’d recently turned thirty-four and was struggling with an all-consuming, incredibly stressful job and new home ownership. My readjustment to life back in DC had been harder than I’d anticipated after a few months in Iraq. Unexpected sounds—even the doorbell—made me jump. I’d been snapping at Roger over little things; I didn’t realize at the time how overblown my reactions had become.


At work, I focused all of my energy on Zarqawi and his network. But at night, distractions were harder to come by. I spent all my time trying to avoid thinking about Iraq, not just my time in country, but also everything I was reading on a daily basis.


Quiet was good, except when it was filled with guilt.


Laundry done, I sat down at the library table I inherited from my great-grandmother. The table had remained in her tiny one-bedroom cabin on Plum Creek Ranch in central Montana for years after her death. That farm and ranch is where her daughter—my grandmother Henrietta Ellis—grew up; sitting at the table in my living room, I thought back to the beautiful wood-burning range in that cabin, which was filled with knickknacks and western art. The whole thing felt like a Norman Rockwell painting. Whenever I stayed at Plum Creek during harvest, or during a few weeks of a lazy childhood summer, I felt a renewed sense of calm. I thought that cabin was paradise. Years later, when the building had fallen into disrepair, I claimed that table and had brought it along to every home I’d lived in since.


At the other end of the table was an offer letter from the Science Applications International Corporation. Better known as SAIC, the contracting giant, based in Virginia, had recently offered me a position managing one of their Middle Eastern counterterrorism research programs. I could have done the work well, I thought, and the federal government pay scale certainly left something to be desired, but no one enters into service at the CIA for the money. Taking a contracting job was a well-worn escape route from the CIA, even more so now that former Agency personnel didn’t necessarily have to change their commutes. After 9/11, the CIA had begun to fill its expanding need for staff by bringing in private contractors with security clearances—who were described as “green badgers” because of the green ID badges they carry (CIA employees carry blue badges). We’d all seen coworkers leave on a Friday, then show right back up on Monday doing the same job—but with a different boss, a different color badge, and twice the pay.


Yet even though I’d thought about leaving the Agency at some point and had wondered how I’d do it, that offer letter had just sat there on the table for days. There, in the middle of the afternoon, it occurred to me that I should probably read it.


As I reached for the letter, I realized I was still wearing my clothes from the office—a purple button-down shirt over black pants. It had the comfortable feel of a uniform I wore often. Fit and function were always the most important things to me in my wardrobe; form, not so much. Government work doesn’t exactly lend itself to high fashion, and that was fine with me. On the table next to my keys, I noticed my blue ID badge, and I drew in a long breath. I thought back to the day they’d first handed it to me.
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That morning, in 2000, I and a few dozen other new hires had been led across the gray granite Central Intelligence Agency seal, which dominates the minimalist lobby of the Original Headquarters Building, in Langley. The lobby is surprisingly quiet given that it’s all marble and massive. The eagle’s head sits resolutely above a shield emblazoned with a sixteen-point compass star, representing intelligence gathered from around the world and filtered back to a single point. The symbol is unmistakable in its strength and unwavering in its focus. The seal is the first thing most outsiders envision when they think of the CIA. It’s the first thing I saw on the day I became an insider. Simply walking across it on the way to my new-hire orientation, I felt a rush of pride and a sense of how much my life was about to change.


A few steps past the seal, the Agency’s Memorial Wall comes into view to my right. In 2000, seventy-nine stars had been chiseled into the gleaming white marble, each star representing a man or woman who had given their life in service to the Agency and our country. More than thirty more have been added in the years that followed, some for men and women who were colleagues—friends—of mine doing the same kinds of counterterrorism work I did. Above those stars are etched the words IN HONOR OF THOSE MEMBERS OF THE CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY WHO GAVE THEIR LIVES IN THE SERVICE OF THEIR COUNTRY.


Below the stars, the Book of Honor spreads out forty inches across a blue-gray marble ledge, encased in glass. The first time I saw the gold stars in that book—and so many of the blank lines that followed, indicating employees whose identities can’t be revealed, even in death—it nearly took my breath away.


The other new hires and I had flowed forward to the ID scanners up ahead and soon through the underground tunnel that winds from the Original Headquarters Building to the Agency’s igloo-shaped auditorium, a seven-thousand-square-foot relic of the 1950s everyone just called the Bubble. We took our seats; making small talk with those closest to me, I was impressed with the range of talent among those new employees: aerospace engineers; analysts; economists; translators; experts on everything from bridge building to bomb wiring.


From that moment on, I understood the Agency’s mission on a whole other level, even with its infuriating bureaucratic potholes.


I hadn’t been prepared for the way it would actually feel to leave.


