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For the memory of my grandparents
And for Eve, Elisa, Alexandra and Sarah




OUR GODS


Older than us, but not by that much, men

Just old enough to be uncircumcised,

Episcopalians from the Golden Age

Of schools who loved to lose gracefully and lead—

Always there before us like a mirage,

Until we tried to get closer, when they vanished,

Always there until they disappeared.



They were the last of a race, that was their cover—

The baggy tweeds. Exposed in the Racquet Club

Dressing room, they were invisible,

Present purely in outline like the head

And torso targets at the police firing

Range, hairless bodies and full heads of hair,

Painted neatly combed, of the last WASPs.



They walked like boys, talked like their grandfathers—

Public servants in secret, and the last

Generation of men to prefer baths.

These were the CIA boys with EYES

ONLY clearance and profiles like arrowheads.

A fireside frost bloomed on the silver martini

Shaker the magic evenings they could be home.



They were never home, even when they were there.

Public servants in secret are not servants,

Either. They were our gods working all night

To make Achilles’ beard fall out and prop up

The House of Priam, who just by pointing sent

A shark fin gliding down a corridor,

Almost transparent, like a watermark.

—FREDERICK SEIDEL, FROM THESE DAYS
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Anna Barnes completed her training on the third Wednesday of January 1979, a day after the Shah left Iran. It was not an auspicious moment to sign on as an American intelligence officer. The CIA was scrambling all over Europe and the Middle East that week, trying to save the thousands of Iranians who had been foolish enough to believe that the Imperium Americanum in that part of the world would last more than a few haphazard decades. And the agency was failing. America’s friends (many of them less than admirable characters, it must be said) were being rounded up in Tehran a few had already been killed.

That January was the sort of moment that intelligence agencies dread, for it seemed to call the entire enterprise into question. An intelligence agency is built around an implicit promise: We will keep faith with you. We will never betray you, or leave you to the mercy of your enemies. But who could believe such a promise from America now? It was always a lie, even in the best of times. Intelligence agencies betray people every day. But they don’t like it to be quite so obvious as it was in those frantic weeks of early 1979, when the United States was on the run and its friends were being pursued like pigs in an abattoir. It looked bad. It frightened the new recruits.

Anna Barnes didn’t have much of a graduation, as it happened. Late that Wednesday afternoon her instructor finished a lecture on agent development and said: “I guess that’s it.” He shook her hand and walked out the door of the motel room in Arlington where he had been holding classes for the past two weeks. And that was it. There was no diploma, no shaking hands with the director, no fond farewells to classmates, no plans to meet for drinks next summer in Vienna or Peshawar. Anna’s only formal notice that she had completed her training came when she received a letter several days later, officially granting her a pseudonym—Amy L. Gunderson—which she would use forever after in agency cable traffic.

This can’t be all there is to it, Anna told herself. But in her case, it was. She hadn’t gone to “the farm” for training. She hadn’t been near headquarters. She had not, in fact, attended a single lecture, briefing or orientation session that included any other recruit. Her training had consisted entirely of one-on-one meetings in motel rooms and safe houses around the Washington area. These sessions had covered the standard curriculum in tradecraft: the “flaps and seals” course in opening mail; the “crash-bang” course in high-speed driving and self-defense; the various lessons in recruitment and development of agents. But in every instance, she was the only student.

It was all very flattering. But for Anna, who a year before had been a doctoral candidate in Ottoman history, it was also a bit lonely. “You’re special,” an instructor had told her early on. That made it sound like a program for children with learning disabilities. But the mandarins knew what they were doing. Anna was in a kind of quarantine, whose purpose was to keep her work as close to secret as possible, even from most of her colleagues. That was because Anna Barnes was about to become a case officer under non-official cover, known in the secret language of the club as a NOC.

*

The closest thing Anna had to a real graduation was a meeting in late January with a senior member of the clandestine service named Edward Stone. He had been chief of the Near East Division for more than a decade, but Anna gathered from the person who set up the meeting that Stone was doing something different now, although it wasn’t clear exactly what that was. All they told Anna was that Mr. Stone had heard about her unusual language skills—she had studied French, Turkish, Persian and German at various points during her training as an Ottomanist—and had asked especially to see her before she headed overseas.

Once upon a time, in the bad-old good-old days, such a meeting would have taken place in a suite at the Madison Hotel, or a private dining room at Rive Gauche, or the drawing room of a retired ambassador in Georgetown. But this was 1979 and the rendezvous took place at a Holiday Inn off Interstate 270, next to a suburban office park and alongside one of those restaurants made out of derelict freight cars. It wasn’t Stone’s fault. That was the way they did things now. Some congressman might raise hell if word got out that senior CIA officers were meeting young recruits at French restaurants.

