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TO MARY ROONEY.

In 1977, when I had doubts, she said, “Of course you can write a novel.”

This book is for her, with love and thanks.


ONE

Oh God, I wish I had a weapon! Naturally, I don’t. Of course, if life in any way resembled Spy Guys, the espionage TV show I write, I’d pull off the top of my pen and with one stab inflict a fatal wound, and save my life. Except no pen: just two pieces of chewed Dentyne Ice spearmint wrapped in a receipt for sunscreen and panty liners.

When I began making notes on what I naively thought of as Katie’s Big Adventure, I hadn’t a clue that my life would be on the line. How could I? This would be my story, and every ending I’d ever written had been upbeat. But in the past few weeks I’ve learned that “happily ever after” is simply proof of my lifelong preference for fantasy over reality.

Unfortunately, fantasy will not get me out of this mess. So what am I supposed to do now? First, calm down. Hard to do when I’m crouched behind a toolshed, up to my waist in insanely lush flora that’s no doubt crawling with fauna.

It’s so dark. No moon, no stars: the earth could be the only celestial object in a black universe. And it’s hot. Even at this late hour, there is no relief from the heat. My shirt is sweat-drenched and so sucked against my skin it’s a yellow-and-white-striped epidermis.

I cannot let myself dwell on the fact that my danger is doubled because I’m so out of my element. Me, Total Manhattan Sushi Woman, cowering behind a toolshed in fried pork rinds country with unspeakable creatures from the insect and worm worlds who think my sandaled feet are some new interstate.

Adam, my husband, would probably be able to identify the nocturnal bird in a nearby tree that refuses to shut up, the one whose hoarse squawks sound like “Shit! Shit! Shit!” Adam is a vet. A veterinary pathologist at the Bronx Zoo, to be precise. Were something that feels like a rat’s tail to brush his toes in the dark, he wouldn’t want to shriek in horror and vomit simultaneously, like I do. He’d just say, Hmm, a Norway rat. Adam is close to fearless.

I, of course, am not. If I concentrate on what’s happening here in the blackness, the slide of something furry against my anklebone, the sponginess of the ground beneath the thin, soaked soles of my sandals, a sudden Bump! against my cheek, then something, whatever it is (bat? blood-swollen insect?) ricocheting off, I will literally go mad, and trust me, I know the difference between literally and figuratively. I’ll howl like a lunatic until brought back to sanity by the terrible realization that I’ve given away my precise location to that nut job who is out there, maybe only a hundred feet away, stalking me.

Feh! Something just landed on the inner part of my thigh. As I brush it off, its gross little feet try to grip me.

Don’t scream! Calm down. Taoist breathing method: Listen to your breathing. Easy. Don’t force it. Just concentrate. Listen. All right: three reasonably calm breaths. What am I going to do? How am I going to survive? Will I ever see Adam again? And our son, Nicky?

What used to be my real life back in New York seems as far away as some Blondie concert I went to when I was fifteen. All right, what the hell was I originally thinking I had to do here behind the toolshed? Oh, try to remember what I wrote in the journal I began a day or two after that first disturbing phone call. Maybe something I’d unthinkingly jotted down could help me now, or could at least allow me to delude myself that this episode will be yet another of my . . . and they lived happily ever after.


TWO

As the voice-over intro to Spy Guys observes every three or four episodes when some new hell breaks loose: It all started so simply. And only four weeks ago. It was around two in the afternoon. I was home on the Upper West Side of Manhattan packing a few of my things into a small duffel, preparing to take Nicky, my ten-year-old, to a weight-loss camp in Maine. His trunk was already up there, filled with large-bellied shorts and new athletic gear. Camp Lionheart required a parent to remain nearby for the first twenty-four hours of a camper’s stay, probably to soothe any kid unhinged by half a day of sugar deprivation.

That kid would not be Nicky. Mere empty carbs were not his downfall. Food was. Naturally there was Ben & Jerry’s. But there was also grapefruit. Calf’s liver with sautéed onions. Giant Caesar salads with bony anchovies no one else under twenty-one would eat. He loved each block of the food pyramid equally. Nicky was a kid of huge enthusiasms. Yankees, Knicks, Giants, Rangers. Megalosaurus, triceratops, pteranodons. Yet, even as the Megalosauruses gave way to Game Boys and Game Boys were eclipsed by His Dark Materials, there was always that one overarching passion, food. Walking him to school when he was little, I had to allow an extra twenty minutes for him to stop and read (aloud and lovingly) every menu posted in the windows of the local restaurants, lifting him so he could read the appetizers. “Gambas al ajillo,” he’d sound out. “What’s that, Mommy?”

Sitting on the edge of the bed beside my duffel bag, I glanced inside. I’d folded the sleeves of my pink and aqua tattersall shirt across the front. They looked like hands pressing against a heart. The shirt was crying out to me: What kind of mother are you? How could you do this to your child? Not that Nicky would be one of the weepers, no Mommy, Mommy, don’t leave me here!! Not one of the whiners either. While his father was a Wyoming strong, silent type, Nicky was a blabby New York kid. Still, he had inherited Adam’s tough-it-out gene.

So there I was, beating up on myself, trying to figure what deranged thought process had led me to convince myself and then argue with Adam that a fat-boy camp was a stellar idea. I was packing off my only kid, giving him an entire summer to reflect on the fact that his mother couldn’t accept him as he was. And his father too, since Adam and I were Present a United Front parents, a concept we’d both gotten from our own families, the eastern Schottlands and the western Graingers. Not that we’d ever consciously decided on such a strategy. Like so much in marriage, we did as our parents did, not necessarily because they were right, but because what they did was what we knew. Since we two were speaking as one, Adam could not blare out the truth: I can’t believe your mother is so shallow and easily gulled by those hysterical “Danger: Childhood Obesity!” reports in the Times and on CNN. My eyes filled, though I can’t remember whether it was at the unfairness of Adam’s unspoken criticism or because it was so close to the mark.

I actually started crying genuine stream-down-the-cheeks tears when I remembered that Adam wouldn’t be driving up to camp with us. It felt like desertion. It wasn’t. He had to deal with an outbreak of duck plague. Five Muscovy ducks had dropped dead, admittedly not a big deal, unless you’re one of those “there’s a special providence in the fall of a sparrow” types, which obviously they were in the zoo’s pathology department. Truthfully, my tears weren’t flowing because I couldn’t bear to be without my husband’s company. After fifteen years of marriage, most people can tolerate forty-eight spouse-free hours. But I wanted Adam along to witness for himself, once again, my devotion to Nicky, to observe what a splendid mother I was, and how leaving our son in a weight-loss camp was not the act of a neurotic New Yorker who had a block of ice for a heart.

At that instant, my phone rang. I picked it up and uttered a tremulous “Hello.”