I tossed SAIC’s offer letter back on the table. Which is when my phone rang. It was Jim, an analyst from another counterterrorism unit’s chemical and biological weapons group. I held Jim in high regard because he was one of the first analysts to begin mapping Zarqawi’s poisons network in the ’90s. He said his group chief, Scott, was familiar with my work and wanted me to come in and talk. I agreed to meet with them the following day.


In broad strokes, Scott told me about the ways in which the Agency was expanding to become a bigger part of the Global War on Terror and the new roles that were being created in the process. There were roles, he said, that needed to be filled by people with substantive experience. “Would you come lead a targeting team to go after Zarqawi?” he said. Scott effectively told me during our meeting that they wanted to retain my expertise and I would not have to continue answering the same backward-looking policy-maker questions on al Qaida’s connection to Iraq.


“You mean I can actually do something about him?” I said. “I don’t have to just answer questions about his past or his underwear anymore?”


I was sold.














CHAPTER 2


The Farm


Denton, Montana, is an approximately fifteen-square-block town in the center of the state, near the Upper Missouri River Breaks and two hours by car to the closest town most people have heard of, Great Falls. In many ways, not much has changed there since Lewis and Clark first explored those grasslands in 1805, and it is still one of my favorite places to roam.


Denton is a farming community where sixty-something families mostly live off the land, and mine was no different. My parents had a house in town, a stone-and-redwood home with big bay windows and a little yard where my older brother, Keith, and I made up SWAT team imagination games while wearing jean jackets my mom had embroidered with the words SWAT TEAM. But many of my childhood memories come from the summers at my grandparents’ ranch in nearby Everson, a collection of family farms that lined the Judith River breaks, with a view so vast the world seemed full of endless possibility.


I learned to ride horses at the age of two—first on a Shetland pony, then on a succession of larger horses with names like Socks, Britches, and Jet. Then, when I was twelve years old and a member of 4-H, my mom bought me the first horse that belonged entirely to me, a chestnut mare with white feet and an elegant stripe down her nose named Coy Lady. I loved riding her into the nearby pastures, disappearing for hours at a time, pretending I was on my very own Victorian foxhunt. My friend Valerie and I even purchased inexpensive English saddles and set up straw bales so we could practice jumping. I used to imagine that I was a character from an old British novel riding through the English countryside. My rides with Valerie also taught me to conquer my fears while riding across the knife ridges of the Judith River breaks, where one misstep on your horse’s part would have meant tumbling together three hundred feet down a sheer shale cliff. When I was twelve years old, it didn’t seem dangerous; it was the most fun I had ever had.
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Self-reliance was less an ethos than an expectation in Denton. My appreciation for the law of the land was first branded into me at age nine, when I stood along the fence and watched my dad and a hired hand put a bullet into a steer’s head, then slit its throat to bleed it out before butchering the animal. I was hardly stoic about the slaughter, but the sight of blood didn’t shock me by then. Mostly it was a matter-of-fact lesson in the cycle of life and in respecting the stewardship of farming and ranching. At least, I decided, the steer had simply been going about his day in his pen, with no fear, stress, or sense of impending demise. A lot less stressful than commercial slaughterhouses.


The animals I grew attached to were the orphaned calves—the ones I’d wrap in an old quilt, the ones whose necks I would adorn with scarves or ribbons. I used to sit on the straw next to the calves, feeding them from a two-quart calf bottle, feeling sorry that their moms weren’t there to help them. When those calves grew large enough to be sold to the local market—when they were crammed into the back of a truck, which I knew delivered them to a stock lot where they’d be funneled into a factory chute, mooing in terror until the moment some guy ended their brief lives by slamming a bolt into their skulls—that’s when I’d bawl.


As the youngest child, I was tasked with my least favorite job on the farm: replacing the duckfoot shovels on my grandparents’ plow after they fell off or wore down after churning through more than two thousand acres of wheat fields. During seeding season, a broken plow was one step shy of a crisis that could set the entire operation back days. That and unexpected weather delays could affect my grandparents’ livelihood.


So as soon as my grandpa called me from the barn, I’d drop what I was doing and reluctantly make my way over to the shop. My grandfather would hand me an air wrench, and I’d shimmy under the duckfoot, between the rear wheels. There was less than two feet of ground clearance under the plow, and I invariably whacked my head on the hard steel. Then I’d fumble for the bolts that secured the shovel, zap them loose with the wrench, and switch out the shovel for a new one. Then I’d tighten the bolts down again as the chattering of the wrench vibrated my whole body.


