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PRAISE FOR THE SPY’S WIFE




“Marriage is a mystery. Add to the mix a chaotic, unconventional family, and we’re in for a wild ride. This is a story of one woman’s strength to walk through betrayal and lies while also navigating her pain and anger with grace and composure. Part heartbreaking, part joy—this book kept me guessing until the very end.”
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Part I

THE CHARGES

















CHAPTER ONE








To Do:


Take new cat (name?) to vet


Neil & Marisa re: Friday dinner


Auction kickoff meeting
 

Nonfat Greek yogurt


Bills
 

Schedule mammogram


Call Dani back





ON TV, MY HUSBAND DIDN’T LOOK ANYTHING like the man I’d woken up next to for the past twenty years. He looked like a tall remote stranger hurrying away from the cameras, waving an impatient hand at the reporters who clustered around him. Maybe that was because he was supposed to be in Cleveland—but the dateline on CNN read “Moscow.” Or maybe it was because he was supposed to be a dullish management consultant. Not a spy.


And the day had started out so benignly. It was the Tuesday after Labor Day, and the kids were blessedly back in school—my sister’s kids, that is, the seventeen-year-old twins who called me Mommy-Shelley and their biological mother Mommy-Marisa. I had just settled down at the kitchen table for a glorious moment to myself, switching on CNN for the eight o’clock news and opening a Diet Coke. I was even considering the blueberry muffin that Sasha had left untouched—after all, blueberries are healthy, right?


I stretched luxuriously in the warm September sun streaming through the bay window, reveling in the quietness. No Sam asking me to go over his college essay because Mommy-Marisa was too busy; no Sasha loudly refusing to discuss her college essay and invading the kitchen with a hungry horde of hunky boys. It was just me and the cats.


I took a long swig of my soda, thinking about the week ahead, as the two newscasters exchanged quips. There was a membership drive at the synagogue that I had, in a moment of sheer lunacy, agreed to spearhead; a fundraising drive at the twins’ school that I somehow seemed to be running; the new cat had an oddly hairless spot on his back; and I was supposed to be mediating the divorce from hell this week at work. I had dialed back on work over the summer when the twins were out of school, but now it was exploding again.


I added a few more items to my to-do list.


Suddenly one of the newscasters said breathlessly, “This just in from Moscow: David Harris, a top CIA officer also known as Peter Brooks, has been revealed as the source for leaks to the BBC about British intelligence officers supplying weapons and information to the terrorist group Hamas.…”


I choked on my soda, spewing it across the kitchen table and startling two cats into flight. David Harris? My David Harris? As the camera focused on his frowning face, the tilt of his head and the width of his shoulders confirmed it.


The newscaster continued, “Harris named as the source for Mia Holloway, the BBC correspondent who broke the story two weeks ago that has rocked the intelligence establishment. Sources confirm that Harris has been a top CIA officer for over two decades. Operating in Europe and the Middle East under deep cover, he had access to most closely held information and was apparently so frustrated with his attempts to halt the operation that he provided information to Holloway.” The ticker on the screen read, “CIA Superspy Harris Was Secret Source.”


I remembered shaking my head in dismay over the story about British agents secretly providing support to Hamas, apparently in an attempt to force Israel to make concessions. And I remembered commenting on it to David, who gave his usual disinterested shrug when the discussion turned to Mideast affairs. “Not my problem,” he’d said. He had been negotiating a deal in Akron, Ohio, at the time. Or so he said.


My phone started ringing. Dazed, I forced my eyes away from the TV screen and picked up the phone as the newscaster moved on to the next story.


“Shelley?” my best friend gasped. “Are you watching CNN?”


Rachel Lowenthal and I had been best friends since we met in an infertility group eighteen years ago. Either her doctor or her body was better than mine; she had given birth to two healthy babies while I gave birth to none—but we still managed to be best friends. She knew my habits better than my husband did, and she knew that I got my morning news fix from CNN.


“Yes,” I said numbly. “It’s on now.”


“Is it true? Is David really a—I can’t even say it!—is he really a spy? And you never told me? I can’t believe you kept that from me!”


My thoughts were spinning too fast. “It must be some crazy mistake,” I said. “It’s ridiculous.”


“Of course—silly me.” Loyal friend that she was, she tried to hide the doubt in her voice. “Have you talked to him?”


“Not yet,” I replied. “You know how hard it is to reach him when he’s out of town.” Unbidden and unwelcome, a memory popped into my head of the day eight-year-old Sasha fell off a swing at the school playground while her parents were in Puerto Rico. For hours I tried frantically to reach David on his cellphone, at his office, even on the sacred Blackberry that was only supposed to be used for work. His cellphone—as usual—went straight to voicemail; the anonymous man who answered his office phone promised to pass on the message; and his Blackberry gave me a recorded “out of service” response. By the time he finally called me, explaining that he lost his cellphone and had left his Blackberry in his jacket pocket, Sasha’s broken arm was in a cast and Rachel had taken charge of Sam.


“Yeah,” Rachel said. “I know.”


“I think it might be true,” I burst out, possibly surprising myself even more than Rachel. “I mean, if he’s really a spy, he couldn’t tell me—could he? And you know how he is.…”


“I know,” Rachel said again. We both knew how David was—a warm and loving surrogate father to the twins (when he was in town), a pleasant husband—but always a little removed. Even on the increasingly rare occasions when he was physically here. Sudden tears sprang to my eyes at the sympathy in her voice, and I shook my head impatiently.


“No,” I said firmly. “It can’t be true. I would know if he was working for the CIA. Wouldn’t I?”