“Hey, Katie Schottland,” said a squeaky, cartoon voice, as if the speaker had come from some primary-colored, two-dimensional universe whose inhabitants did not have genitalia. “Do you know who this is?”

I sniffled back about a quart of as-yet unshed tears, then wiped my eyes with the three-quarter sleeve of my new, cantaloupe-colored stretch T-shirt that gave my skin the golden glow of liver disease. Shaken as much by my weepiness as by the intrusion of the call, I stood, marched to the dresser, and, holding the portable phone between ear and shoulder, yanked open a drawer. I wished I were one of those tough dames who could bellow, I don’t have time for this shit! What I actually said was: “If you don’t tell me who this is, I’m hanging up.”

It’s not in my nature to be that snippy, but I’d gotten home late from the studio in Queens where we taped Spy Guys for QTV, a network that called itself “The People’s Choice for Quality Cable.” (Its detractors called it Quantity Cable.) Besides being rushed and sick with guilt about what I was doing to Nicky, I was again trying to dig up the old dark blue bandanna I’d been searching for obsessively, as though it were a talisman that would protect both me and my son from my folly. Why couldn’t I find it? I pictured myself wearing it knotted casually around my neck, the implication being that I’d be using it as a sweatband, or, in a pinch, as a tourniquet as I gave first aid to a fellow hiker who’d suffered a hundred-foot fall from a precipice. Not that I was actually considering the Parent-Child Hike option scheduled for Camp Lionheart’s opening day, but for my son’s sake, I needed to look like a gung-ho mother who delights in vigorous exercise.

Meanwhile, the person on the phone shrilled, “Come on, Katie. Lighten up.” Now I could hear: definitely a woman’s voice. Not unfamiliar. Her identity was right on the tip of some neuron, although she was not sister, close friend, mother, or anyone connected with the show. Still, I couldn’t access the name.

“Fine,” I said, “I’m lightened up. Now please tell me.”

“Actually, this is serious. Terribly, terribly serious.”

“Lisa!” I exclaimed.

For all the time I’d known Lisa Golding, since our sunny days more than fifteen years ago in the CIA, she’d had a habit of repeating adjectives: “The German translator has a gigantic, gigantic pimple on his chin.” “Ben Mattingly’s wife is so filthy, filthy rich that he actually doesn’t find her embarrassing.”

Anyway, back on that afternoon four weeks ago, Lisa Golding declared, “Katie, I’ve got to talk with you. This is a matter of national importance!”

National importance? Years earlier, when we were both in our twenties, Lisa’s job at the CIA had been an extension of her brief career as an assistant set designer at a regional theater in exurban Atlanta. She set up houses and wardrobes, and coached foreign nationals in American lifestyles. She worked for the International Cooperation Detail, the CIA’s equivalent of a witness protection program. The ICD brought people whom our government owed big-time to the United States to live.

“Do you know why I’m calling you?” she demanded.

“You just said something about a matter of national importance,” I muttered, at last finding the blue bandanna. I crumpled and twisted it until it looked wrinkled enough to pass for hiking gear. I know I should have been paying more attention. Yet even though I hadn’t heard from Lisa in years, I couldn’t imagine her saying anything compelling enough to make me slow down my packing. I just assumed her call had to do with my writing Spy Guys: She was coming to New York and could she visit the set; or a friend had written a screenplay and did I know an agent.

Perhaps at this point I ought to put my conversation with Lisa Golding on hold and explain the spying business. First and foremost, I was never a spy.

My career path actually began years before I even heard of the CIA, when my big sister, Madeline, copped both the Deering School’s fifth grade’s Vance Poetry Prize and the Kaplan-Klein Essay Award. Uh-oh. At that moment I thought, Okay, I’ll be a theoretical physicist—probably because “mathematician” sounded too pedestrian. That vocabulary does sound a bit much for an eight-year-old, but consider the extenuating circumstances.

Maddy and I were privileged mini-Manhattanites who lived in a co-op on the Upper East Side with gifted, solvent, and articulate parents. Our father was the founder and CEO of Total Kitchen, a small but quite profitable chain of kitchenware stores for people eager to spend nine hundred dollars on an espresso machine. His hobbies were listening to jazz, mostly that stuff that repeats the same phrase fourteen times—until you can’t bear it anymore—and collecting colonial American cooking equipment. Our kitchen was decorated with shelves and shelves of ugly black iron shit with wood handles.

Our mother was a psychiatrist whose patients—chichi bulimics and natty manic-depressives—worked mostly in the garment business. She herself had such a brilliant sense of style that more than a few patients confessed they couldn’t bear to quit treatment because they would miss seeing how she got herself up each week. My parents’ friends were an urbane crew, journalists, theatrical producers, an academic here, a lawyer there, as well as their fellow minor moguls and shrinks. Thus, Maddy and I were not at all fazed by words like soigné and Turk’s head mold and astrophysicist. While we were allowed only one hour a day of TV time, our reading was never censored or limited. My vocabulary grew. I read every book that caught my attention, from Harriet the Spy to Wild, Reckless Love to The Big Bang: A Report from the Cosmos.

Leap forward a decade. Ten years after I enchanted the guests at one of my parents’ dinner parties by appearing in a pink flannel nightgown with itsy-bitsy unicorns prancing on the collar and cuffs and declaring how cool Einstein’s relativity theory was, I recognized an obstacle in my way of becoming a physicist. One ought to like physics. Or at least have a talent for it.

Ergo, I majored in economics. What with the obligatory differential calculus and statistics, it was a subject comfortably distant from my sister’s world of exquisite literature. Still, during my four years at Connecticut College, my true major was doomed relationships. I also educated my left hand to give my right a flawless manicure, and continued my life of intrigue going to spy movies and reading espionage novels. I read and reread the oeuvres of John Le Carré, Ian Fleming, Robert Littell, and, when in a rare philosophical humor, Graham Greene.

Upon graduation I was unable to find work reading spy fiction. I came back to New York to spend eighteen hideous months at Winters & McVickers, Investment Bankers. I worked eighteen-hour days among people who found discussions of the availability of government-enhanced equity for investment in venture capital more stimulating than either sex or going to Miami. I figured that was the price I had to pay for being an adult. (My sister, Maddy, by this time, had already had several poems published in Pleiades, one in The New Yorker, and had just gotten married to Dixon Cramer, man about town, gourmet, and a film critic for Variety.) All the above is the simplest explanation for how, shortly before my twenty-third birthday, I turned my back on family and the financiers of New York and ran into the open arms of the spooks of Langley, Virginia.

Even though the CIA had given me a fair idea of what sort of work I’d be doing, I was a little disappointed that when I arrived at Langley there was no Surprise! You’re going to be a secret agent! welcome. I was placed in the unemotional, spreadsheeted world of financial analysis. But at least I was investigating money laundering. And I was at the CIA! The stuff that dreams were made of, or at least my dreams. They gave me a security clearance and an identity card to prove it. I’d never been happier. Every morning as I passed through the security checkpoints, I felt the thrill of being precisely where I was born to be.