The dedication paid off, in a way. At ten years old, I got promoted to the role of temporary combine driver during harvest while my grandpa or brother took a break, which meant an air-conditioned cab and longer days. I loved being in the center of the action, and it meant I didn’t have the labor-intensive job of driving the truck to load and unload the grain. To sidestep my allergies, Grandpa found me a mask that made me sound like Darth Vader, which I thought was an added benefit. Before long, I was spending those late summer mornings piloting Grandpa’s half-million-dollar combine back and forth, in seemingly endless straight lines, at five miles per hour. I loved the responsibility, and it was a meditative activity—right up until the moment I accidentally harvested a skunk.


The TV picked up CBS and ABC; NBC didn’t arrive until I was close to junior high. On Sunday evenings, I watched whatever Disney show ran for half an hour, then stuck around as the family all gathered in the living room for 60 Minutes.


When I wasn’t working on the farm, my natural curiosity kept me occupied. Once, at the age of ten, I decided I wanted to learn a foreign language—which one didn’t matter at all. So I began flipping through the Encyclopaedia Britannica set my grandparents kept on the bookshelf in the hallway. This was before the age of the Internet; there was no Google or Rosetta Stone online. The entry entitled “French” included a handful of mundane words—such as oui and monsieur—and the entry entitled “Spanish” did the same. But under “Sign language,” I found the entire alphabet. I spent the next three nights sitting in the hall, memorizing all twenty-six letters.


I especially loved when my maternal aunt Harriette came to visit the farm, bringing my cousins Brian and Lori. I was completely fascinated by their stories of life outside Montana, brushing my aunt’s long, dark hair until late in the evening, asking endless questions about their adventures in far-off Illinois.


My fascination with the wider world took root in 1976, when I had taken my first trip out of state to attend the wedding of my other maternal aunt, Henrietta, in New York City’s borough of Brooklyn. The energy of New York was new and exciting and I’d found friendly faces everywhere I turned—most notably in the person of one of Henrietta’s new in-laws. Days before the wedding, we went to a horse race at Belmont Park, on Long Island, feeding my love of horses. One of my prized possessions from the trip was a 1970s-era polyester shirt with variously colored racehorses that I instantly loved and held on to until college.


For the rest of our time in New York, we bounced from the Empire State Building to the Statue of Liberty, then to the newest tourist attraction at the time: the Top of the World observation deck atop the World Trade Center’s South Tower. For years after that trip, my grandparents kept a photo on their refrigerator of a six-year-old me in a blue dress, with big white socks and sandals, sporting awesome ’70s bangs. In the photo, I’m standing next to Keith, my grandpa, and our mom. The clouds had parted moments before my grandmother took the picture; the moment after the shutter clicked, I’d turned back to rest my chin again on the white guardrail, gazing out at the vastness of upper Manhattan and New Jersey beyond it.


My mom eventually had to pull me away from that railing to get dressed for the wedding. The city offered a view as enormous as those back on the farm. A few hours later, my aunt Henrietta introduced Keith and me in front of three hundred people at the start of her wedding reception to perform our practiced routine, the hustle.
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From my perspective as a child, my parents were largely estranged during most of their marriage. After their divorce, when I was eleven, my father wasn’t around much of the time; the anger between my parents was evidently too much for him to be interested in attending any of my school activities, my graduation, my wedding, or any other milestone event in my life. Particularly when I was a child, that sense of abandonment was a hard one to shake. Especially in a town like Denton, where he lived literally a block and a half away. To his credit, he reconnected with me many years later of his own accord. I know now that divorce makes people do strange things and that the marriage wasn’t easy for either of them.


Without admitting it, or perhaps fully understanding it, my mother, Eloise, spent the majority of my early years feeling shackled to Denton, caught in the grips of a depression that only let up once she finally escaped that small town years later. In fact, she raced out of town to finish her bachelor’s degree at the same time I did, then went on to earn a master’s degree in social work and built a career at a point in her life when many people are thinking of slowing down. My mom was born with cerebral palsy, which manifested as tremors in her arms. She was frustrated at not being able to do everything for herself, and at the same time accepted it as just another challenge that added to her determination to succeed.


When I was growing up, my maternal grandmother, also named Henrietta, had a big impact on my love of learning. She turned everything into a lesson—and usually a fun one. She not only worked on the farm; she was also the business manager of the place, and she taught me about grain and livestock markets and keeping a ledger. She used to encourage my knack for memorizing numbers, quizzing me on details she’d just shown me.


I loved afternoons in her kitchen, leaning over the flour-covered table, assembling her infamous raspberry-rhubarb pie or Czech kolaches. In the 1930s, my grandmother had played violin in a band, so sometimes she’d belt out “I Double Dare You” or other standards from that era as I measured the next ingredient or watched the horses move around the pasture while grazing.