I could almost feel Rachel fumbling for an answer, trying to quiet my fears and suspicions while tamping down her own. If we talked any longer, I really would fall apart.


“Sorry, Rach, my caller ID’s going wild,” I said quickly. “It’s probably David. I’ll call you later.”


My caller ID was going wild, but my older sister Marisa’s name and number were on the display. I breathed in and out while I let it go to voicemail. The phone rang again almost immediately—the temple president this time. More voicemail. My brother-in-law, his kind voice sounding worried. Marisa again. My younger sister, Dani. I sat numbly and watched the numbers flash on my caller ID as the messages grew—eighteen, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one. And then Unknown Caller appeared.


I snatched up the phone. “David?”


“Shelley,” he said.


I couldn’t think what to say. Suddenly I burst out, “Why doesn’t your name ever come up on caller ID? Why does it always say Unknown Caller?” As soon as the words came out, I couldn’t believe it—with so many questions waiting to be answered, all I ask him about is caller ID?


He paused, then said, “Because I switch cellphones all the time, and they’re encrypted. They’re never registered to my name.”


And that’s when I knew my husband had been lying to me for twenty years.












CHAPTER TWO






“I DON’T UNDERSTAND,” I STARTED BUT WAS cut off by the insistent ringing of our doorbell. Looking out the bay window, I saw several news trucks blocking the driveway and more than the usual collection of reporters on the street. Being near Embassy Row, our neighborhood was accustomed to a fairly constant flow of human rights and Free Tibet protestors on parade, with the inevitable media brigade on their heels.


But this was for us.


How had they found us so quickly?


“David, there are millions of reporters here, and they’re not the usual ones. I think they’re here for you.” Loud and strident, my doorbell and landline phone both rang simultaneously.


“Don’t talk to any of them,” my husband said sharply, his tone as clipped as if he were giving orders to a new recruit. “Don’t use the landline or your cell, and don’t let anyone in the house. I have to clear up a few things here, but I’ll be home in a few hours, and I can explain. Don’t talk to anyone until I get there. Understood?”


“Yes, sir!” I snapped, a wave of anger sweeping away the numbness. “Does that include the twins?”


But he had already hung up, and I stared at my phone, watching the caller ID display light up once more. My auction cochair. Rachel again. Good lord, the veterinarian?


Like a tired kindergartner, I put my head down on the table and closed my eyes. How could he be home in a few hours? Didn’t CNN say he was in Russia? He had trained me well; aside from the (apparently fictitious) itinerary on our fridge, I never bothered asking him about his constant business trips. He said his time at home was too precious to waste it talking about work.


Then I realized that the news segment could have been taped yesterday, so he could be anywhere in the world right now. London? Prague? Langley? Almost certainly not Ohio, at any rate.


I wanted to go back to bed, pull the covers over my head, and pretend this morning had never happened. I wanted to restart this day—have a do-over, like in Groundhog Day—with life going back to normal. David would be my unruffled, unmysterious husband who went to work every day in a dark suit and tie and advised multinational corporations on how to restructure their management teams.


But the memories kept rolling in, and I couldn’t silence my rebellious thoughts. The news report had said, “David Harris, also known as Peter Brooks.…”


I suddenly snapped to attention. Peter Brooks! I had heard that name before. It was several years ago; I was still in bed, and David was in the shower. His iPhone wouldn’t stop ringing, and finally I roused from my half-slumber to grab the phone and mumble, “Hello?”


A man’s voice demanded, “Peter Brooks, please!”


“Sorry, wrong number,” I said and clicked the phone off, but it rang again almost immediately. Inside the bathroom, I could hear the water raining down on David’s oblivious head, so I picked up the phone again.


“Palmer? Is Mitchell Palmer there?” asked a woman’s voice.


“Wrong number!” I shouted, and threw the iPhone down. When it rang yet again, I grumblingly dragged myself out of bed to pound on the bathroom door.


David emerged, a towel wrapped around his lean hips and his damp hair forming dark blond ringlets on his glistening neck. Looking at the still-ringing phone, he asked, “Who are they asking for?”


“I don’t know. Peter or Mitchell somebody. Why?”


He shrugged, and droplets flew from his broad shoulders to the wide-beamed oak floor. Now, besieged by doubts and worries, I could still remember how I felt as I looked at him that morning. My mind had momentarily gone blank in a haze of heat and passion. David had taken a step toward me, his eyes dancing with sudden interest, but I’d forced myself to meet his gaze with one of cool disinterest. He stopped short and reached for the buzzing iPhone instead.


On autopilot now, I got up and started tidying the kitchen, dumping Sasha’s untouched muffin in the disposal and sopping up my spilled Diet Coke. I could make a chicken Caesar salad for dinner tonight if it was just me and the twins … or would David be home for dinner as he’d alluded? Was he even on this continent? And what in God’s name would I tell the twins? Please, don’t let them hear about this until they get home.…


The number of phone messages kept mounting. Why had I never wondered about his calls showing up as Unknown Caller before? I’d just assumed that, as a management consultant who worked on lots of confidential projects, he didn’t want to be trackable to outsiders, but—Sam’s name popped up on the caller ID, and I quickly picked up the phone.


“Hi, sweetie,” I said, trying to sound normal and cheerful.


“Mom? Shelley, I mean? I don’t know if you’ve seen the news, but one of the guys said David was on CNN? So I Googled it, and you’re not going to believe this, but they’re saying that he’s a spy? And he told some BBC reporter about Hamas and the British? Mom? Are you there?”


Sam’s voice, normally so calm and confident, was much higher and faster than usual. “I saw the story,” I said.


“So did you talk to him? What the hell is going on?”


A senior in high school, Sam was still young enough to expect that David and I would make everything right again for him.