Anna wanted to make a good impression on Stone, but she was still not clear, after all the months of training, just what a woman intelligence officer was supposed to look like. Was she supposed to be sleek or bulky? Plain or pretty? Hard or soft? Anna wasn’t sure, and she suspected that nobody else quite knew either. Women case officers in those days were still rather rare, and women NOCs were almost nonexistent. Which meant, Anna decided, that she could look however she pleased. She chose a sober outfit: blue suit and white cotton blouse. Almost a uniform. Even in this dull garb, she was an attractive woman, with luminous blue-green eyes and shoulder-length black hair, whose dark color was accented by a few strands in the middle that were prematurely turning gray. She had the look of a sleek animal: well bred, but with a distant memory of life in the wild.

Anna arrived first at the Holiday Inn and went straight to the room. It was as tacky and depressing as only a motel room on an interstate highway can be. She closed the drapes, then sat on the bed and looked around. It seemed possible that in the entire room there was not a single object made of a natural substance. Certainly not the brown fire-retardant drapes; not the green, fringed polyester bedspread; not the wood-grain plastic of the desk and bed tables; not the sooty tan rug; not the grainy bedsheets. Anna was gazing at this artificial landscape when there was a knock at the door and into the room walked a man who was all leather and wool and starched cotton.

*

“Hello, my dear,” said Edward Stone, extending his hand. He was a courtly man in his early sixties, well groomed and well spoken.

“How do you do, sir,” said Anna. She wanted to sound like a military officer, which in a sense was what she was.

“I do fine. But don’t call me sir. It makes me feel old.”

So he’s a flirt, thought Anna.

“I brought you a little something,” said Stone. He walked over to the bed, sat down, and opened a brown shopping bag. Inside was a bottle of French champagne. He forced the cork, which exploded noisily and hit the ceiling, just missing the automatic sprinkler.

“I didn’t bring any glasses, I’m afraid,” said Stone. He went to the bathroom and retrieved two squat motel-issue tumblers, into which he poured champagne up to the rim.

“Welcome to the club,” he said, raising his glass.

Anna lifted her glass and took a long drink. The fizz of the champagne tickled her nose and throat.

“To success,” said Stone.

“To not screwing up,” replied Anna.

Stone smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ll find that the job is actually very easy. Absurdly easy, when things are going right.”

They sat down in two Holiday Inn chairs by the window. Anna had pulled the drapes for security, but Stone opened them again. The winter sun was shining, glinting off the tile at the bottom of the empty pool. Stone took off the jacket of his gray pinstripe suit and unbuttoned his vest. He looked at once elegant and weary.

“Always close the drapes,” said Anna, repeating a nugget of tradecraft that one of her instructors had dispensed several months before.

“We’re in Rockville,” said Stone. “Nobody cares.”

Anna nodded. She felt like a greenhorn.

Stone had another drink of champagne and turned to his young companion. “Tell me a bit about yourself,” he said. “I gather you were studying Ottoman history. That sounds exciting.”

“Not to most people,” said Anna. “My dissertation topic was ‘Administrative Practices in the Late Ottoman Empire.’ ”

“And what was it about?”

“It was about how empires try to save themselves in their declining years.”

“How timely,” said Stone. “And how did the Ottomans try to save themselves, if I may ask?”

“By keeping their subjects at each other’s throats. The Ottomans were masters at sowing dissension. It was one of the few things they were good at, actually.”

“Not really an option for us, is it?”

Anna shook her head.

“Why did you leave this sublime work and decide to be an intelligence officer?”

“I was bored,” said Anna. It was the truth, or at least part of it. After her third year of work on her dissertation, she had felt as dead as the Ottoman texts she was studying. She was falling out of love with an associate professor of English whose idea of a big time was buying an ice-cream cone at Steve’s, and she wanted a change. She had delivered a paper on the Ottomans at an agency-sponsored conference, been approached afterward by a recruiter, and never looked back.

“Dubious motivation,” said Stone.

“Why?”

“Because you’ll find that the work of an intelligence officer, when performed competently, is also extremely boring.”

Anna studied Stone’s face. He didn’t look bored. He just looked tired.

“More champagne?”

“Definitely,” said Anna. He filled both glasses.

“And how did you learn all those languages?” asked Stone.

“I had to,” said Anna. “It’s sort of a union card for Ottomanists.”

“Is it?”

“The Ottoman historians have a joke,” she explained. “A young graduate student goes to the professor and says he wants to be an Ottomanist. ‘Do you read Turkish?’ asks the professor. Yes. ‘Do you read Arabic?’ Yes. ‘Do you read Persian?’ Yes. ‘Do you read German?’ Yes. ‘Do you read Russian?’ No. ‘Well, come back when you learn to read Russian.’ ”

Stone laughed. “That’s very funny,” he said.