Other things my grandmother taught me shaped my entire world-view. She had grown up on her parents’ homestead farm, an hour from Lewistown, Montana, back when her last name was still Van Haur and her family had nicknamed her Hanke. She’d become one of the first women, along with her sisters, in the area to attend college, in nearby Billings; then she raised my mother and her two sisters on the farm in Everson with her husband, Floyd Ellis. My grandmother’s tenacity and grit demonstrated to me the extraordinary things of which women were capable. The life she lived was a driving force that compelled my own passion for women’s rights—in part because of my grandmother’s accomplishments.


My grandparents were hard workers, and life on the farm left little time for fun. My grandpa Floyd was nicknamed Bus because he’d won the local Buster Brown baby contest.


Harvest was stressful for everyone, the endless days and late nights racing to cut the grain before rain, hail, or wind knocked it down. In my younger years, to avoid the stress I’d run outside to hide in the barn with my dog and Coy Lady when I wasn’t needed.
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As a child, I was an eager student at Denton public school—and disciplined, too. I used to rush home to finish my homework right after school before a playdate, or, at the farm, a ride on Coy Lady. I loved puzzles and the fundamental logic of a good equation.


However, by the time I entered my freshman year in high school—in the same building as the elementary school and middle school, because Denton’s population didn’t exactly support multiple schoolhouses—I had lost the confidence I had in my younger years. Some of that may have been a result of my rocky home life. Partly it was apathy, and maybe it was a little boredom, because I never particularly struggled. Mostly, I think, a fear of failure cast a pall of mediocrity over my scholastic career. I couldn’t underperform at what I never tried to achieve.


At one point during my freshman year, my mom asked the principal to arrange an IQ test for me so we could pinpoint where I fit in academically. Mom hoped it would boost my confidence—and to my surprise, I was told that I’d tested roughly two to three years ahead of my grade level. I don’t know if it was a perception-changing moment in my life, but it did give my fourteen-year-old self more confidence, which I harnessed in various ways.


Small-town high schools can collect an odd array of teachers, and one dictatorial algebra teacher used to become so enraged over tiny things—such as students talking while he scribbled equations on the chalkboard—that he regularly berated my classmates and even threw desks. I couldn’t believe his outbursts, and one day, after a galactic tantrum left one of my classmates in tears, and after he made inappropriate comments to one of my girlfriends, I finally went up to him after class and looked him in the eye—because by then, I was as tall as many of the adult men at the school. “Knock it off,” I said. I think the teacher was so shocked that he never did figure out the right way to punish me. Soon the mutual resentment between us became its own sort of drama, and he subsequently asked my mom to stop me from enrolling in his math class the following year. It wasn’t a huge loss.


I had some great teachers, too. My favorite English teacher, Mrs. Hassinger, wouldn’t let me off the hook if I showed low self- esteem. She insisted we could all achieve great things if we applied ourselves—which included reading Shakespeare every year and performing on the school’s tiny stage every spring, whether we wanted to or not.


I was a typical teenager. I once shaved the right side of my head, because it was the 1980s. And my high school friend Lynn Donaldson and I would spend our weekends walking around Lewistown, the nearest “city,” in our parachute pants and the blue-and-pink faux fur coats her mom, June, made, drawing double takes from old-time ranchers, and other teenagers, who couldn’t appreciate our “eclectic” sense of style. We weren’t looking for attention: we just loved the idea of wearing something that made us feel different and creative.


My high school graduating class—all nine of us—mostly consisted of the same people I’d gone to kindergarten with. Before kindergarten, I beelined across the street one summer morning with my mom in tow the moment I noticed two boys in our neighbor’s yard. Those boys were twins—Kurt and Kyle. Today, Kurt and I call each other our first friend.


In a place like Denton, it’s an occasion whenever new kids move into town. One day the Coltons arrived from nearby Lewistown. With a population of roughly six thousand, Lewistown seemed like a big city to us. Shane had a mop of blond hair, a wide smile, and, even more important, a truly fantastic collection of T-shirts. There was a rebelliousness to him that I found amusing. Shane never apologized for anything. I seemed to apologize for everything.


Soon after moving into town, Shane asked me to accompany him to one of the high school plays. Sitting there in those uncomfortable wooden auditorium seats, he held my hand for the entire play—only occasionally letting go so we could wipe the sweat onto our pants.


It took a few years for that relationship to fully blossom, but we officially became a couple during our last few months of high school. Teenage hormones played a part in that, of course, but it turned out that his family life didn’t necessarily match the Norman Rockwell imagery on the walls, either, and that brought us together. I knew I could call him, crying, when the adults in the house were screaming and he would be there to distract me for a while.