“I don’t know,” I told him. “He’s on his way home now so we can figure all this out. But don’t worry, sweetie.…” I stopped. David had said not to talk on this line, in that brusque tone that meant I needed to pay attention.


Not like when my neighbor’s landscaper dumped the scruffy orange cat in the trash, and I rescued her and realized she was pregnant, and David insisted we couldn’t keep her. And when the five kittens were born in his underwear drawer, he just sighed and helped me bottle-feed the tiny runt, and let the others sleep on our bed until we found homes for all but one. The former runt now weighed nineteen pounds and terrorized the other cats in our household; he still thought David was his father.


But this time I couldn’t ignore his wishes. So I said, “As soon as David gets home, I’m sure he’ll explain everything. Until then, there’s no point in speculating.”


“Okay. But, Mom—Shelley, I mean—”


“Sam, I really don’t know what’s going on; I’m in the dark as much as you. We just have to wait for David to get home.” I wouldn’t lie to Sam; this was David’s mess to clear up.


Uncertainly, he said, “Is it … is everything okay?”


I bit my lip. Not lying was one thing; frightening him was another. “It’s fine,” I said firmly. “Now, I’ve got to run. Bye, Sam. Love you.”


“Love you too.”


As I pressed the End Call button, the caller ID lit up again. Damn, this time it was Sasha. I could let everyone else’s calls go to voicemail, but not the kids. I pressed my hand against my forehead, where an ominous ache was starting just above my left eye, and picked up the phone again.


“Mom? Shelley, I mean?”


I smiled a little. When the twins hit puberty, they decided that the childish names of Mommy-Shelley and Mommy-Marisa should be relegated to babyhood along with the stuffed animals and blankies. They fumbled around for a while trying to figure out what to call us, and finally dropped all titles in favor of simply “Marisa” and “Shelley.” But in moments of extreme stress, they reverted back to the Mommy-Shelley habit.


“Sasha,” I said calmly. “How are you, honey?” A cracked fingernail could be high drama for Sasha; my job was to bring her down to earth.


“Shelley, you won’t believe this, but my Latin teacher just told me that David was on TV this morning, and they said he was a spy! Is that true?”


I paused, debating. If I told her it was all a misunderstanding, she would believe me—for the moment—but then, what if it wasn’t? Finally I admitted, “I just don’t know, Sash.”


Her voice rose several octaves. “You don’t know? You mean it might be true?”


“I don’t know,” I repeated. “David’s on his way home, and we’ll figure it all out then. Now, you’re not allowed to use your cellphone in school, are you? You’d better hang up; I don’t want another conversation with that dean of students.”


She giggled. My pretty, flighty Sasha—all bouncing taffy-colored curls and blue eyes and sparkling nail polish—took after no one in the family that I could see. She and a group of her field hockey friends had called in sick on the first beautiful beach day the previous May and headed for the shore; the dean of students, no dummy, had uncovered the plot and gotten the girls’ car turned around before they had gone thirty miles. I had been dismayed, but the dean told me privately that if that was the worst mischief they got up to, I should count my blessings. I wasn’t counting yet.


“Oh, Shelley, you know we learned our lesson. Anyway, I’ll skip practice today and come straight home after school, okay?”


“Of course,” I said abstractedly.


“See you later. Bye, Shelley. Love you.”


“Bye, sweetie. Love you too.”


Two down. I looked at the phone and wondered if I should just sit there and wait for the rest of the world to call. Maybe not. With a sigh, I got to my feet to make sure Sasha’s and Sam’s rooms had clean sheets. We had put an addition on the house years ago, when it became clear that the twins would be dividing their lives between us and my sister, so they could have their own rooms. David had painted the rooms himself.


David. Suddenly overwhelmed, I stopped flicking sheets over the frilly canopied bed that Sasha had chosen when she was eight. Was the news story true? Could he have been lying to me for the entire time I’d known him? He had brought Sasha the collection of Barbie dolls that still stood on her dressing table, the dolls dressed in costumes from all over the world. I regarded them thoughtfully. Had he really gotten them at the Walmart at Tyson’s Corner, as he claimed? Or had he actually bought the Thai Barbie in Bangkok, and the Brazilian Barbie in Rio, and…?


And then I thought about how little I knew of his work. I knew that as a consultant to some of the biggest companies in the world, his work was often highly confidential. Anyway, he said, the details would bore me to tears. I thought that was probably true; and besides, I was always juggling work and soccer practice and field hockey games and “volunteer” work (which felt an awful lot like unpaid labor) and … and besides, he traveled so much.


Many, many eons later—late afternoon by the clock—the reporters had stopped ringing the doorbell and phoning, but they had multiplied until their numbers overwhelmed our small side street, and the DC police had arrived to set up barriers and direct traffic. I had canceled my work appointment, broken my no-weekday-drinking rule, and was opening a bottle of wine when I heard a renewed frenzy outside. The reporters’ shouting mounted to a dull roar of anticipation, then frustration, as our garage gates opened and closed.


David was home.


When I heard his footsteps behind me, I turned around and met his gaze evenly.


“Hi,” he said cautiously.


He was still my David, my husband, the same man I raised my sister’s children with, the same man I made love to, the same man who held me after my miscarriages and coached Sam’s Little League team. Tall and strongly built, he was good-looking in a quiet, unobtrusive, preppy kind of way. His dark blond hair was always conservatively cut, his dark blue eyes often hidden behind the wire-rimmed glasses he wore even though his vision really wasn’t that bad, or the dark sunglasses he always wore outdoors.


For the first time in our lives together, I couldn’t think what to say.