Born to be slightly bored, I decided after a few weeks. But only slightly. There was zero James Bond glamour in my work. Most of it entailed reading communiqués from our own people, reports from other agencies, and analyzing illegally obtained financial data on the assets of certain world leaders and their associates. I was figuring out stuff like how much of, say, our thirty-five million in military aid to a certain country in Central America wound up in el presidente’s offshore account in a bank on the isle of Jersey. (Ans: $7,608,300.) Then I’d write up my findings in snappy, don’t-fall-asleep language for reports to be read by congressional and executive branch staffers.

So snappy was I that my writing soon got me out of the Economic Study Group. Six months at the CIA and I got transferred to a completely different area. My new gig was working for the deputy chief of the Office of Eastern Europe Analysis, a congenial unit save for the über-chief, a nasty Kentuckian who had let his hair grow out with the Beatles and still, all those years later, sported giant gray sideburns and low-hanging bangs the color of aluminum foil. Nothing boring in this department. Every day I came to work feeling alive: something exciting will happen today. And usually something did. I walked through the halls with that confident, chin-up stride of an astronaut.

The nearly two years I worked for the Agency might have been a mere blip on the radar screen of anyone else’s life. But this was my bliss. Twenty-three months of knowing not just that I loved what I was doing, but that my work mattered. To me. To my country. Nothing else I’d done or would ever do would feel so right. Then suddenly it was over. And I had no place to go. I couldn’t find another job.

A prospective employer would call the Agency’s personnel department and all he would get was a terse confirmation that, yes, Katherine Schottland had once been an employee. Had I left of my own accord or been fired? Was I competent? Stable? A patriot? A traitor? No comment. This went on for nearly five years, until Nicky was born; his birth gave me a sweet though colicky excuse to stop looking for work.

Throughout that time, Adam was so decent about my not finding a job that it only added to my shame. “Stop worrying about it,” he told me. “Millions of women stay home and are perfectly happy. Go to museums, read, get a master’s in something. I can handle it as long as you don’t want a mink coat or rubies.” But I needed to know I could do something worthwhile, or at least earn money, so until my eighth month of pregnancy, I did cooking demonstrations in my father’s stores: deep-fried potato nests in Boston, food processor pastry in Palm Beach. I drove up and down I-95, staying in chain motels that seemed to mandate their chambermaids not to clean under the beds.

When Nicky was three, Adam took a job as a pathologist with the Bronx Zoo, and we moved to New York, to City Island, a salt-sprayed, yellow-rain-slickered boating community, one bridge and a few miles from the zoo in the Bronx. When my parents visited our small and perhaps too cutely decorated (by me) apartment for the first time, my father had an ear-to-ear grin that was so phony it could have been painted on. He managed to say, “Very sweet,” as if that poor kid from Brooklyn he always talked about having been wasn’t him after all. My mother opened a window, took a deep breath, and said with a too-toothy cheering smile, “The air here is so wonderfully bracing!”

Not that I felt any pressure about living the wrong life in the wrong neighborhood, but we moved to Manhattan the summer before Nicky went off to kindergarten. I tried again to get a real job and, once again, potential employers who seemed so interested at my interview became cold after checking my credentials. Why didn’t I lie and say I’d worked for my father the whole time? He’d have me draft a brilliant recommendation he’d be glad to sign. How come I didn’t merely drop the Agency from my CV as if I’d never been there? I don’t really know. Maybe it meant too much to pretend it hadn’t happened. Maybe if I couldn’t have the CIA, I didn’t really want to work at all.

My only credential besides demonstrating overpriced cookware was that, from both fiction and life, I had some knowledge of spying. Desperate for something to do, I decided to write a spy novel. Had I always secretly burned to write fiction? God, no. But as I read more and more espionage novels, I began thinking, I could do this. And I did. Spy Guys, the novel, took me two years. Writing it was so lonely and tedious that, in comparison, my days in due diligence meetings in the Winters & McVickers, Investment Bankers, fourteenth-floor, windowless conference room seemed like Fun Fest USA.

Surprise, the book was published, and with some success. While I was trying to write the sequel (a task my publisher seemed only slightly more interested in than I), QTV came along and inquired: Was I interested in developing Spy Guys as a weekly, hour-long television show?

“Listen, Kathy,” the development executive I had asked five minutes earlier to call me Katie said, “let me be straight with you. Okay? Okay. You’ve got to be willing to make certain changes with one of the leads.” He told me I could keep Jamie the tough but beautiful and lovable streetwise New York cop turned CIA agent. But I’d need to change the other main character from Mitteleuropa deposed prince with a goatee into a clean-shaven, minor Spanish royal.

Not just any minor Spanish royal. Development Guy went on to explain that through some labyrinthine link to Queen Victoria, His Highness would be fifteenth in line for the British throne. That way, his dialogue could include witty Prince William and Prince Harry references. Oh, and best of all, he’d be played by Javiero Rojas, a gorgeous but not-very-good singer from Chile turned egregiously bad actor, though still gorgeous. Then Development Guy said, “The truth, Kathy. Doesn’t it sound like fun?” The truth was, creating a TV show sounded better than sitting alone in a room for a couple of years getting wired on Diet Coke and trying to write a book.

Back to the afternoon four weeks ago, when that voice from the past, Lisa Golding, called me. “Katie, you’re the only one I know who has big-time TV connections.”

If I hadn’t been so pressed for time, I would have laughed. As it was, all I did was hoist my lower lip over my upper so that the impatient sigh I exhaled traveled north of the phone’s mike. “Lisa, I’m really sorry but I’m in a huge rush to get out. Can I speak to you late tomorrow or—”

“Trust me,” she squeaked, at which I did have to smile: within a few days after first meeting her, I’d realized the words Lisa and truth did not belong on the same page. “Your friends at CNN or wherever will owe you forever when you give them this.”

“I don’t know anybody at CNN. I don’t know anybody at any other news outlet either. Spy Guys is aired by what’s probably the most obscure cable network in the country. And my show isn’t just not-news. It’s unreality TV.” Trust me, I was tempted to tell her: Spy Guys was a fluffy forty-seven minutes for viewers who enjoyed being willfully ignorant about the actual doings of the Central Intelligence Agency.

“What about your husband?” she asked.

“My husband has nothing to do with the media.”

“Katie, I know Adam. I thought he might have a friend or something. It is still Adam, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s still Adam.”

“Well then, remember when we were all in Washington? We were friends. How could I not know Adam?” The extent of her friendship with Adam, as I vaguely recalled, was when we once ran into her at a coffee place. She’d sat with us for the length of time it takes to sip a cappuccino.