Despite my rocky high school transcripts, education for its own sake was always important to me. Even before my senior year in high school, in 1986, I enrolled in a pair of college courses at Montana State University, in nearby Bozeman. I lived for the summer with my brother, who by then worked at the school’s plant pathology lab as a researcher. I volunteered in the lab, charting plant growth, and took a communications class and a psychology class. After I received my final grade, my psychology professor suggested I take the GED so that I could start college courses right away in the fall and skip my last year of high school. That was an exciting proposition, but on the other hand, I was looking forward to the social part of being a high school senior. After giving it much thought, I stuck to the traditional route—but returned to MSU as a freshman in 1987. MSU offered a skiing course in the nearby Bridger Mountains as well as a colt-breaking class as part of its nationally recognized equine science program, and that pretty much sealed the deal.


Soon after arriving on campus, I joined three dozen other women in the Alpha Omicron Pi (AO∏) sorority, mainly because I’m an extroverted introvert and I thought it would mean an immediate group of people to socialize with. People have occasionally been surprised in the years since to hear that I was a “sorority girl.” I’ve never fit the preconception people have of that bubbly stock character; I’ve also always taken pride in defying pigeonholing, and that sorority did, too. It was full of artists, graphic designers, and future engineers and scientists. I learned very quickly how important that sort of old-fashioned social network could be.


One Monday night in mid-October, just weeks after starting my freshman year at MSU, three sorority sisters and I drove from AOΠ’s “big brick house” headquarters, at the corner of Fifth Avenue and West Garfield Street, through the leafy off-campus suburbs surrounding Montana State and over to the Sigma Chi fraternity. Shane—who’d enrolled in college in Utah—and I had agreed to put our relationship on hold for at least our freshman year in college, and Sigma Chi was known for having some of the nicest guys on campus.


There was an electricity in the air as I parked the car across the street from the fraternity and headed off on foot across South Willson Avenue, a simple two-lane road that draws its fair share of lead-footed motorists speeding north and south along Bozeman’s eastern edge. We were talking about our outfits and anticipating what the night might have in store. And then memories stop.


According to eyewitness and police reports, a blocky white Ford Bronco II sport utility vehicle came flying around the corner. It swerved hard to the left, careened across the street, and slammed directly into us. I can’t imagine we had any time to react; I apparently took the driver’s-side mirror off with my head. There are some thirty minutes of my life that have been almost completely blacked out in my mind, save the image of my friend Heidi’s long blond hair splayed out next to me in a pool of blood. I wanted to yell her name, not knowing if she was dead, but I blacked out again. The next thing I do remember after the accident is hearing an EMT, kneeling next to the parked car I’d been thrown into, yelling to bring me back into consciousness. Heidi was in the same ambulance, and they told me she was going to be okay.


Kurt, my childhood friend from across the street, was one of the first people to make it to the emergency room at Bozeman Deaconess Hospital after I woke up. He took one look at my swollen eyes and nose—and at the open wounds on my face from skidding across the street—and fainted. That was my first indication that things were pretty rough.


But another thing I remember still powerfully: the AO∏ sisters were incredibly supportive, and so were many of the men of Sigma Chi. Several arrived at the hospital before even my family could make it. On that day, I formed a bond that has carried across decades—through marriages, divorce, health scares, and more. It’s one I’ve sought to re-create in the circles of women I would later meet on teams everywhere from Langley to Baghdad. In particular, Vicki Sherick, my big sister in the house, was my anchor of stability for much of that first year after the accident. Without her positivity and gentle care for a person she’d met only days earlier, I’m not sure how things would have gone.


That support was even more significant because the doctors at the hospital seemed less than engaged with my case. They clearly felt I was some neurasthenic creature complaining about pain. For five days I recovered there with little medical assistance beyond a leg brace to alleviate the pressure on my right knee, even though I was regularly coughing up blood. It wasn’t until weeks later that my aunt drove me to a specialist who took a few X-rays and said, “You’ve suffered internal bleeding as well as torn ligaments and cartilage in your knee. I am not sure what damage the internal bleeding has done.”


Unfortunately, the legal recourse I sought didn’t go much better. The night of the accident, the driver had tried to flee the scene, but a crew of Sigma Chi brothers had surrounded the Bronco to block his path until Bozeman police arrived. The authorities, however, didn’t give him a Breathalyzer test for something like eight hours, and by then the booze had worn off. He eventually walked away with a “careless driving” citation.
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A year after the accident, Shane, my high school boyfriend, transferred to Montana State, and he found an apartment near campus. Some of that likely had to do with being there for me, but at the same time Shane was narrowing his sights on a career and MSU offered more options for him than the junior college he attended in Utah did. I’d never really dated anyone seriously except Shane, and I felt conflicted about the decision. I loved the camaraderie of the sisters at AO∏. And by then, Shane had begun to feel more like a great roommate than a boyfriend. He may have felt the same way, though at the age of twenty-one, neither of us understood the difference. Still, I did miss him, and it was nice to have someone to think through the future with.