“I used to think so, too,” said Anna. “Until I tried to study Russian.”

“Well now,” said Stone genially, finally getting around to the point. “You’re probably wondering what this meeting is all about.”

“Actually, yes. I was wondering that.”

“If it’s any relief, I don’t intend to give you a lecture about how hard it is for a woman to be a case officer.”

“Good,” said Anna. “I’ve already had that lecture. Several times.”

“And you shouldn’t take any of what I’m going to tell you too seriously, because you won’t be working for me. You’ll be working for the chief of the London station, and through him for the chief of the European Division. Nonetheless, I did want to meet you myself before you headed out because, from your résumé, you appear to be a promising young officer.”

Anna narrowed her eyes. “What are you chief of, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Good question,” he said. Anna waited for a response, but it didn’t come. Apparently it was not such a good question, or at least not one that Stone intended to answer. He sat in his chair, holding his champagne glass up to the light and watching the bubbles.

“This is not a very happy time for the United States,” Stone continued after a few moments. “And it is an especially unhappy time for the organization you are joining. We’re not supposed to say that. But it should be obvious to any intelligent person.”

“I don’t have much to compare it with,” said Anna.

“Of course you don’t. But take my word for it. How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine. Next month.”

Stone sighed and shook his head. “As you’ll soon discover,” he said, “it’s not much fun to operate in this sort of environment. It’s much easier when you’re on top of the hill and everybody wants to be your friend. When you’re king of the hill, you don’t have to recruit agents. They recruit themselves. They think that helping the United States will make them rich or powerful. Nowadays, people must worry that it will get them killed.”

“Come now,” said Anna. “Things can’t be that bad.”

Stone gave a thin smile. He looked so tired and gloomy that Anna felt she should try to cheer him up. He reminded her slightly of a philosophy professor she’d had at Harvard, a man who had concluded late in life that the world was such a mess that intellectual work was pointless. Anna had tried to cheer him up too, to encourage him to return to teaching and writing, until she realized one day that the despairing old professor was actually trying to seduce her. That made his angst somewhat less compelling, and she snubbed him. Stone couldn’t be that demoralized.

“Personally, I can’t wait to get started,” she said cheerily.

“Glad to hear it,” said Stone. “Glad to hear it. And you’ll be going to London as a NOC, is that right?”

“Yes.”

“And your cover will be as a banker with a firm called Halcyon Ltd.?”

“Yes.” Anna wondered how Stone knew these details. They were supposed to be closely held secrets.

“And who are you supposed to handle, exactly?”

Anna thought a moment. “I’m not sure. People passing through London, Iranians, Arabs, Turks. They weren’t very specific.”

“Quite a handful.”

“I guess so.”

“What about Uzbeks?”

“Excuse me?”

“What about people from the Soviet republic of Uzbekistan? Did anyone suggest that you should try to make contact with them?”

“No.”

“Or Azeris. Or Armenians. Or Abkhazians. Or Kazakhs? With your language skills, you would be an ideal person to work with such people. Anybody mention them?”

“Nope.”

Stone nodded. “Of course they didn’t. Why should they? People from the Caucasus and Central Asia don’t travel much to London. Or anywhere else, for that matter. Which is a shame.”

“Why?”

“Because, my dear, they are the key to the puzzle.”

Anna studied him, trying to figure out what he was talking about. what key? What puzzle?

“We have a problem with the Soviet Union, as you have undoubtedly noticed from reading the newspapers,” continued Stone. “But what, exactly, is this problem?”

Anna shrugged her shoulders.

“The problem is that the Russians appear to be strong and confident, while the United States appears to be confused and weak. And that seems to be especially true in the great disaster area that stretches from Turkey to Afghanistan, which the newsmagazines lately have taken to calling ‘the crescent of crisis.’ That is what most people perceive, is it not?”

“Yes,” said Anna. Why, she wondered to herself, is he telling me all this?

“But the reality is quite different, if only we had enough sense to see it.” Stone raised his index finger, as if he had just come to this conclusion. “It is the Soviet Union that is weak in that part of the world. Fatally weak. And it is the United States that has the leverage, if we would only use it. For the Soviet Union is, to put it bluntly, a vast house of cards waiting for a strong breeze.”

“It looks pretty solid to me.”

“Of course it does—at the center. It’s all too solid there. But at the edges, it’s falling apart. It’s a mess. All anyone has to do is blow hard and the entire country is going to fall over. Just ask an Armenian, or a Georgian, or an Uzbek. He’ll tell you.”