“Anyway,” I went on, “he’s a pathologist at the Bronx Zoo. That isn’t a job that puts someone in the media loop. I haven’t had anything to do with anyone doing work of national importance for . . . whatever.” Not for the fifteen years since the CIA fired me without an explanation.

“Oh, Katie, please.”

“All right,” I told Lisa Golding, “I’ll be glad to listen to whatever you say, but honestly, if it truly is of national importance, I’m not your girl.”

“Look, I know you think I tend to be frivolous—”

“Not at all,” I assured her. Shallow, yes. Amusing on occasion. Not trustworthy.

“—and that, to be perfectly honest, you think I have a tendency to embellish the truth. And I do, or at least I did, to make for a more fun story. Believe me, I was dreading calling you because of the boy who cried wolf syndrome. But I’ve grown, Katie. And I swear to you, this is urgent. I need you to listen and I need you to help.” Unfortunately, even if I’d thought of her as an honorable and contemplative person, Lisa had one of those top-of-the-treble-clef voices that, had she been discussing Being and Nothingness, would have sounded like she was talking about hair gel.

I think that was the moment Nicky strolled into my bedroom with a handful of dried apricots. He extracted the piece he was chewing on from his mouth with such delicacy I had a two-second flash about what a good surgeon he’d make. “Mom, what if . . . Oh.” His voice fell to a whisper. “I didn’t see you’re talking.”

I held up my hand in a wait-a-minute gesture. “Lisa . . .” I said into the phone. What was making me feel even worse was that Nicky wasn’t fat. I studied him. A warm, smile-filled face. Okay, he was overly solid, and big for his ten years, five feet tall already, so his size seemed magnified alongside of his smaller classmates. But he wasn’t flabby. And he didn’t have the starchy pallor of a kid who was a couch potato. His ample cheeks were like peaches, warm gold tinged with red. Admittedly, his waist spread rather than tapered, but—

“Lisa, can I get back to you? I have to drive my son up to camp and I’m already an hour behind schedule.”

“Katie, didn’t you hear what I said? I swear, this is so huge . . .” Her high voice thinned, as if someone had taken the up and down line of an EKG and stretched it out until it was flat. “Please.”

Okay, Lisa Golding did sound stressed. And my natural tendency has always been to offer an outstretched hand or comforting pat on the head to someone in need. However, my years in TV, an industry made up entirely of overwrought people, had taught me it was not necessarily my obligation to be the primary easer of angst, especially for those like Lisa who were given to overdramatizing and underveracity, who popped up after a decade and a half of silence. So I met her halfway: “I’m taking my cell phone,” I told her. “I could talk to you tomorrow afternoon, after the camp’s opening day activities.”

“Listen,” Lisa said, “besides the urgency . . . Things have happened. . . .” I was shaking my head in a she’s-hopeless gesture and Nicky responded with a grin of understanding, when she added, “Things are completely different now. I feel I don’t owe anybody anything anymore.” She took a deep and dramatic breath. “I feel absolutely free to tell you why the CIA fired you.”

My body began to tremble from the inside out. I recalled the expression: shaken to the core. Well, my core was definitely shaking. Here was Lisa, offering an answer to the question I’d come to accept as unanswerable, except I couldn’t really have accepted it—could I?—because at that instant all there was in the world was the woman on the phone who had the information I so desperately needed. My son had vanished from my consciousness as though he’d never walked into the room.

Truthfully, as though he’d never been born. My years as a mother dissolved and I was back in Personnel, thinking I’d been called in because I was going to get a promotion, given the title of communications coordinator. Ms. Schottland, the yellow-toothed placement officer would smile at me, your higher level of clearance went through, so now you can go to meetings off-site, at Congress and the EOB. . . . I almost floated into the office. Talk about job satisfaction! God, I was so happy. I greeted her with a smile.

She said, “Your clearance has been pulled.” It was like a dead person speaking. Zombie tonelessness, eyes open, on me but not seeing me. “You’ll have to leave the premises immediately. We’ll have guards accompany you upstairs so you can take any personal belongings.”

My mouth had dropped open. Somehow I made it say, “Listen, there’s been some—”

“There is no mistake. You are Katherine Jane Schottland, Social Security number is 124—”

“Why? What happened?”

“You know we cannot discuss matters of Agency security.”

“But I’m entitled to an explanation.”

“No.” When you’re shot through the heart, you go into such shock that all analytical powers take flight. Yet I did have one thought: Just no? Not even a brusque sorry? She went on: “By regulation you are not entitled to anything.”

I stood there, staring at the wall behind her because I couldn’t meet her eyes. Two nail holes from a picture that had once hung there stared back at me. She picked up her phone, punched three or four buttons, then hung up: probably the Agency code for Accompany security risk to desk to pick up coffee mug, cosmetic bag, and framed honeymoon photo of subject and husband on a Belize baboon preserve, then throw her off premises.

“Please,” I said, but she ignored me.

Desperate, I tried to come up with some explanation. But what in God’s name could it be? Before Adam, I had gone out a couple of times with a guy from the Israeli embassy, a trade attaché who knew his economics, if not much else. Could he have been Mossad? But why would they wait almost two years and then not even question me about him? What else could there be? All I could come up with was that my sister, Maddy, had joined a radical poets’ cabal that some genius in the FBI had determined was dedicated to the violent overthrow of the U.S. government. Nothing. I’d done nothing wrong. Right? Yet I flushed, hot with shame.

And now, all these years later, Lisa Golding was on the phone offering me an answer. I was shaking so much that I had to sit on the bedroom’s only chair, a silly armless thing with a flouncy skirt. Like the rest of the room, it was a red and white toile. But I missed the seat and took a hard flop onto the floor. Nicky hurried over to me, but I waved him away. “I’m okay, I’m okay,” I whispered, not looking at him.

Half sitting, half lying on the rough sisal rug, I said in my casual voice, “Fine, let’s talk now, Lisa.”

“No, not when you’re rushed,” she said quickly, as if she was already having second thoughts about calling me. “It can hold till tomorrow. I’ll speak to you then.”

“Really, Lisa, if this is important to you . . .”

“It is, and I appreciate your trying to accommodate me.”

Had I sounded too eager? “Well,” I said, trying to come across as casual, “I’d like to help.” I gave her my cell number.

“Tomorrow will be okay. I’ll call you around four o’clock. Take care, Katie. And thanks so very, very much.”

∗ ∗ ∗

As it turned out, Nicky took to camp immediately. His counselor was a nineteen-year-old kid from Nîmes. When Nicky said something to him in French, he said something back like Lonnnk, lonnnk many times over, which, frankly, is what French spoken at a normal speed usually sounded like to me. Then they performed the latest, elaborately choreographed version of the High Five Internationale, which demonstrated to each other their mutual coolness.