CHAPTER THREE






HE SAT DOWN AT THE KITCHEN TABLE, pulling his tie loose and unbuttoning the top button of his shirt. When I still didn’t reply, he stirred uneasily, pushing the salt and pepper shakers around with his finger. It was unheard of for him to fidget; he was the most controlled, self-contained person I’d ever met.


My eyes snagged on the dark blond chest hair that curled through his open collar. Part of me longed to throw myself against him, run my fingers through his hair, and remind us that he was still mine; another part of me wanted to punch him in the face.


“Don’t look at me that way,” he said, a little sharply. “Nothing has changed—nothing between us, I mean.”


“Then you’d better tell me what has changed, hadn’t you?” I was proud that my voice wasn’t shaky.


He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “I went to work for the CIA right out of college. I am—was—what they call a nonofficial cover agent. Remember the NOC list that Tom Cruise was trying to recover in Mission Impossible? The list of CIA officers under deep cover? That’s me.”


I shook my head. “I don’t understand.” What I really meant was, I couldn’t believe it.


“Most CIA officers work under official cover: the State Department, Treasury, something like that. But a very few work under nonofficial cover.”


“Like a management consulting firm?”


“Yes, exactly. If the official cover guys are caught out, they have their wrists slapped, and they’re sent home. If we’re exposed—well, we’re on our own. No diplomatic immunity.”


I half-smiled at the absurdity of it all. “So the Department will deny all knowledge of you? David, for heaven’s sake, this sounds like James Bond!”


He shrugged. I looked at him again, trying to picture him in a foreign country, slipping through fetid alleyways and running through darkened buildings, gun in hand and eyes sharp with knowledge. Astonishingly, for a second, I could see it. Then I blinked, and the image was gone.


“Surely you could have told me, though?” I asked.


“Yes,” he said slowly, “I could have. But by the time I met you, I’d been doing this for five years, and the habit was pretty tough to break. Nobody knew except my brother. And I figured it would be easier on you if you didn’t know. Maybe easier on me too.”


His twin brother—of course. Daniel was the only person in the world he truly trusted, aside from me. Or maybe the only person, period. I felt a familiar rush of jealousy and guilt when I thought about Daniel, who looked and acted nothing like David but shared an almost mystical bond with my husband that I could never hope for. Daniel had embraced Orthodox Judaism in college and moved to Israel soon after graduation. He lived in a village near Jerusalem with his Israeli-born wife, Rebekah, and their five daughters; the last family picture he’d sent us showed a giant of a man, blond-gray beard trailing down his chest and a gun strapped to his belt, surrounded by five stair-step daughters and his plump dark wife. Of course David had confided in Daniel, and not me.


I stared at him disbelievingly, anger starting to replace my determined calm. “You thought it would be easier? To live a lie? To lie to me all the time, every day, every night? You thought that would be good for our marriage?”


Our marriage. Long-suppressed tendrils of worry flickered through my brain: the increasing distance between us, the increasingly routine and less frequent sex, the ever-decreasing amount of time that David and I actually spent together.… I hadn’t wanted to think about it—the very notion that our long-lasting, comfortable family life could be on shaky ground was simply too terrifying to process. My parents’ divorce had destroyed my mother and shaken us girls to the core; I would never do that to the twins.


But now I wondered: Was it all based on lies?


He looked away.


“Who’s Peter Brooks?” I asked.


“One of my aliases. I use—used to use it—a lot. Now it’s useless to me,” he said, a little bitterly.


“What else have you lied about?”


“Nothing,” he said quickly.


Ha. But instead of pressing him again, I busied myself setting out plates for dinner. “So what are you going to tell the kids?”


He looked back at me with a wry half-smile. “I thought you could handle that. You’re so much better at that kind of thing than me.”


I thought about throwing a plate at his head. “You must be kidding!”


He sighed. “Honestly, Shelley, right now I’m more concerned about picking up the shreds of my career than with what to tell the kids. Hopefully, they’ll understand—obviously, I’m not going to trust children with a secret that literally means life or death to a lot of people. I think they’ll understand that.”


But I wasn’t a child. Couldn’t I be trusted? The unspoken words hung uneasily between us.


I cleared my throat. “Why did you leak the story to the BBC, then, if you’re so worried about your career? You must have known what would happen.”


He pressed his lips together. “I thought my role would be kept quiet, and I could handle things within the Agency—I never thought it would break publicly like this.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe Mia did that to me.”


Mia? Oh yes, the BBC correspondent. I pictured her strong, striking features and wavy dark hair, and my lips tightened a little. “She’s very pretty. Is she American?”


“Her mother’s Spanish,” he said absently. “Her father’s English.”


I started to ask another question, but the front door slammed and Sasha burst in. I braced myself.


Sasha threw her backpack on the floor and flung herself on David, just as I’d longed to do. She looked up at him beseechingly, tears trembling on her long dark eyelashes. “David!” she cried. “It isn’t true, is it? Tell me it isn’t true!”


David hugged her close, and for a moment I could see his vulnerability as well. But when he spoke, his voice was as calm as ever. “What isn’t true, honey? Tell me what you’ve heard, and I’ll tell you what is and isn’t true.”


Sasha knelt at his feet and looked up into his face. “They say you’re a spy,” she whispered. “With the CIA. And that you told reporters that the British were working with Hamas, giving them rifles and bombs to use against Israel. And that you tortured people, and killed people, and.…” She stopped, unable to go on. All the world was a drama to Sasha; this, a real-life drama, was almost too much.


“Now, Sasha,” I said in the firm, no-nonsense tone I used so often with her. “You know David would never hurt anyone. Grab a snack and start your homework. David will explain everything at dinner tonight when Sam’s home—no sense in telling the story twice.”