I raced to catch up on credits I missed after a freshman year cut short by the accident and the subsequent surgery and rehabilitation I underwent to repair my knee. Ultimately I decided to transfer to the University of Utah, in Salt Lake City, for my senior year. By then I’d become an economics major, and Montana State offered only an agricultural economics degree at the time, which seemed far too narrow a focus and far too similar to the life I’d already lived. I wanted to learn about whatever it was that existed outside my comfort zone, and Utah offered an economics program with an international focus. Shane, being at that point a year ahead of me academically, had recently graduated, which meant that he would be free to follow me to our new home in Salt Lake City, Utah. It would be the grand start of our new life together.


Days prior, on a sweltering August Saturday in 1991, Shane and I had stood in the basement of Denton’s tiny Methodist church—the one for which my great-grandfather had built the pews, altar, and baptismal font. Shane looked dashing in his tan tuxedo; I wore a silk wedding dress my grandmother had bought for me in Lewistown. Shane had just turned twenty-two. I’d turned twenty-two the day after he did.


Standing in that church basement playing with our black two-year-old Saint Bernard–Lab mix, Nixon, who was wearing a white bow tie, we’d listened as seemingly the entire town arrived at the church and found their seats in the pews above us. I was antsy. The back door was open on that boiling summer Saturday; we both walked toward it to catch a bit of the early afternoon breeze.


He cast a nervous glance at me. “Should we get out of here?” he said.


“Oh, God, can we?” I said. “With all these people here?”


Shane and I stood quietly in that doorway until we eventually turned and walked upstairs together. After the wedding we moved to Salt Lake City, and I prepared for my senior year.


Soon after starting at the University of Utah, I met an economics professor, Dr. Rajani Kanth, who influenced my next path, after college; in the years since I took his courses, Dr. Kanth has held visiting professorships at Duke, Harvard, Oxford, and Tufts. I was so taken with his classes that I blew right past my required graduation credits, moving on to graduate-level economics classes before ever receiving my degree. Thanks to that drive—and because in 1992, I graduated right into the tail end of a recession—Dr. Kanth suggested that I continue my studies at one of his previous teaching locations: Jawaharlal Nehru University, or JNU, in New Delhi, India. With his help, I enrolled in one of JNU’s yearlong graduate programs, focusing on a burgeoning agricultural-feminist movement flourishing in the northern part of the country. Shane, who was still settling on what his future would hold for a career, decided to join me on this adventure.


At the time, my international travel experience was limited to one college spring break in Mexico and a few trips to Canada, so in retrospect, I’m really not sure how I expected things to go. To the uninitiated, New Delhi is a climate of extremes: scorching summers lead to blinding monsoons before autumn tumbles into dreary, foggy winters. Montana had prepared me for unpredictable weather. The stray dogs were a nuisance, the wild monkeys were highly entertaining and feisty—and the bureaucracy throughout the nation at the time had very little to offer in terms of clarity. The best example of that was when JNU “mismanaged” its enrollment list for the coming semester. Two days before classes were to start, my admissions status was unclear, though they happily offered to rectify their error for a gargantuan fee. There was no way I could, or would, pay, so I asked to audit courses until the enrollment issue was resolved. Eventually they allowed that. I was mesmerized by the colors of India and the engaging landscape. I was hoping to make this work, but it seemed increasingly less likely.


With all the potential for culture shock, I thought I might be completely overwhelmed. But I wasn’t. I was interested in the cultural dynamics and the everyday patterns of the locals: where they shopped, how they got around, how women bargained with merchants and kept men from bothering them. I wanted to appear local, to fit into an urban landscape I had never experienced before. I was slowly cracking the code of the city’s inner logic, and except for the snafu at the university and a food-borne illness, I loved almost every minute of it.


Shane, however, never felt the same way. He longed to be back in Montana, starting his own career. I knew how he felt. His frustration turned into bitterness, which then became resentfulness.
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Finally, the tension—coupled with my dwindling faith that the administrative issues at JNU would ever be resolved—became too much to bear. We gave up on India, and we spent the money we’d saved for our time abroad bouncing around Europe. We eventually settled back in Missoula, Montana, where Shane enrolled at the School of Law at the University of Montana.


When we’d headed off to New Delhi, I’d had lofty visions of a nonprofit career spent helping to improve the lives of women and children in agrarian and rural societies around the world. Back in Missoula, however, a different sort of reality set in, and to help pay for our house, my horses, and our expenses, I took a nine-to-five job at a local bank. At least I had a bachelor’s degree in economics. I felt confident that I could do the work of an entry-level loan officer. But those were the jobs being given to equally qualified male applicants.


Instead the bank offered me a position as a teller. I worked behind the drive-through window listening to the whoosh of the pneumatic tube, spending my days cashing checks and telling people how to fill out a deposit slip.