Anna eyed him curiously. She thought she was beginning to get the point. “How am I going to meet any Uzbeks?” she said. “As you were saying, they don’t pass through London much.”

“Keep your eyes open.”

“Is that an assignment?”

“Of course not,” said Stone, drawing back in his chair. “I have no authority to give you assignments. Moreover, it would be against official policy.”

“What policy?”

“The United States has a strict policy against encouraging secessionist feelings in any of the Soviet republics.”

“Why? If I’m allowed to ask.”

“Because it is thought to be too dangerous. It looks too much like going for the jugular. I rather like that aspect, myself. But our friends at the State Department seem to think it could lead to nuclear war.”

“Oh.”

“So it would be wrong of me to encourage you to do any such thing.”

“Um-hum,” said Anna. She couldn’t help smiling.

“Quite wrong,” repeated Stone. He smiled back at her.

“And in the unlikely event that I should ever meet one of these untouchable characters, who should I tell about it?”

“Oh, I’m probably as good a person to contact as anyone,” said Stone, still smiling. He didn’t look quite so tired anymore.

Stone drained his glass of champagne and glanced at his watch.

“Alas,” he said, “I must attend a meeting back at headquarters. How much nicer it would be to spend the afternoon talking with you about the real work of intelligence. But that would offend the paper pushers, I’m afraid.”

He rose from his chair and shook her hand. “You are a person of considerable talent. I expect great things from you.”

“Thanks,” said Anna.

“You must come see me on your next trip home.”

“I’d like to,” said Anna. “Very much.”

She was going to ask Stone how she could contact him, just in case she ever needed to reach him in a hurry. But he was out the door and gone.
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The night before Anna Barnes left for London, she had dinner with her mentor, Margaret Houghton. It was a fitting send-off, since it was Margaret who in a sense had gotten the whole thing started. “Aunt Margaret,” though not actually an aunt, was an old friend of the family, a slender, soft-spoken woman who came to dinner on Christmas and Easter and brought the children exotic gifts from around the world.

Anna had known for years, in the way that one knows something mildly scandalous about a relative, that Margaret Houghton did something mysterious for a living. No one would ever say what; apparently it was too awful to be discussed. Anna had forced the issue one Christmas and asked her father where Margaret worked. He had rolled his eyes and said: “You know … up the river.” He might have been talking about the Amazon, for all Anna knew. But when she finally caught on, she found the idea quite titillating. Aunt Margaret worked at the CIA!

Margaret’s cover had always been her gentility. She was a slight woman now in her early sixties, who wore her hair in a neat bun, and would occasionally brush an invisible wisp of it off her scarcely lined forehead. She had a fine, long neck and a graceful carriage, and a trace of an old southern accent in her voice. But there was something about her that hinted that she was a woman who at some point had lived a great adventure. A tragic romance, perhaps, or a fortune squandered. A hundred years ago, people would have described her as “European,” and not meant it entirely as a compliment.

The two of them seemed an innocent enough pair as they entered Jean-Pierre restaurant on K Street: Margaret dressed in a brown tweed suit that hid her figure; Anna in a gray cashmere dress that flattered hers. Two generations of handsome, well-educated women. Mother and daughter, perhaps; or, more likely, a stylish maiden aunt taking her favorite niece out for dinner. A fellow diner would have taken them for anything but what they were. And that, as Margaret liked to say, was only one of the advantages that women had in the intelligence business.

Anna let the maître d’ remove her coat. It had been chilly outside. She tilted her head forward to remove a silk scarf, and back, so that her long black hair fell free. She followed the maître d’ and Margaret to a quiet table in the rear. Anna’s movements were easy and uncontrived, but she caught the attention of several male diners in the restaurant.

“I still have one reservation about you,” said Margaret when they were seated. “You may be too attractive for this line of work.”

Margaret had made a similar observation a year before, when Anna first expressed an interest in joining the clandestine service. She was still a graduate student then, writing the dissertation that she couldn’t seem to finish, living with the man she didn’t quite love, and feeling ready to explode. Initially, Margaret had discouraged her from joining the agency. “If you have something to prove, stay away,” Margaret had said. “We don’t need women with chips on their shoulders, or slits in their skirts.” Margaret’s remark had seemed unfair to Anna then, but the point had been made. Beauty was insecure. It called attention to itself.

“I’m celebrating!” said Anna. She lit a cigarette.