Her face cleared, as I had known it would. Like Sam, she still believed in my magical powers to make her world right again. “So it’s not true?” she asked, her voice still trembling.


I didn’t want to lie to her, either. “You know how people exaggerate,” I said. “Remember when you fell at field hockey practice, and by the time you got to school the next day, your teammates had convinced everyone you were in a coma? Now eat your snack, please, and get to work.” Her guidance counselor had warned me that Sasha absolutely had to get her grades up in this crucial fall semester of senior year.


She took a fat-free yogurt out of the refrigerator and started out the kitchen door. “I’ll be up in my room.”


“Okay,” I started to say. But David cut in quickly, “No, Sasha, you’ll do your homework at the kitchen table in front of us.”


“But—”


“Right here.” He pointed at the corner, where her backpack—with all her schoolwork inside it—sat lonely and discarded. “How were you going to do your homework without that?” he asked quietly.


Sasha pouted. I was even more chagrined; I hadn’t noticed the forlorn backpack. Christ, did nothing get by him? And for the first time, it occurred to me that maybe he’d been trained to notice everything.












CHAPTER FOUR








September 11, 2001, 9:03 a.m.


“Goddamn it!” David shouted. “Goddamn those fucking bastards all to hell!” Something crashed into the wall and shattered, and I dropped my toothbrush into the sink and rushed into the bedroom.


“David,” I cried. “What’s the matter?” He was standing in the middle of the room, still shirtless, glaring at the Blackberry in his hand. His bedside lamp was in a thousand sparkling pieces on the floor.


He glanced up, and for a moment it was as if he didn’t even see me. He was seeing something else, and his eyes flickered black with some emotion too powerful to name. Then it was gone, and he drew in a deep, ragged breath.


“Sorry, Shells,” he said. “We just lost an account at work, that’s all.” He dropped the Blackberry into his pocket and shrugged into a shirt. “I have to go out of town; don’t know when I’ll be back. Sorry,” he said again.


I stared at him. David never shouted, never cursed.


“I have to go,” he said quickly, before I could react. “Oh, and Shelley? I’m really sorry, but you’ll need to stay in the house all day today; I arranged for painters to come in. I know I should have told you earlier, but—”


“Stay in all day! David, it’s such short notice, and I really have to be at work. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”


Perfectly in control now, he gave a final tweak to his tie and came over to kiss me good-bye. “I know, I’m an idiot and I owe you big. If I get a better idea of when they’ll be here, I’ll call you—but otherwise you’ll have to stay in all day. Promise me?”


I shrugged and promised. I didn’t see him again for almost a month. And the painters never showed up.





I COULDN’T MOTIVATE MYSELF TO COOK DINNER, so I told David to facilitate a pizza delivery from Uber Eats and took refuge upstairs in a very long, very hot shower. I figured it would take him forever to negotiate the complicated food requirements of our family: plain pizza for me, meatball and sausage for Sam, veggies for Sasha, green pepper and onions for himself. So I lingered in our bedroom, dressing with unusual care in the designer jeans that Sasha had insisted I buy after finally losing that last pesky five pounds last spring.


I picked up our wedding photo from the bureau, trying to reassure myself that everything was still the same. My shoulder-length hair was the same deep chestnut, almost auburn (with a little assistance from Marcello at Capelli Salon every six weeks); my eyes brown; my build small and reasonably slim. Funny how everything could look just the same on the outside but feel so different on the inside.


Down in the kitchen, teenage noise reigned. Sasha was on her phone with a friend, while Sam was opining into his phone with increasing volume about the president’s decision to send warships into the Persian Gulf. David shouldered open the kitchen door, almost invisible behind the pile of pizza boxes in his arms, and Sam leaped forward to help him—skidding on a furious cat along the way. The cat screeched and spat, Sam grabbed at the counter to steady himself and knocked over Sasha’s glass of pomegranate juice instead, and David cursed as the pizza pile tilted ominously.


“You knocked over my juice!” Sasha cried indignantly.


“Stop talking to the other field hockey ditzes and grab the pizzas before David drops them!” Sam ordered his sister.


David groaned and looked at me. “Can’t you control them?” he asked pathetically.


“Sit down and eat!” I snapped in the resolute tone that never failed to gain their attention. I never yelled, having learned that my “Mom voice” was much more effective. David wasn’t a yeller either, and my friend Rachel often commented wistfully on how calm and civilized our household was, especially considering that we had twins (most of the time, that is).


They sat.


I concentrated on getting the right pizza into the right hands while David poured drinks and handed out napkins, while Sasha—who hated eating with her fingers—set out knives and forks, which no one but her would use. Just a typical dinner in the Harris household.


Or not. Sam took a huge bite of pizza and said, “So what the hell is going on, David? We’re all together now; time to ’fess up.”


“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” I said automatically.


“Language,” David said at the same time. Our eyes met.


David put down his pizza and looked around the table at his family; I could almost see his mind working. Was he preparing another lie? Was he deciding how much of the truth he could tell?


“I joined the CIA right after college,” he began, as he had with me. “I was a deep-cover officer. No one except a few people at the Agency knew my real identity. My cover job at Hanson is a real job; I really do consult with multinational companies. But I’ve been doing two jobs, and people would have been in a lot of danger if my cover were broken. Spies who I ran, other officers I worked with … their lives literally depended on my cover. So that’s why I couldn’t tell you guys.” He paused, measuring his words. “I would say I’m sorry for not telling you about any of this, but the fact is I’m not. I couldn’t have done it any other way. So I’m sorry you feel betrayed, but it’s the job I chose and the job I did—and I’m not sorry about that.”