I became resentful. I didn’t want to live in Montana at this point in my life, and I certainly didn’t want to work the pneumatic tube. I still had dreams of a life overseas, and every day at the bank I began to feel like the walls were closing in on me. In my restlessness, I took a job in organizational development in human resources at a nearby metals-mining company. Somehow, seven years melted away.


By then Shane and I fought more often than not—about past frustrations we couldn’t let go of and about a future that seemed increasingly hard to picture. And in April of 1998, we had to let our dog, Nixon, go after he suffered a bout with cancer and underwent a thirty-day experimental treatment at Colorado State University. Nixon was the glue that kept us together for a while. He seemed wiser than both of us put together. Shane began staying out late with the friends he’d made in law school. I put in long hours at the office. We saw each other and spoke to each other less than we ever had. Eventually, and yet somehow suddenly at all once, we realized there was nothing left to be said.
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I’m still sad to think that our marriage almost permanently ruined a great friendship. I know that at the age of twenty-two neither of us had any real grasp of who we were or of the sacrifices and compromises marriage entailed or of the pitfalls that might lie ahead. Thankfully, our divorce was amicable. He even officially requested annual “visitation rights” to my grandmother’s farm for her famous raspberry-rhubarb pie.


We divided our debt, and I quit my job. I packed my Ford F-150 with no plan other than a destination: Washington, DC. I was sure I could find a job there that would let me make a difference in the world, that would take me overseas—that would do the things I’d felt I wasn’t accomplishing in Montana.
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I started the ignition and aimed for the East Coast. Thirty hours later, I arrived at a one-bedroom “English basement” apartment in the bottom of a row house on the north side of Dupont Circle. My rent cost nearly twice as much as I’d paid each month for our mortgage in Montana. But that holiday season in 1999, I forgot all about those things during my evening walks along Massachusetts Avenue, with its blocks of lights and holiday decorations sparkling along Embassy Row.


I had no job in hand when I arrived and no particular job in mind. I had just turned thirty and wasn’t entirely sure what I could parlay my résumé into. But I knew the nation’s capital was the nerve center for the State Department and was home to nonprofits such as Amnesty International and the Washington delegation of the International Committee of the Red Cross. Any of those seemed like great places to work. Even just exploring the city, I found myself inspired by overhearing work conversations on the Metro. The city seemed like the perfect place to relaunch my career, this time with a global focus.


One particular organization stuck out in my mind. By the time I’d moved, my mom had remarried, and as I papered DC with my résumé, I remembered an ad her husband had shown me in the Economist. It announced an upcoming hiring spree at the Central Intelligence Agency. “Don’t think,” he had said. “Just apply. Why not?”


On the Agency’s website, I found an opening for an organizational development analyst, focusing on internal institutional design and supporting “data-driven management strategies and strategic workforce planning objectives.” It had significant crossover with organizational development work; the Agency was looking for someone with a business background to devise and implement an organizational strategy inside a massive bureaucratic government entity. It was a job I was qualified for, and at the very least, I figured, it was a gateway to an organization I’d been fascinated with for some time. If I could get my foot in the door, I figured, I could get a great overview of how things work there and then carve out my own path.


That was an invaluable thread of optimism to cling to during an otherwise unsettled time. My grandmother had advised me not to make too many grand life changes at once, yet in the previous few months I’d gotten divorced, quit my job, and moved across the country to a city where I knew hardly anyone—and then, soon after my arrival in DC, Grandpa had a stroke. Days after I submitted my application to the CIA, I got a call from my mother telling me that if I wanted to say goodbye, I had to come right away.


I landed that night at Billings Logan International Airport and drove ninety minutes in a rental car to the hospital. I wasn’t entirely sure what I’d say when I saw my grandfather. For most of my childhood, he’d been the only real male role model I’d had. Peering into his hospital room, I felt helpless at the site of that large, forceful man struggling to breathe. My mom, her sisters, and my grandmother had gathered around his bedside. Noticing me in the hall, my mother motioned for me to join them.


I walked over to my grandfather’s bed and wrapped my hands around his. Even in his old age, they remained toughened from decades of farming. I thought about those hands on the combine steering wheel next to mine decades earlier, when he’d taught me how to drive it. My grandfather’s eyes were closed; I watched his chest rise and fall. “I love you and it’s okay if you want to go, Grandpa. We will be okay,” I said. Ten minutes later, he drew in one last deep breath and was gone. My grandmother hugged me. “I think he was waiting until you got here,” she said.


Amid that backdrop, any response to my CIA application would have been a welcome surprise. I was back home in DC a few days later, sitting in front of my laptop computer, reading the news and devouring a tray of takeout sushi, when the phone call came. I glanced at the caller ID as I propped the phone on my shoulder. It read BLOCKED.


“Hello?” I said.