Beauty aside, Anna had struck everyone as a natural for the CIA. Her father had been a foreign service officer, so she had traveled the world as a girl, learning languages and studying strange cultures. Her mother had died of cancer when Anna was in her early teens, so she had drawn even closer to her father. She was still the ambassador’s daughter—still fascinated by his world, still peering through the door of his study to the smoke-filled room where he read his books and drafted his cables. Except now the door was wide open, and she could walk through. In that sense, Anna was part of the new line of succession that had begun to develop in the 1970s among children of the Establishment. The sons might be living at the summer house in Maine year-round, or studying astrology in New Mexico. But the daughters were there, waiting to take their places at the great law firms and banking houses. And yes, even at the CIA.

*

“Who’s Edward Stone?” asked Anna, exhaling a big puff of smoke.

“Why on earth do you want to know that?”

“I met him a few days ago. He seemed like an awfully nice man, but I couldn’t tell what he wanted.”

“That’s his style,” said Margaret. “He never says what he wants. He lets you figure it out.”

“So you know him.”

“Of course I know him. You forget. I know everybody.”

“What does he do?”

“I’m not entirely sure. He used to run the Near East Division. But I gather he has his own compartment now.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that I don’t know.”

“Does he have anything to do with the Soviet Union?”

“Shhh.”

The waiter arrived. Margaret ordered a Tanqueray martini, straight up, with a twist of lemon. Anna ordered the same thing. It was a celebration, after all. The waiter looked surprised. In the fraternity of waiters, women dining together are regarded as cheap-skates. They don’t drink, they order salads, and they tip ten percent. Spending money in restaurants does not ordinarily give them the same rosy glow of substantiality it does men. Margaret had discovered some years ago that if she ordered food and drink like a man, she would be treated like one, at least by waiters.

“What’s he like?” asked Anna.

“Who?”

“Stone.”

“He’s one of the old boys. I suppose he’s like the rest of them, only a bit smarter. To be honest, when you’ve been around them as long as I have, their personalities begin to blur a bit.”

“What are they like then, the old boys?”

“You know very well what they’re like,” said Margaret. “They drink too much. They screw too much. They’re smooth and confident and they like to talk loud in restaurants.”

“Stone wasn’t loud.”

“He’s quieter. But he’s still one of the boys. You have to remember that I have spent a lifetime watching these men, usually from a quite subordinate position. So I know the sorts of things about them that they don’t know about each other.”

“Like what?”

“Their vanity. Their anxieties. Their weaknesses. The things that women know about men. Although in Stone’s case, I must admit I’ve never heard him express a moment’s anxiety or doubt about anything.”

The waiter returned with the drinks.

“To London!” said Margaret, clinking her glass.

“To success!” responded Anna. She was beginning to like this idea of a secret club whose mission was to travel abroad, eat in good restaurants and save the world.

“He seemed sort of sexy,” continued Anna. “For a man in his sixties.”

“Who?”

“Stone.”

Margaret laughed. “Of course he does,” she said. “They all do. That’s the thing about secrets. They give a man a certain air of knowing what he’s doing, even if he doesn’t have a clue. I think that’s why they all stayed in so long, actually.”

“To get laid?”

“Really, Anna!” Margaret looked at the younger woman in mock horror. But of course that was exactly what she meant.

“What would he be like to work for?”

“Why? Did he offer you a job?”

“No,” said Anna. “I was just curious.”

“He’d be fine, up to a point. But what you have to understand about the old boys is that it is hard for them to imagine women as colleagues. They think of us the way adults think of children. They like us, enjoy us. Respect us, even. But we are in a different category.”

“Stone looked tired.”

“They all look tired,” said Margaret. “And no wonder. They are tired. Exhausted. Things haven’t been going too well for the old boys, if you hadn’t noticed. Their world is collapsing, and they don’t know what to do about it.”

“What about the younger ones?”

“They’re a mess.”

“How do you mean?”

“They would like to be like the old boys, but they can’t because the world has changed. The dumb ones still try. But the smart ones know it’s impossible.”

“So what do they do, the smart ones?”

“They get flaky. Or they quit.”

The waiter approached again and recited the evening’s specials.

“I’ll have the string-bean salad,” said Anna, “and the grilled sole, with no sauce.” The waiter frowned.

“That’s not much of a meal,” said Margaret. She turned to the waiter. “I’ll have oysters. And a rib-eye steak.” Her tone conveyed the authority of the carnivore.

“I’ve changed my mind,” said Anna. “I’ll have the same thing. The oysters and the steak.”

“Yes, madam,” said the waiter, radiating the glow of his now quite substantial customers. “Would you like to see the wine list?”

“Of course,” said Anna. And she picked out a quite respectable red Burgundy.