There was a silence as everyone digested this. Predictably, Sasha was the first to speak. “Is it dangerous?” she asked.


David shrugged. “Not usually.”


“But sometimes?”


He shrugged again and didn’t answer. I felt my throat close up momentarily. If someone had “broken his cover” and he’d died a terrifying, lonely death in some hellhole, what would they have told me? Would I ever have known the truth? Would he have become one of those brave, anonymous stars on the wall of the CIA headquarters that I’d seen in movies—one star for every nameless, faceless agent who died undercover?


Sam asked, “What will you do now? I mean, I assume you can’t go undercover anymore.” He laughed a little. “That sounds so funny; I feel like I’m in a movie. But it’s real life, isn’t it?”


David smiled. “It’s real, all right. Well, I was planning to come back to Langley anyway, and I guess I can tell you now—I was just promoted to Director of Clandestine Operations.” His smile faded. “Though now I probably won’t be named anything but defendant.”


Defendant. The lawyer side of me woke up, and I realized for the first time that he could be in serious legal trouble. I filed that away for a later, teenager-free discussion.


Sasha asked tremulously, “Is it true that you tortured people? K-killed people?”


Sam put in excitedly, “Do you carry a gun?” and Sasha gasped.


David held up a hand. “People, settle! Sasha, of course I never tortured anyone. Good God, I’m still the same man I always was. If I can put up with those horrible cats that Shelley keeps taking in, I can put up with anyone. Besides, I don’t need to torture people to get them to tell me the truth—right, Sam?”


Sam looked chagrined, and I guessed he was thinking about his aborted excursion to a strip club in Silver Spring. He’d casually told us that he and some friends planned to go bowling that night, but something had tripped David’s internal lie detector alarm, and it only took a few artful questions before the truth came out. He’d probably been trained in that too.


And I wondered if anyone else noticed that David hadn’t answered the other questions.


I looked at Sasha, who was toying with her pizza, pushing it around the plate and poking at the cheese on top with her fork. Obediently, she put a small bite in her mouth and started chewing.


Sam swallowed a huge bite of pizza. “You’re not even interested in the Mideast,” he said accusingly. “You never wanted to talk about world affairs or Israel or anything like that.”


David nodded. “Part of my cover. Anyway—” he pushed a clean napkin over to Sam, who took it automatically “—I really don’t want to talk about world affairs when I come home. I have enough of that at work, believe me.”


Sasha asked, “So when you told us you were in—I don’t know, somewhere boring like Chicago—where were you really?”


“Well,” David said, “I started my career in Pakistan. Then I had a few other assignments, including a two-year assignment at Langley, which is when I met your mother—Shelley, I mean. Let’s see … Beirut, Yemen, then Langley again, then Cairo. I was station chief in Riyadh for a few years, but spent a lot of time traveling.”


I remembered that period; he had only been home for one weekend every month. He’d told me he was working on a huge multiyear project for General Electric’s California division, and he was away so much, I’d asked if we should move to California so we could be together. But he’d said that he worked such long hours, he wouldn’t really get to see us even if we were there; and besides, we couldn’t leave Sasha and Sam. Better to stay in Washington, where the kids could be settled and secure. It had seemed to make sense at the time.


And by then, I was used to doing without him.


David continued, “Then I had a temporary assignment at Langley—that was your sophomore year in high school—and for the last couple years I’ve been running operations in the Middle East.”


My pizza caught in my throat, and I put it down. “Iraq?” It was the first question I’d asked him in front of the children.


“Iraq, Iran, Qameen … other countries. All the Middle Eastern stations report to me.”


“Holy shit,” said Sam. I couldn’t even find the energy to reprove him.


I asked, “Then what were you doing in Moscow?”


“A meeting,” David said briefly.


Sasha hadn’t said a word. I glanced over at her and saw that her eyes were wide with horror as she watched her uncle. “Sasha? Are you all right?”


She got up and backed away from the table. “I can’t believe this,” she said, her voice shaking. “I can’t believe that David was doing this—these horrible things—the prisoners at Abu Ghraib—these horrible wars—I just can’t believe it.”


“Oh, for cripes sake,” David said impatiently. “I was never within a hundred kilometers of Abu Ghraib, and I agree that all wars are horrible. You know that. Let’s try to curb the melodrama, okay, Sash?”


It was the wrong approach, as I could have told him. Sasha turned and ran from the kitchen, her long hair flying out behind her like a doomed princess in one of those Elizabethan period dramas she loved to watch.


“Well,” said David dryly. “That went well.”


I was debating going after her when the doorbell began to ring insistently, as if someone was leaning on it.


“What the hell—?” I began; then there was a terrific pounding on our door.


“FBI!” a man’s voice shouted. “Open up! Federal agents!”












CHAPTER FIVE








To Do:


Call criminal lawyer





“DAVID!” I CRIED.


He carefully placed his napkin on the table and strolled over to the door, tucking his shirttails into his jeans. “Federal agents,” he mused. “Well, well.” He flung open the door. “Gentlemen,” he drawled. “Do come in.”


There were only four of them, but they managed to give the impression of an invading army as they burst into our comfortable home, darting sharp, suspicious glances around the cream-colored living room and treading with heavy black shoes on our delicate Tibetan carpet. They looked almost comically identical, dressed in ill-fitting dark suits that stretched across their wide shoulders with close-cropped hair, tight-jawed faces, and earpieces snaking down under their collars. All had a suspicious bulge in their jackets—guns, I realized, and I was suddenly frightened. I hated guns.


David stood in the middle of the room, his arms stretched wide. “You’d better come and frisk me,” he suggested. “I’m a dangerous character.”