The other boys in the cabin ranged from chunky to morbidly obese, the latter a blond kid from Louisville whose complexion was the creamy yellow of a Twinkie; his eyes darted, as if trying to determine which of the other kids would be first to be cruel. He didn’t spend much time on Nicky, which told me his instincts were good. My son would not be unkind, and would no doubt wind up defending the kid by murmuring something like Don’t be assholes to the others.

Nicky had always been one of those pudgy/hefty/husky boys with a buoyant personality that other kids recognized came from an innate cheeriness (his Wyoming antidepressant gene), not from any desperation to be liked. Nicky’s self-confidence earned him a respect that might have been denied a child whose gregariousness was forced. Back in fourth grade, Billy Kelly, the school bully who tormented the lives and dreams of all the other boys, left my kid alone. He saw what other people saw: my son’s gleaming smile, all white teeth and silvery braces. With Nicky’s irresistible grin, bright blue eyes, and the perfect number of freckles on his nose and cheeks, he could be cast as the pudgy, friendly, true-blue neighborhood kid in any American movie.

So not having to agonize about my child beyond the usual mother worries about waterfront safety and bad mayonnaise, I sat beside him on a wooden bench during the parent-child Making Meals Count meeting in the arts and crafts barn and, gazing down at the planked floor, wondered what Lisa Golding would tell me about why my life had turned out the way it had.


THREE

After a dessert of fruit kebabs, and after kissing my son good-bye, I spent the requisite twenty-four hours close by camp, in and around the Woodsworth Motel (“All our rooms face beauty-full Manasabinticook Lake”), trying to think suitable maternal thoughts like, Oh my God! I won’t see Nicky for four weeks! while admiring the scenery—water behind a lot of pine trees. I tried to reread the spy classic Tears of Autumn.

But pretty much all I did was obsessively check my cell phone for reception bars and battery stripes, of which there were always a bounteous number, and wait for Lisa Golding’s call. It didn’t come. Not at four. Not at five.

Maybe Lisa had called our home phone. Could Adam have listened for messages and, without thinking, deleted it? Dubious. Besides, I was the designated voice-mail listener. Still, I called him at work to tell him someone I knew from my Agency days had phoned about a matter of national importance.

“National importance? Is she serious or nuts?” Adam asked.

“Probably nuts.” Then I tried a light laugh that came out as a choking sound. “But she did say she would tell me why I was fired.”

My husband said, “I’m really busy now.”

I drove the 350 miles back to New York with a hands-free device stuck in my ear, but heard nothing but the audiobook The Bourne Supremacy. I was playing it low, so I wouldn’t miss the call, and I couldn’t follow the plot. At home, wiped out from the long drive and ready for bed, I left the phone on and recharging on my nightstand. Adam, obviously exhausted from the duck plague crisis, was deeply asleep on his side. His shiny reddish-brown hair, unstylishly long in this era of neofascist buzz cuts, fanned out on the white pillow.

The next morning, he went out for his usual run with our two dogs, Flippy and Lucy, so there was no one to stand guard over my cell phone in case it rang. Not that I was a wreck or anything, fearing I would miss Lisa’s call, but when I took a morning shower, I began agonizing that my Bluetooth earpiece would not pick up my phone’s ring through the glass door. I moved the soap from its overpriced Gracious Home nickel-plated dish and rested my phone there, far from the spray. Naturally, it got wet. The second I emerged I frantically dried it. Despite being able to see the lighted display with Nicky’s smiley face as wallpaper, I panicked that some audio microchip had kinked from the steam, rendering the phone mute.

Dripping all over the rug, I rushed to the bedroom phone on my nightstand and called myself. The cell jingled the opening theme of Spy Guys, an insipid tune the discount composer we’d hired claimed he had all but sold decades earlier to the Carpenters, except Karen died. As I stood there, the air conditioner blew iced air in the general direction of my knees, so within seconds my legs were covered with pink goose bumps and I was shivering. Pressing the “end” button only gave me the opportunity to brood that my call to myself had probably blocked one from Lisa, who, too fearful to leave a voice-mail message, had not only hung up, but had now given up on me in despair.

∗ ∗ ∗

Funny about Adam. When I saw him for the first time, that day at the National Zoo, my initial thought was along the lines of, Wow, he’s hot. Yet I thought I saw a world-weary sadness in his eyes à la Richard Burton in The Spy Who Came In from the Cold. But his smiling and saying hi in a friendly, open manner quashed any full-blown spy fantasy. I decided that the sadness in his eyes was because he was out of work, so instead of offering an encouraging hi, I nodded.

Except as I turned back to look at a lemur, my mind’s eye was still seeing his strong, squared-off features and the way he knew how to fill out a pair of jeans. It made me reconsider—Well, maybe he’s just between jobs, not down and out—so I amended my nod with a smile. It took only about three minutes of my native New York nosiness to learn that A) Adam Grainger of Thermopolis, Wyoming, had his Ph.D. and was a diplomate of the American College of Veterinary Pathology and B) the Burtonesque resemblance wasn’t due to existential sadness, but to blue eyes (light blue with sparkles of darkest sapphire) that pulled down slightly at the outer corners. He took me for lunch in the employees’ cafeteria and I could all but hear my mother and my friends singing Don’t let this one get away, though my mother would be unable to exert enough self-mastery to resist a contrapuntal Not Jewish. She wouldn’t sing it for long. Adam was smart, good-hearted, polite, and not so much of a workaholic and sports nut that he didn’t read actual books.

Objectively, my husband was blessed with almost-handsome genes. Adam never looked dorky, though no one would ever think him a trendy guy. His hair was dark red-brown, straight, and a little mussed, and somehow you just knew he was two styles behind, not one ahead. He was sufficiently tall and lean that not even the most mean-spirited human being in Manhattan (i.e., my sister, Maddy, poet and sufferer of weltschmerz, a word that she actually used in everyday speech) ever held his lack of being cool against him.

Adam was a looker and had serious academic credentials but still he was a guy who had chosen to cut up dead animals for a living. Early on, the first few times we’d slept together, I’d done a lot of sniffing: attractive (or handsome, if your vision was 20/40), to say nothing of being Mr. Sizzling Sexuality Beneath Cool WASP Facade, but I had to make sure there was no subliminal smell of formaldehyde or, God forbid, something like a five-days-dead pit viper. Anyhow, then and through the years, Adam always smelled reassuringly of Adam, hay with a splash of sandalwood. Maybe it wasn’t hay, but since he came from Wyoming and knew how to ride a horse, that’s how I thought of it.

“I’m so glad you’re not one of those science guys who wears T-shirts from a 1985 Dire Straits concert,” I was telling him over breakfast, trying to sound lighthearted. I think I even attempted to toss my hair girlishly, forgetting I’d gone from shoulder length to chin length a year before.