*

Anna had not been entirely honest with Stone, or with Margaret, for that matter. The factors that had drawn her toward working for the CIA were more complicated than simple boredom. She was afflicted with the disease, common and occasionally fatal among intelligence officers, of wanting to make the world better. She had, in that sense, a deadly ambition to do good. What had pushed her toward leaving Harvard was a growing sense of the disarray and misery in the world. She read about Lebanese being slaughtered on the streets of Beirut or the massacres by the Khmer Rouge and she wanted to do something about it. When people experience such feelings in their late teens, they join protest marches; when it happens in their late twenties, they—on occasion—join the CIA.

Anna had not been completely honest about her research either. Far from the dry investigation she had described to Stone, it was wet with the blood of generations of Ottoman victims. Her dissertation had brought her to the edge of one of the world’s great calamities—the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in World War I and the slaughter of Armenians and Turks in eastern Anatolia. She had become interested in the subject initially through her freshman roommate at Radcliffe, an Armenian-American named Ruth Mugrditchian. Poor Ruth, with the unpronounceable name and the large, sad eyes. Her family lived in Worcester, and Anna—the Wasp princess from boarding school—had not been sure at first whether to accept when Ruth invited her home for Thanksgiving. But she said yes, and the tales she heard over those four days about the massacres of 1915 left a lasting impression. She heard how Ruth’s great-aunt Ahvanie had staggered across the Syrian desert with a Bible in her hand, collapsed in a ditch exhausted and starving, and been left for dead—yet somehow summoned enough strength from her Bible to make it to Aleppo, and then America. She heard the story of Suren, the grandfather of Ruth’s cousin, whose dying mother had bribed an Arab to take her little son and hide him in a well until the Turks were gone. Suren, too, eventually made it to America. It was like joining a private conspiracy, hearing these tales of suffering and redemption, and to a Radcliffe freshman from an old Yankee family, they left a taste as sharp as a ripe fig.

Anna’s problem was that in addition to liking Armenians, she also liked Turks. She found them, on the whole, a rather attractive and disciplined people. That deepened for her the mystery of what had happened in Turkey in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It would have been simpler if the massacres had been conducted by utterly despicable people. But that would have made the moral dilemma too easy. What interested her, Anna decided, was when civilized people did monstrous things. Those were the events worth studying.

Once Anna became an Ottoman historian in earnest, her studies evolved into a search for the moment at which the world had jumped the tracks and the horrific history of the twentieth century—the two world wars, the slaughter of six million Jews, the death of twenty million Soviets during World War II and a like number in Stalin’s gulags—could be said to have begun. Anna suspected that it was Ruth Mugrditchian who knew the true answer. The world went mad on April 8, 1915, the day Ottoman Turks began to march the Armenian population of Anatolia, more than a million people, across the deserts to their death. Like a good scholar, Anna began to look for the roots of that madness. And the search carried her toward the secret world where all great tragedies begin. Eventually, one of her professors approached her and made the necessary introductions. He saw in Anna the ability to work alone, which every scholar must have, and also an idealism and a need to act that could be harnessed to the purposes of the Central Intelligence Agency.

Anna took a big drink of her gin martini. “Here’s to women in the business!” Her bravado didn’t quite conceal the edge of anxiety in her voice.

“Shhh,” said Margaret, clinking her glass.

“I probably shouldn’t say this,” said Anna, “but I’m a little nervous.”

“Of course you are,” answered Margaret. “I’d be worried if you weren’t.”

“Tell me something honestly,” said Anna. “Can a woman really do this job as well as a man?”

“Absolutely,” said Margaret. “I am living proof of it.”

Anna smiled. She knew enough, by this time, to understand the limits of Margaret’s experience and accomplishments. Margaret was a trailblazer, yes. But she had worked mostly at headquarters, mostly in administration. Her recruitments had largely been of American professors and businessmen, nice, gentle, patriotic fellows who traveled to conferences in the Eastern bloc. When she finally made station chief, it was in one of those nondescript little countries of Western Europe where the biggest threat to national security was that somebody might steal the secret recipe for making the national brand of cheese.

“I guess I need a little handholding,” said Anna.

Margaret took Anna’s hand in hers.

“I didn’t mean literally,” said Anna. But she left her hand in Margaret’s for a moment.

“You must remember that women have some big advantages in our line of work,” said the older woman.

“Name one.”

“I’ll name several. We can control our emotions better than men. We can be braver, more disciplined, more discreet. And we can be invisible where a man would immediately be suspect.”

“How can a woman be invisible?”

“What is ordinary is invisible. And there is nothing on earth more ordinary than a woman meeting with a man. That’s why an American woman can go to dinner with a foreign man, even in Moscow, without arousing suspicion. People will look at them drinking and talking, and assume they know what’s going on.”

Anna looked around the restaurant, at the tables of men and women talking. It was true. There was no better cover.