The youngest of the men actually took an uncertain step forward, but then the grayest man snapped out an order and he backed away.


“Mr. David Harris,” the gray man said, “aka Peter Brooks. We’d like you to accompany us to FBI headquarters for questioning.”


David stuck his hands in his jeans pockets and smiled genially. “Ask whatever questions you want.”


“We’d like you to accompany us to headquarters,” the man repeated stiffly, as though he were reading from a script. “Sir,” he added.


“Well, I’m busy right now. Special Agent … what is your name?”


“Special Agent Harney, sir.”


“Harney, go back and tell Brian we can talk tomorrow. At my office.”


“Sir, I have orders to bring you in right now. We don’t want to use force, but we will if we have to.”


David just shook his head in disbelief.


I looked at him. My vaguely-recalled criminal law class came into my head, and I knew this wasn’t the right way to deal with FBI agents who storm into your house. “David,” I said, “You should go with them, but don’t answer any questions. I’ll call a lawyer.”


He didn’t even look at me.


“Mr. Harris,” the man started again.


David took his hands out of his pockets and flexed them. “Why don’t you guys give force a try?”


None of the men moved. And amazingly, shockingly, I realized they were afraid of him. Four armed men versus one unarmed man in bare feet and shirtsleeves—and they were afraid of him.


“Mr. Harris, we will bring you in tonight,” Harney said. “Whatever it takes.”


“Oh, you will not!” David snapped impatiently. “You can’t use your guns against an unarmed man in his own home, so stop pretending that you will. And we can have one hell of a brawl here if you want—but get ready to justify a twenty-thousand-dollar bill for damages when we’re done.”


The FBI agent pressed his lips together.


“Call Brian,” David suggested. He held his hands up to show that they were empty, then slowly pulled an iPhone out of his back pocket and held it out to the man. “I have him on speed dial. Press 666.”


The youngest man grinned and nudged his partner. “Sign of the devil, right? Who’s Brian?”


“Brian Secor,” Agent Harney said slowly. “Attorney general.” All of a sudden he looked deflated.


David sighed. “You guys are seriously tasked with bringing me in tonight? Who sent you?”


“Sir, I’m not at liberty to—”


“Oh, for God’s sake,” David said. “You really are trying my patience, Harney. And just when I was starting to feel sorry for you.”


“Special Agent Lamberti sent us. Sir.”


David grinned. “My old buddy Marty? This evening, gentlemen, marks a new low in the Feebie-Agency rivalry. Well then, by all means, let’s go and have a chat with Special Agent Lamebrain.” He slapped Harney on the back and started rolling down his shirtsleeves.


“David,” I said warningly. The scene had turned from fearful into farce, but I knew he shouldn’t answer any of their questions. I was a divorce mediation lawyer, not a criminal lawyer, but I had learned that on my first day of law school.


For the first time, he flicked a glance in my direction. “I’m going down to FBI headquarters,” he said, relaxed and debonair in his bare feet and rumpled shirt. “Don’t wait up for me.”


And they were gone.


I sat down and stood up again, unnerved and wondering at the little scene. Had they really been afraid of him, of my David, unarmed and amused as he was? But then I realized he had been an un-David, superbly connected and superbly capable, and I sat down again. This was ridiculous. It was only David—not some superhero. Only David.


My David.


I went to bed at my usual time, determined to treat this like any other night in the Harris household. The twins, unsurprisingly, had been deeply shaken by the invasion and refused to go to sleep; it took me forever to get them settled down and focused on their homework. Eventually, I managed to doze off, but I woke at dawn, just as delivery trucks and early commuters started to grumble along our street. I lay in our big comfortable bed and pondered the recent events. And then I heard sirens blaring through our open window, and I rushed to look out onto the street. A cavalcade was pulling up in front of the house—DC patrol cars in front, two stretch limousines in the middle, more patrol cars, and police motorcyclists bringing up the rear.


I hung out the window, staring, as the cavalcade came to a stop. A driver hurried to open the door of the first limousine and, inevitably, out stepped David. A tall, gaunt man with silvery hair got out behind him, and as they stood talking on the street, I recognized Brian Secor, the attorney general. He slapped David on the back, they shook hands, and David waved to the accompanying policemen. As he strode into our front hall, I saw that he was still barefoot.


Trying to untangle my emotions, I waited in the living room. “What happened?” I asked when he caught sight of me on the couch. “Did they question you? I hope you didn’t answer anything! Was that really Brian Secor?”


He smiled at me, the cavalier facade still in place. “We went down to the Feebies’ headquarters, I talked to Brian, everyone apologized profusely, and they sent me home with a parade. Your taxpayer dollars at work.”


Then he sighed, and just for a moment I glimpsed weariness and frustration behind the mask. “Christ, I’m tired,” he admitted, running a hand through his hair.


Surprising both of us, I put my arm around him and guided him into the bedroom. “Get into bed,” I said. “I’m going to bring you a Tylenol PM and you’re going to sleep.”


“I can’t, Shells; I have to be at the office at—”


“Get into bed! The world will just have to survive without you for the next eight hours.”


He sighed again and rubbed a hand over his face. “Okay,” he said. “Just for a few hours, though. Set the alarm.”


He tossed his clothes on the floor and pulled on a pair of boxers and a soft, worn UCLA T-shirt; obediently, he swallowed the pills and water I handed him and climbed into the warm, welcoming bed. “Thanks, sweetheart,” he murmured, and then fell fast asleep.


Old habits run deep. I pulled the comforter up around his shoulders and tucked it in around his cold feet. “Sleep well,” I whispered. “You lying bastard.”