“What would you do if I was one of those science guys?” he asked, clearly understanding I was in playful mode but not looking at me. He was concentrating on slicing his toast twice so it formed four nearly equilateral triangles, something I’d watched him do since the first morning we’d had breakfast together. “Leave town?”

“Probably leave the country. Do you want to know another thing I’m glad about?”

He glanced up from his plate and smiled. “Do you actually want a yes or no?”

“Of course not. I’m glad that you don’t wear those stiff, baggy science-guy jeans that look like they were put in a charity bin and sent to some third world country where they said, ‘Ugh!’ and sent them right back.”

As our dialogue indicated, Adam was closer to being a word minimalist and I was pretty much a maximalist. Still, when it came to thinking, I didn’t know whether long and complex thoughts whizzed through his brain or if he was particularly gifted in the hunch department. But he did sense I was still upset about Lisa because he asked, “Did that woman you knew from the CIA get back to you?”

“No.”

“She sounds like a pain in the butt.”

“She was.”

“Sounds like she still is. Well, she probably realized you couldn’t do anything about . . . what was it? A matter of national importance.” This remark was so you-doing-something-nationally-important-ha-ha! it brought to mind that breakfast table scene from The Public Enemy in which James Cagney smushes a grapefruit into his mistress’s face. Not that I could imagine doing something like that to Adam, plus the only citrus fruit I had on hand was a lemon, which was in the refrigerator and I would have to cut it in half. Besides, even during our worst moments, my attacks on him tended more toward the oblique: Your mother is a closet anti-Semite and don’t deny it because every time we visit, her first dinner is always that greasy roast pork with bacon and chard, though during one fight I threw his shaving mug across the bathroom. Actual belligerence was rare.

Most of the time, actually, we were more like the two demoiselle cranes that lived in the pond right next to the Bronx Zoo’s hospital, where Adam worked. They were gray birds, a little smaller than regular cranes, with black on the front of their necks that extended down over their chests like chic, oblong black scarves. Not only did they mate for life, but they always seemed to do things together.

Each time I visited Adam at work, he’d point them out. “When one crane drinks,” he’d tell me, “the other one always seems to be drinking too!” His hands would be on my shoulders so he could position me for a perfect crane panorama. Then, for the fifth or twenty-fifth time, he’d go on about their monogamous nature (human marriage, alas, being an institution in which you listen to the same observations limitless times, which would reduce mere cranes to insane philandering). “Amazing!”

Actually, Adam did not speak with exclamation points, being your standard low-key Western guy, but I was pretty good at discovering the occasional maraschino cherry of emotion in his vanilla delivery. In any case, my husband was a one-woman man, and since the day he’d picked me up inside the Small Mammal House at the National Zoo in Washington, where he claimed I was smiling at a red-ruffed lemur, I’d been his woman.

And I stood by my man, albeit not while he was doing a necropsy—that’s what an autopsy for animals is called—on, say, a deer he suspected might have succumbed to meningitis. Still, I was a traditional wife, delighted to sit beside him on the couch watching 24, or to go along for an hour-long evening trot with our dogs, even listen to the old country music records he’d inherited from his grandfather—scratchy, mournful songs sung by a hoarse cowpoke who sounded as if he should get a chest X-ray.

“Why should you care if she doesn’t call back?” Adam said. He eyeballed his sunny-side-up egg and expertly cut it so that not only did the yolk not run, but the piece fit perfectly atop his toast triangle. In vet school, his professors said he’d make a brilliant surgeon.

“I don’t know,” I muttered, trying to think of some topic that would make him believe I wasn’t trying to avoid talking about Lisa. I sliced a humongous strawberry into my yogurt and quickly dismissed such potential conversation gems as Nicky’s adjustment to camp, the war in Iraq, and the health of the duck population at the zoo.

“You told me you let go of this CIA stuff years ago,” Adam said. “I hope you’re not going to ruin your summer worrying about it again.” He was cutting another egg triangle to match his toast, but even though he was concentrating, I could tell he was irritated. A couple of months into 1990, after I’d been fired, he’d advised me, “It’s over. Give it up, Katie,” and I guess he thought that was that.

“How can I ever say it’s over and done without understanding why?”

“You have to for your own good. You were writing for the CIA, not Ladies’ Home Journal. The Agency’s a crazy outfit. You know it, I know it, the whole world knows it. I thought we agreed back then that you’d be wasting your time trying to make sense of what happened. You’ll never find out. Can’t you accept it?”

“Obviously not.” But I offered a sad, ingratiating little smile. As soon as it passed my lips, I knew I’d spend all day wishing I could take it back. Okay, not all day, as most of my energies would be spent on agonizing over why I hadn’t heard from Lisa Golding. Listen, I wanted to shout at my husband, I was canned from the CIA without explanation. Cut off. Half my life was ripped away from me. You were there! Don’t you remember how traumatic it was?

Forget how all of a sudden I was kicked out on my butt and couldn’t find a job anywhere. Forget that on some government computer network there were probably terrible things written about me and nothing I could do would ever get them erased. Imagine how so many colleagues I’d cared for and respected now thought of me as a bad apple. Two years of cordial relationships with some of the smartest people in government, then, abracadabra! Katie Schottland went from respected colleague to a security risk. Maybe they guessed it was just crummy judgment on my part, or dubious associations. Perhaps I crumpled a page stamped “CONFIDENTIAL NATIONAL SECURITY” and stuck it in my pocket instead of feeding it into the shredder. Or they might have wondered whether, overburdened in the office, I’d tried to sneak work home on a floppy.

Or maybe they’d concluded I was genuinely bad, though there was not evidence enough of my badness to prosecute.

“Don’t tell me to get over it,” I said to Adam.

“Whatever you want.” He went to the cabinet, reached for his New York Giants car mug. But instead of sitting back down, he poured some coffee, grabbed his second piece of toast, uncut and unbuttered, and (with a pleasant nod to show he was not an unfeeling bastard), headed off to the zoo.

∗ ∗ ∗

Driving to the studio across Manhattan and over the Triborough Bridge, I didn’t listen to NPR out of fear of getting engrossed in an essay on loganberries and missing a call from Lisa. Print Rite Studios, where we shot most of the interiors for Spy Guys, was a sprawling building of pockmarked yellow brick on a dead-end street in northwest Queens. As evident in its clever name, the building had housed a printing plant that closed in the early sixties. Now, whenever it rained for more than two days straight, the nostril-burning stench of midcentury ink would rise through cracks in the foundation up into the soundstages.

That day, however, was cloudless and brilliant. The only smell permeating the first floor was the ham and cheese from someone’s fast-food breakfast reheating in a microwave. I climbed the two flights of steep, ink-blackened stairs to my office because the elevator was—cell phone–wise—a dead zone.