“But women do have one great disadvantage,” said Margaret.

“What’s that?”

“They must deal with men.”

Anna laughed.

“It is a sad fact of life.” Margaret continued, “that the people with secrets are likely to be men. And it is another fact that most men don’t regard women as equals. Consequently, they don’t trust women, and that means they don’t feel comfortable putting their lives in the hands of a woman.”

“They would rather hit on women.”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s a modern expression. When you say a man is hitting on you, it means he’s trying to go to bed with you.”

“Precisely my point,” said Margaret. “And this presents an obvious problem in our line of work. Because in the early stages of any case, you will have to be alone with the man you hope to recruit. You won’t have told him yet what you really do, but in his mind there will be just two possibilities to explain your interest. Either you want to sleep with him …”

“Or you’re a spy.”

Margaret nodded. “Either way, you have a problem. That is why it would help you professionally if you were less attractive. I don’t mean to be a bore on this subject, and I certainly don’t expect you to go out and gain fifty pounds for the good of the firm. But it would help.”

“You’re not fat,” said Anna.

“No, but I’m old.”

The oysters had arrived. Anna picked one off the plate, held it to her mouth, tipped it upward, and let the oyster slide gently down her throat. Margaret used her fork.

“Let me describe the perfect woman case officer,” said Margaret when the waiter had left. “She would be attractive, but not sexy. She would be confident, without a chip on her shoulder. She would be comfortable about being a woman, but not a women’s libber.”

“What about the perfect male case officer?”

“He doesn’t exist.”

“All right then, the typical male case officer.”

“There is only one useful generalization, from your standpoint. Your male colleagues will be tremendously tempting as sexual partners, because they will be the only people you can fully relax with. My advice is: Don’t do it.”

“Did you?”

“Did I what?”

“Sleep with them.”

“Of course I did. Every chance I got. But I’m still single, and most of them are still married.”

Anna thought about that. She had no interest in getting married anytime soon. Still, she didn’t think she wanted to end life alone, remembering all the married men she had slept with.

“Would you like to hear some female success stories?” asked Margaret.

“Absolutely. The more successful, the better.”

“You may not like them.”

“Of course I will.”

“All right, but I warned you.” Margaret lowered her voice further, so that it was barely above a whisper.

“The most successful woman operator we ever had began as a secretary. Audrey, I believe her name was. She had no education past high school, and she was married to a mailman.”

“A mailman?” Anna lit another cigarette. “No wonder she went into the business.”

“The mailman divorced her, leaving her with three children to support. Audrey needed a larger salary. Everyone in the clandestine service liked her, so she was promoted to be a clerk in the registry. It turned out that she had a fantastic memory for names and dates, so she was promoted again, to be a research analyst in counterintelligence. And she was superb in that job, so we decided to give her a chance as a case officer overseas, in Europe. Are you getting my point?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Audrey’s secret was that everybody liked her. You couldn’t help it. She had a quality that you find sometimes in a good salesperson in a department store. The woman who’s so warm and friendly that you can’t help talking to her while you’re trying on dresses, and pretty soon you’re telling her your life story and buying something much more expensive than you planned. Audrey was like that. And she had those three children, which made her respectable and safe, and discouraged foolishness on the part of men. Even though she was quite attractive. Bosomy, with very blond hair, nail polish, that sort of thing.”

“Cheap, in other words.”

“No. Not cheap. Just down-to-earth. We sent her to Europe, as third secretary in one of our big embassies, and targeted her on an engineer who had access to very secret research. He was in his late fifties, with a wife back in the provinces, and he was quite lonely. So Audrey began seeing him in the evenings. They would go out to a restaurant, or a movie. But never to bed. Audrey made sure of that, and the three children helped reinforce it. If it got late, she would remind the engineer that she had to get home to her children. Or sometimes she would invite him over to dinner, and he would play with the kids. They became like a second family for him.”

“So how did she recruit him? Or did she leave that to one of the boys?”

“I’m getting to that. Audrey encouraged the scientist to talk about his work, as any woman would with a man she liked. And at some point she said, ‘Listen, someone in my office is very interested in this subject. Could you help us by pulling together some newspaper articles about it?’ And then, a few months later, she asked if maybe he could write a little analysis of his own, and then, maybe a longer study? And before long, the engineer was bringing Audrey documents out of his safe. He loved her, you see, even though it wasn’t sexual. It was a classic case, in its way.”

“Very sweet,” said Anna. “But I’d love to hear a success story that doesn’t involve an ex-secretary with a heart of gold.”

“Don’t be a snob, dearie.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it must have sounded. It’s just that Audrey’s approach—the three children and all that—doesn’t seem very relevant for a single, childless Ottoman historian manqué.”