The twins were reassured to learn that David was home safe, so they went to school without the usual protestations and delays. That evening, Sasha fed the cats without being nagged, and David and Sam retreated to the garage to change the oil in Sam’s car. I was left alone in the kitchen, staring at the detritus of dinner. Tinky-Winky the ex-runt jumped onto the table and started browsing among the leftovers; I halfheartedly told him to get down but wasn’t really in the mood for an argument. The other cats, less bold, lined up wistfully on the floor and watched him eat a meatball.


I cleaned up the kitchen and retired to what the kids called “Shelley’s secret clubhouse” on the second floor, a small sunny room that we had once hoped would be the nursery; eventually I furnished it with a desk, a squashy sofa, and a TV, so I could escape when I needed some time away from the rest of the household. There, I ignored the blinking message light on my phone and tried to read a book.


Later that evening, Sam wandered in and ran a hand through his dark curls.


“Sharona and I had a fight.”


This was familiar ground. “Again?” I took a sip of my Relax Riesling, which wasn’t living up to its name tonight.


“She wants to go to a party with her friends on Saturday night, and I want to go to a party with the lacrosse team, and she said they were all bros and she hated going to their parties. So we had a fight.”


“Oh, dear.” I sighed. Sam had met Sharona during the previous spring and he’d fallen hard, for the first time in his life. She was extremely pretty—too pretty, I fretted—small and delicate, with long very black hair and snapping black eyes. I didn’t like her for Sam, but I didn’t want her to break his heart, either.


“Did you make up?” I asked.


I could almost hear him shrug. “Sort of,” he answered. “We agreed that I’ll go to my lacrosse party for an hour, then meet her at her party. But I’m co-captain of the team this year; I really should stay with my teammates.”


“Yes, you should,” I said in a neutral tone. “Maybe Sharona has to learn to compromise a little more.”


Instantly his guard went up. “She compromises all the time!” he said indignantly.


Oh God, I’d forgotten Rule Number One of Dealing with the Son’s Girlfriend—he can say whatever he wants about her, but I have to be supportive of him without breathing a word of criticism about her. For a moment I was nostalgic for the good old days, when kids refused to speak to anyone over thirty, especially their parents and surrogate parents. Sam, like all the other high school kids I knew, gave us almost daily reports on his life and loves. It was wonderful, I supposed—but now and then I wondered if my life would be less worrisome if I didn’t know so much about his life.


“You’re always so critical of her,” he went on defensively. “And she thinks we’re terrific. She’s planning a mani-pedi day with Sasha next weekend.”


“I think Sharona is lovely,” I said diplomatically. “And it’s really sweet of her to hang out with Sasha. I just want to make sure you’re happy, that’s all.”


“I am happy with her,” he insisted. Very strongly.


Okaaaaay. To be continued, I thought, and he slumped his way out of the room as I felt my stomach cramp with anxiety for what I feared would be his first heartbreak.


I had loved—and worried over—Sam and Sasha since they first entered the world. My sister Marisa had suffered from severe postpartum depression after the twins were born. Terrified to be alone with the babies, she brought them to my house as soon as her husband Neil left for work in the morning, and he collected them on his way home at night.


The timing was fortuitous for me—the twins had been born a few months after my sixth miscarriage. Every three months, regular as clockwork, I got pregnant—and just as regularly, lost the baby I was carrying before another three months had passed. I had even taken a leave of absence from my job since I had to be on bed rest for every second of the failed pregnancies. After number six, the obstetrician bluntly told us to stop trying; I would never carry a baby to term. And a week later, David came home early one day and collapsed onto the sofa with an ice pack on his groin. He hadn’t even told me he was thinking about a vasectomy—but it was done.


And then my sister fell into a deep depression, leaving me in sole charge of the sweet, precious babies she had produced with such incomprehensible ease. I was only too happy to prolong my leave of absence to mother Sasha and Sam … so as soon as she was able, Marisa got her real estate license and went back to work, leaving the babies semipermanently in my care. After a time, we told the adoption agencies we’d contacted to toss our applications; our home was full with the twins. When they entered school, I returned to work part-time, so I could be home with them in the afternoons and evenings; it wasn’t surprising that when my brother-in-law’s job was transferred to Delaware during their freshman year in high school, the kids elected to stay with me and David rather than move to rural Delaware.


With that kind of childhood, I suppose the twins should have grown up hopelessly confused. Instead, they had defied the odds and emerged remarkably whole—loving their biological mother with a kind of tolerant, amused affection for the charming, mercurial person she was, and loving me as the mother who scolded them, nursed them, chauffeured them, nagged them, fed and clothed them, and listened to them. If I was sometimes boring and annoying compared to their real mother, I was always there. Amazingly, it all seemed to work.


So the house that we’d bought in Northwest DC for our hoped-for brood of children absorbed the twins just as naturally as we absorbed the abandoned kittens that neighbors kept leaving on my doorstep. David had once told me that it really wasn’t necessary to mother the whole world—but he said it with a wry grin and an affectionate arm around my shoulders. I think he was holding at least two cats and one twin in his lap when he said it.


David peered around the doorframe at ten o’clock. “Coming to bed, Shells?”


I didn’t look up from the TV. “In a bit. I’m watching a special on life in Iran.”


“Well,” he said with a smile in his voice, “if you come to bed, I can tell you a lot more about it than CNN will ever know.”


“Maybe later,” I said, my eyes glued to the screen.


He waited a moment, but when I didn’t say anything more he sighed and left.


I let out my breath. I was much too stunned and much too angry to deal with him yet; the most important thing was helping the kids deal with this—my needs could wait.
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