Starting right then, while climbing the stairs, I should have focused on the reality I was about to face: I’d missed a day of work taking Nicky to camp. That had left the producer, Oliver Waters, a man probably more suited to running a torture corps in Guantánamo than a TV series, to tyrannize the newest director and overrule him on any script issues the first day of taping a new episode.

However, reality and I had never enjoyed spending much time together, so my mind reverted from Oliver to its usual occupation, fantasy. As the riser of each stair was steep enough to qualify as step-aerobic gear for an advanced class, I had plenty of time to imagine my cell ringing. I would answer a little breathlessly and Lisa would say, Sorry it took me so long to get back to you. I had to locate a safe landline. A pay phone. These days it’s so hard to find one that’s working and not totally, totally crudded up so you don’t even want to touch it.

For some reason, that thought kicked off a memory of going to a big shoe sale with Lisa not long after we met. I’d watched as, with the concentration of a chef examining produce for a three-star restaurant, she’d scrupulously checked over the size sevens. She was in the middle of outfitting an East German national the Agency had spirited out and was resettling in the United States in some state that (the émigré’s personal request being honored) had no harsh winters. Anyway, somewhere between flats and heels, Lisa got into a conversation with a woman about our age who was also checking out the size seven racks. Innocuous chatter about the fad of displaying what they were then calling “toe cleavage.” As Lisa spoke, the woman, who’d been the one to initiate the conversation, started backing away.

Why? Something about Lisa’s delivery put people off. I’d watched, fascinated that after retreating from Lisa’s mile-high voice, the woman picked up a short brown boot and clutched it to her chest, almost like a shield. She edged back so far that she banged into a six-and-a-half rack just as Lisa was droning, “. . . makes your feet look crippled because the front, where your toes are, looks so wide and . . .”

I could hear too the personality glitch that was disturbing that other shopper. The unnatural slowness of Lisa’s delivery. This tic might have been an asset working with foreign nationals who couldn’t speak much English, but her too-slow talking obviously made her fellow Americans uneasy. No matter what she was saying, it began to come across as inappropriate after a minute or two. Flirtatious? Could “the front, where your toes are, looks so wide” sound like a fetishistic sexual innuendo? Or maybe the slowness made her every word sound teasing or snide: There’s more to what I’m saying than what I’m saying.

Well, maybe there was.


FOUR

Lisa wasn’t around the day the CIA got rid of me, or at least I didn’t see her. She was probably in New Mexico or North Dakota teaching some ex-Polish commie big shot how to eat Kentucky Fried Chicken. But everyone else, from my boss, Benton Mattingly, to the woman wheeling the mail cart, had observed me being more conveyed than escorted to my office by two guys from the Office of Personnel Security, both of whom could be mistaken for albino gorillas. They were not all that tall, but they were hulking. Also, both had those small eyes and cone-shaped heads that connote the lack of a subscription to The New Republic.

They stood offensively close to me, glaring as I gathered up my mug and my pictures. Adam and I were scheduled to go to Wyoming to visit his family and there was a shopping bag full of presents for them I’d bought the day before during an overly long lunch hour—that couldn’t be the reason for my disgrace, could it?—and had forgotten to bring home. The two gorillas made me take off all the ribbons and wrapping paper and pawed over my mother-in-law’s blue flannel robe with green piping and my niece’s white-gowned Barbie while half the unit, no doubt, hearing that something big was afoot, came sauntering by.

Even though I couldn’t think of anything I’d done wrong, I felt so ashamed. I spotted my friend Martha, an Albania specialist, in the back of the group watching me leave and I tried to give her the look and a smile that would demand, Isn’t this the craziest thing? Except my mouth wouldn’t smile and the instant after we looked at each other, her eyes didn’t move while mine began darting around as if I had hundreds of crimes on my conscience.

By the time I got home from Langley late that afternoon, I realized no one I’d worked with would ever speak to me again. And if I picked up the phone and called them at their homes? They’d cut off any conversation, plus, two seconds later, report my contacting them.

Those work friendships that lead to after-hours socializing: gone. No more women friends for drinks and dinner and movies. No more guy buddies who needed a smart woman to talk to when they wanted to show how sensitive they were. The people I’d worked with at the CIA weren’t in Clandestine Services—operatives living overseas where people have a different identity and sometimes have to avoid each other to maintain their cover. We in Intelligence got together. We knew each other’s lives.

Yet all those losses—job, friends—seemed small when it dawned on me that I’d also be cut off from Benton Mattingly for the rest of my life.

Okay, here goes. Benton Mattingly: The Explanation. Look, there’s not a heterosexual woman alive over age fifteen who doesn’t have some guy permanently in residence in the back of her mind—or hard-wired directly to her heart. The one who could have been. Sometimes it’s simply an old crush that still has an overwhelming feeling of rightness about it: If only he’d gotten to know me, he would have loved me precisely the way I imagined he could love me. The guy could be someone she said no to, only to change her mind too late. Other times, it’s the great love that never worked out, that moment when you could finally say, Whew, glad I finally got him out of my system, never happened. Benton Mattingly was my boss at the CIA, second in command in the Office of Eastern Europe Analysis. He was the man who gave me my assignments, evaluated my work, and passed it on to higher-ups in the Agency, members of congressional oversight committees, big shots in the executive branch.

And for a few months, he was also my lover.

Yes, dumb to start up with my boss—a married man seventeen years older than I was. I should have just worn a T-shirt announcing, Not only immature, but self-destructive! It wasn’t as if I were a large-eyed waif—the tremulous, can’t-wait-to-be-victimized type who’d be played by Winona Ryder. Early on, I heard all about Deedee Dudek Mattingly, Washington hostess, the big-boned, big-voiced, nonpartisan party-giver and partygoer. She’d inherited millions from her father’s foot care business (Dudek’s Tween the Toes Creme, Dudek’s Cutting Edge Nail Clippers). The word around the Agency was Deedee was so rich that even Ben, who’d won the gold in upward mobility, hadn’t had the grandiosity to dream of the life he wound up living.

I knew all this about his life not just from office gossip and the “Chronicles” column in The Washington Post, but from the teary confidences of a Czechoslovakia analyst and, five months later, from witnessing a microrage by a macroeconomist. These encounters both occurred in the tiny antechamber to the ladies’ room, the lone bathroom area reputed not to be bugged by Personnel Security, a unit said to be committed to the axiom that the nearer a conversation is to a toilet, the more reason to eavesdrop.

Ergo, before my affair with Ben began, those two fuming and weepy women he had dumped had smartened me up. From the outset of those flings, he’d told them he would never leave his wife. “He said so over our first drink, days before we even slept together,” the Czechoslovakia analyst had confided in me, sniffling delicately. Yet apparently Benton’s every word and act in his paramours’ company persuaded them not to believe his words. He would indeed leave his wife and her money to marry them. Their delusions lasted around six months, which according to office gossip was how long it took, typically, from the beginning of one of his affairs until he said good-bye—reportedly with utmost civility.