“Fair enough,” said Margaret. “I’ll give you another example. But I’m not sure you’re going to like it any better than the first one.”

“Try me.”

“I’m thinking of a woman whose background was very similar to yours. She was an economist, with a degree from Bryn Mawr and a doctorate from somewhere or other. A charming, cultivated woman from a good family. And she proved to be one of our better women recruiters.”

“What was her trick?”

“She played to her strengths. She was an elegant, upper-middle-class woman who traveled easily in that world and used it to her advantage. We put her in the proper milieu in Western Europe, where she could make contact with foreigners of a similar background. We gave her appropriate diplomatic rank, high enough that she could entertain people who mattered. Eventually, she began to get access to real information.”

“That’s a marvelous story. Why did you think I wouldn’t like it?”

“Because the woman in question was a bit heavy. That was probably one of her advantages. It helped her men friends feel more comfortable with her. The sexual tension wasn’t there.”

Anna frowned. “You make it sound as if men are only comfortable with ugly women.”

“You misunderstand me,” said Margaret. She finished the last of her oysters and laid the shells in a row. “What I am saying is that in this era of sexual freedom, it is more difficult than you might think for a young, attractive American woman to get a foreign man to think about something other than sex. There is a notion abroad in the world that American women are easy lays.”

“Outrageous!” said Anna. She studied the neat row of oyster shells. For such a personal subject, the conversation seemed awfully impersonal. “Margaret?” she ventured.

“Yes.”

“What did you do when someone you were trying to recruit made a pass at you?”

“Ah,” said Margaret. She closed her eyes and brushed one of those invisible hairs away from her face. “What did I do? Generally, I would pretend that it wasn’t happening. I would maintain distance in the thousands of subtle ways that a woman can. Some women, without realizing it, often seem to be saying yes—through the tone of their voice, the look in their eye, the way they sit in a chair. Generally, I tried to make sure that I was saying no.”

“Generally?”

“Every case is different. Sometimes it’s useful to show a bit of leg.”

“Did you ever sleep with one of your agents?”

“Never,” she said quickly. Too quickly. “Never for operational reasons,” she added, in a tone meant to close the subject.

“What does that mean?” pressed Anna, but the older woman wouldn’t be drawn.

The waiter arrived, opened the Burgundy and served the steaks with great ceremony. He seemed to think there was something quite grand about two women feasting on such a meal. And they did have a grand time, eating and drinking and talking. By the end of the meal, Anna was flush with food and drink and becoming positively boisterous.

“Let me at ’em!” she said exuberantly. “I’m going to kick ass! You wait and see.”

“Don’t say that, my dear.”

“Why not? I’m going to do it the way the old boys do. Tough. Cool. No nonsense. Take no prisoners.”

“Stop it!” said Margaret sharply.

“What’s wrong? That’s the way the game is played.”

“No, it’s not. Or at least it doesn’t have to be.”

“How would you know?” demanded Anna. It was the cruelest thing she could have said, and she regretted it the moment the words were out of her mouth.

The older woman brushed another of those invisible hairs off her face. “My dear Anna,” she said, “I am going to give you one last piece of advice, and I hope you will remember it.”

“I’m sorry. I’m listening.”

“You don’t have to play the game the way men do. They are always talking about kicking ass, and squeezing information out of people, and busting their balls and being a tough SOB and that sort of thing. And I suppose it reassures them, all that tough talk. But that is not the way the business works. Not unless you’re a Nazi.”

Anna eyed the older woman skeptically. “So how does it work, if you’re not a Nazi?”

“Gently. You usually get more information from people by stroking them than by threatening them. Talk to them, flatter them, listen to their boring stories; occasionally, let them imagine you are seducing them.”

“In other words, act like a woman.” Anna said the last word derisively, but Margaret ignored her.

“Precisely. Don’t be afraid to be gentle. All the locker-room talk is silly. And usually it doesn’t work.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Margaret smiled. “Well, there you are. Now you know everything I know.” She reached out her hand to Anna, shook it firmly, and then kissed her young protégée on the cheek.

“No, I don’t,” said Anna.

“What have I left out?”

“You’ve told me how the game is played, but not to what end. And you haven’t explained why you first got into the business.”

“That’s for another night, I think.”

“I’m leaving tomorrow.”

“Let’s just say that I’m like Edward Stone. We’re from the same generation. We went through the same war. We learned the same lessons.”

“Come on! What were they?”

“We learned how to manipulate people. And we learned to like it.”

Anna nodded sagely, but she had barely heard. “To London!” she said, raising her wineglass one last time. If she had been wearing a mortarboard, she would have tossed it in the air.
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