The caller said she was from the Agency recruiting office. I leaped to my feet—and dumped wasabi and soy sauce all over my keyboard.


“Shit!” I mouthed. Or at least I think I mouthed it, because the caller went silent for a moment. Then she picked back up with a few preliminary interview questions. A few minutes later she asked, “Can you come in for a formal interview?”


I flipped the laptop over and tried to shake the soy sauce out of the keyboard.


“Sure,” I said.


A week later, a package of paperwork in a plain brown envelope with a return address of “Recruitment Center” arrived in the mail. I noticed that it came from the Agency’s telltale 20505 zip code, and I tore it open. Inside I found a giant application, various other forms to complete, and even a suggested reading list featuring memoirs by prior directors of the Agency. I’d never been simultaneously so excited and terrified to fill out paperwork. The opportunity represented everything I’d hoped for when I’d left Montana.


A few days later I was driving to a nondescript office park in Virginia, more nervous than I’d ever been for a job interview. I’d spent the last of my savings on a navy pantsuit from Brooks Brothers, just for this meeting—I wanted to look the part.


I had no frame of reference for what to expect. They say six degrees of separation can connect any two people in the world, but coming from Denton, I’m not sure that would have been enough to connect me to anyone who’d ever worked for the CIA. It was an organization I’d read about and seen in the movies—far more an abstract concept than a real place. Reading through the packet, I was amused, thinking mine would be the quickest background check they ever did: around noon on any given day, they could find at least a handful of people who knew me at the Denton Café and finish the interviews all in one shot. But my smile faded as my mind kept settling back on the same aching question: What if I’m not smart enough?


After I arrived at the office park, my first interview was with the senior-level officer I would report to, Jim. He was quirky and brilliant, with a PhD in chemistry, and he said all the right things about charting my own path at the Agency. I liked him immediately. Within moments of starting that conversation, I wanted the job—and the Agency apparently wanted me, too. A few weeks later, more paperwork arrived in the mail from 20505. Again I tore the envelope open; this time, it was a conditional offer of employment, contingent upon my passing a background check and returning to the office park for a battery of tests.


My confidence grew with every step I advanced in the process. The pressure was higher at the second interview, but I felt somehow more collected as I walked back into the visitor center. Around a dozen fellow applicants were there that day; no one spoke as we all made our way up a side stairway to the second floor. We barely even looked at one another.


In the applicant-processing office, I approached the check-in counter to register. The administrator handed me a pen. “First name only,” she said. I was called into a back room shortly thereafter.


There a doctor administered a basic medical test, including a hearing and vision check. A technician drew a vial of blood and requested a urine sample.


Then came a ninety-minute psychological evaluation using a personality test. That questionnaire is made up of 567 seemingly nonsensical true-false statements, including “I believe I am being followed,” “I drink an unusually large amount of water every day,” and “I like to talk about sex.” I could almost swear I saw “Do you ever dream about setting your mom on fire?” on there. Once completed, my answers were compared to a database of prior results from test takers who are known to have psychological disorders. Happily, our answer patterns didn’t match.


Next up were the IQ and knowledge tests, and evidently I did fine on those.


Finally I was ushered into a tiny office for a polygraph test. What I presumed was a two-way mirror ran nearly the length of one entire wall. A friendly-seeming technician asked me how my day was going and pointed toward a chair directly across from a small camera positioned in the upper corner of the room. The setup didn’t look anything like the bulky polygraph machines I’d seen in movies, with skittering arms dancing across a readout. Instead, all that sat on the table beside me was a laptop and a machine the size of a few old VHS tapes with various tubes and sensors attached. The technician strapped a corrugated tube around my chest to gauge any changes in my breathing patterns and tightened a blood pressure cuff around my upper arm.


“On this piece of paper, I need you to write down a number between one and five,” he said. “Then lie when I guess it. Ready?”


“Yup,” I said.


“Four.”


“No,” I said, making my best sincere-looking face.


He glanced at his computer screen. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s begin.


“Are we in Virginia?”


“Yes,” I said.


“Have you ever tried to overthrow the US government?”


“No.”


On we went for at least an hour, and unlike so many people who wring their hands before taking the test, wondering what it must be like, I found that my first experience came with unexpectedly little stress. I even fessed up to trying marijuana in college.


A few weeks after the testing, in the spring of 2000, I was officially brought into the Agency at the General Schedule, or GS, level 13. Those grades form the US Office of Personnel Management’s government-wide pay classification system for just about all white-collar federal employees. There are only fifteen levels in total—though each of the levels is broken down into ten individual pay grades—so entering the CIA at GS-13 made for a semilivable salary. It also covered the new computer I needed now that my laptop keys were either completely stuck or squished whenever I typed.


My first day was scheduled for later that summer. It was time to start over.
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