So how could I not know? Willfully, that’s how. Two and a half months into our affair, Ben began complaining about not being able to sleep. Sometimes I believed him: Ah, his knowledge of unspeakable government secrets keeps him awake; he’s terrified of his own nightmares. Other times I was convinced his lust for me was so powerful he could not bear to sleep beside Deedee—the woman he was on the verge of walking out on for me.

One night Ben said, “Kate, I can’t take it anymore.” He was lying on his back, his arm around me as I rested my head on his chest in postcoital languor. What a chest! He was big, a former college athlete, but not one gone to seed. Okay, not rock solid, but he hadn’t turned into one of those massive mounds of middle-aged flab. He had a chest the size of the Ozark Plateau, Popeye arms, with muscles both above and below the elbow. Maybe his legs weren’t like twin sequoias, but they were damn impressive.

But it was Ben’s face that got to women. His coloring was pretty much what you’d expect to come across in Fayetteville, Arkansas, where he grew up—gray-green eyes that in bright sunlight turned a wan hazel, skin more sun-roughed than tan, hair a short-cropped mix of blond and gray. Yet the bone structure beneath the skin might be described as Asian, with broad, high cheekbones and a wide-bridged nose. But Asian was too commonplace an adjective. Ben was exotic and beautiful, like a Mongol king: not what Mongol kings probably looked like historically, with blackened teeth and features disfigured by smallpox, but those triumphant Mongol kings on the covers of paperback romances who are always carrying off some virgin with waist-length hair.

With his free arm, Ben reached down to the floor beside my bed and patted the rug, searching for his undershorts. As there was that big age difference between us, I assumed by his gesture he was saying he couldn’t do it again. But then I glanced up: gray shadows hung beneath his gray eyes. In an explosion of joy, I understood why he’d said he couldn’t take it anymore: He couldn’t take living without me! Yes! For him, every night was Insomnia City. My own eyes, brown, and at that point, shadow-free, must have started glowing because he almost tripped over his own tongue adding, “As much as I love you, we have to stop seeing each other.”

“What?”

Ben came over to my apartment once more, three nights later. All that happened was he stripped down to his shorts, sat on the edge of my bed, covered his high-cheekboned face with his hands, and murmured, “Katie, I can’t.” When he removed his hands, there were actual tears in his eyes. That was it for more than a year, until I was fired.

Was he really crying that night? Did I ask myself: Is he a good enough actor to be able to turn on the waterworks at will? I did. But I couldn’t allow myself to decide if I’d witnessed a performance or the real McCoy. Was I crazed enough from losing him to wonder: Had someone in the Office of R & D come up with a top-secret gizmo that could be hidden in boxer shorts and, merely by the wearer rubbing his knees together, bring tears to his eyes? Of course not! But who knew?

At least as far as my being fired went, I was confident the decision had nothing to do with Ben. I myself had seen both his other ex-conquests remain at their jobs and work side by side with him—their sides no longer accidentally brushing against each other, of course. I’d heard rumors about there being one or two other women. Three or four. Maybe they’d convinced themselves (as I would have in time) that because he was stuck with the rich and raucous Deedee, his freedom was far more painful to him than their rejection was to them.

∗ ∗ ∗

For a few seconds, I managed to stop staring at the screen of my cell phone. I glanced around my office. I’d always been nuts for toile, the fabric that uses only one color for a design against a solid background of another color. Adam’s and my bedroom was a red pastoral scene on white—eighteenth-century milkmaids, guys with George Washington–style wigs, and hunting dogs gamboling under trees—and our dining room was blue on white, this time with pagodas and less frolicsome Chinese couples. And no dogs.

So when QTV signed Spy Guys for a fifth season, Oliver, the aforementioned sourpuss producer, told me he’d allow me $2,500 to redecorate my office. “If it’s even one goddamn penny overbudget, you pay!” he’d said sweetly. So now my office was a ten-by-twelve room whose walls and chairs were covered with ridiculously buxom yellow women playing yellow lutes and flutes while smirking yellow French courtiers danced under trees—all of them yellow—in a cream-colored universe. I sat at my desk, an old farm table that periodically shot splinters into my flesh, and looked back down at the “recently received” readout of calls on my cell phone. Of course, there was no number for a call that I might have missed from Lisa Golding.

This was merely the four hundredth time I had looked at it since I’d left to take Nicky to camp. What did I expect, that Lisa’s number would morph onto the screen? I couldn’t figure it out: Why hadn’t she called back? Since my computer was already on, I began a list, using stars instead of bullets as I usually did in order to avoid feeling like a corporate, inside-the-box dullard. Now and then I did use smiley faces, but this time, dealing with CIA matters, I didn’t want any interference from outside-the-Beltway ultra-femme vibes. So, stars:

[image: image] Before she could call back, Lisa was shot dead in front of a Melrose Avenue boutique in L.A. / shot by a CIA op with a teeny poison-dart gun as she waited for a martini royale at a club in Miami Beach / garroted in the ladies’ room of the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis / mowed down by a Hummer in Houston. (Yes, I was being glib here, trying to mock the notion that such melodramatic doings could happen in real life. But keeping an ironic distance was hard because if Lisa was indeed planning to rat out the Agency, she’d left real life far behind. Terrible things could happen.)

    [image: image] Lisa had been drunk or high and going through an old phone book, trying to upset people she used to know and had always secretly despised.

    [image: image] She wasn’t calling back because she wanted to keep me hanging so I’d be desperate. But desperate enough to do what? What could I have or do that she might need? I hadn’t a clue.

    [image: image] Her call had been some sort of a lame joke in which she’d lost interest.

    [image: image] She was dying to call back but was being chased by evil forces aligned against the national interest and couldn’t get to a phone. In Spy Guys, cell phones never died and evil forces were always vanquished. But real life meant real trouble.

    [image: image] She’d lost my number.

The night before, I had dug around the back of the coat closet and found the small carton with my pre-Adam Washington memorabilia; among all the papers and photos was the Filofax I’d been using in those years, its leather cover now so cracked it looked like alligator. I must have been anticipating today’s big-time anxiety, because I’d copied down Lisa’s fifteen-year-old Washington phone number. And I dialed it.

Someone’s voice mail engaged after five rings. A man speaking a language that I didn’t think I’d ever heard before said in Thai or Yoruba or whatever, “I’m not in. Please leave a message.” Of course, it could have been “I’m standing over Lisa Golding’s dead body and there’s nothing you can do about it, heh-heh,” but the former seemed more likely. My guess was that Lisa hadn’t had that number for such a long time that it had been reassigned.
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