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Praise for In Wolf’s Clothing



“Everything you thought you knew about this ‘Russian Spy’ caper is wrong. Read In Wolf’s Clothing and discover the astounding truth.”

—Guy Benson, FOX News contributor and author

“A great story well told. It has everything: a Russian ‘agent’ hawking gun rights and palling around with the NRA, bungling and bullying prosecutors, and a young, devoted defense lawyer not sure what was coming next. If not for the serious consequences, the story of Maria Butina could be a parody. If you watched The Americans—all the while thinking about ‘the Russians are Coming, the Russians are Coming’—you must read this book.”

—Abbe Smith, Georgetown law professor and author of Case of a Lifetime and Guilty People

“Few people understand what it’s like to stand in another person’s shoes. Fewer still can imagine what defense attorney Alfred Carry and his client Maria Butina experienced after she was charged by the United States with a crime that thrust her into the center of political conflict. In In Wolf’s Clothing, Carry offers an insider’s view, exposing society’s dangerous willingness to accept accusations as fact and allow prejudice to masquerade as justice. With quiet wit and keen observation, the book shows why defense attorneys must pull back the veil to strip away media caricatures and governmental overreach that can turn ordinary mistakes into acts of treachery. More than a courtroom narrative, In Wolf’s Clothing is a powerful reminder why zealous advocacy isn’t just about defending clients—it’s about defending proportionality and truth itself. In an age when political theater is valued over the rule of law, and public outrage drowns out constitutional protections, the book drives home a sobering truth: sometimes the most dangerous actors aren’t the accused at all.”

—Moses Cook, former president of FAMM, national nonprofit for criminal justice reform
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Foreword


by James Bamford

About a dozen blocks down Connecticut Avenue from the White House, there used to be a very fine Russian restaurant called Mari Vanna. Spidery houseplants hung from the ceiling, family photos dotted the “shabby chic” walls, and its dacha-inspired interior was cluttered with Soviet-era bric-a-brac, like colorful tchotchkes and nesting dolls that crammed the shelves. I had been out of the country for some time, and I was looking forward to getting together there with a friend, Maria Butina, and catching up. What I didn’t realize until much later was that among the other customers enjoying bowls of sushki, black bread, and pelmeni were a pair of FBI agents at a nearby table.

I first met Maria about a year and a half earlier at a lecture on peace prospects in the Middle East. At the time I was the national security columnist for Foreign Policy magazine and Maria was a graduate student from Russia at American University in Washington. At the lecture, I told a friend that I was planning to take a trip across Russia on the Trans-Siberian Railroad, and he pointed his finger at a woman in her late twenties with very long red hair and said I should talk to her, she was born in Siberia. And since I had never met anyone from Siberia, and since I was about to cross Siberia by train, I thought it was a perfect opportunity to have a lot of questions answered.

It was an enjoyable meeting, and we had a fair amount in common. I had been to Moscow many times, both as a tourist and for work. Including as the Washington investigative producer for ABC News, a filmmaker for PBS, and a writer for Wired magazine, when I interviewed and spent three days with newly arrived fugitive and NSA whistleblower Edward Snowden. So there was a lot to talk about, and we would occasionally xget together and bump into each other at lectures and other functions. But even though I had spent my career writing about US intelligence, including three bestselling books on the NSA, Maria never seemed very interested in the topic. Nor did she ever ask me a single question about NSA or intelligence, or ask me to introduce her to anyone in intelligence. Not once.

Which was why I was so surprised when she told me during our lunch at Mari Vanna that the FBI had been questioning her, and that there had been news articles alleging that she was some sort of spy or “red sparrow” seductress. Because I had been overseas when much of that was taking place, I thought at first that she was joking. I certainly knew that Maria was not a spy, but a sincere grad student studying international relations and hoping the United States and Russia could move closer together. And much later I saw an official FBI report that confirmed that agents had followed Maria to our lunch. Afterward, we would instead meet at a private club in Washington where it would be much easier to speak without being overheard. As someone who has written about the government for decades, it was a very scary time.

By August 2016, when Maria stepped off the plane from Moscow to begin her two-year grad school course at American University, Russiagate was in full steam. Slim and attractive, with the figure of a dancer and long rose-colored hair that spiraled gently down her back, Butina fit the stereotype of a seductive Russian spy, like Anna Chapman, the redheaded Russian sleeper agent arrested in New York City in 2010; Jennifer Lawrence, who played the redheaded Russian spy-seductress in the film Red Sparrow; and Keri Russell, who starred in the popular television show The Americans as a dedicated Soviet spy posing as a typical US citizen.

It was a very hazardous time to be Russian in the city. “Washington’s young émigré crowd is beginning to feel like they’re living in a spy novel. And they’re the bad guys,” noted Politico’s Ben Schreckinger in an article about being young and Russian in Washington during Russiagate. “Now, more so than ever, the capital’s young Russiantonians find themselves living in a battlefield of the new Cold War. Their Tinder dates keep asking them if they’re spies. Their landlords are interrogating them. Their xirésumés are getting tossed in the trash, and when they do get the job, their boss might warn them not to mention their nationality to people at the office. . . . And for Russians who do get the job, office life in Washington can be awkward. Dmitry Sivaev, an urban development specialist at the World Bank, recalled his annoyance when a former boss told him not to mention to colleagues that he was Russian.”

Nor was Russia fearmongering limited to Washington. On cable television it became rampant. “The most irredeemable outpost of the national media is cable news,” wrote media critic Michael Massing in The Nation. “In the past, Fox News stood out for the nakedness of its partisanship and the purity of its ideology; now, both MSNBC and CNN are mirror versions of it, tailoring their programming to the demands of their Trump-loathing audiences. With their noxious talking heads, irritating breaking-news flashes, nonstop commercials (20 or more minutes out of every 60 on CNN), performative White House correspondents, paucity of reporting, and constant drumbeat of Trump, Trump, Trump, Trump, watching these networks is a demoralizing and soul-sapping experience.”

As Russiagate exploded, Maria became an easy target since ethnic profiling was nothing new for the FBI. J. Edgar Hoover targeted Black leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. as “communists.” Then following the 9/11 attacks more than a thousand Muslims were quickly rounded up, mostly in secret, and deprived of their rights. “The decision of whom to question often appeared to be haphazard, at times prompted by law enforcement agents’ random encounters with foreign male Muslims or neighbors’ suspicions,” said a 2002 Human Rights Watch report. “The Department of Justice has subjected them to arbitrary detention, violated due process in legal proceedings against them, and run roughshod over the presumption of innocence.”

Nevertheless, I thought that what had taken place was simply an over-zealous new agent out to win points by going after Hollywood’s stereotypical spy/seductress, an attractive woman from Russia with red hair. But I was wrong. A realization I came to when I heard that she had actually been arrested and taken away in handcuffs. I was shocked and astounded, as well as angry and frustrated that I couldn’t do anything about it. Eventually I wrote a long article about the case for The New Republic magazine, and xiiappropriately titled it, “The Spy Who Wasn’t.” I also wrote several chapters that examined the case and the people behind it in my most recent book, Spyfail.

But the one bright note was that Maria’s arrest brought me in contact with her attorneys, Robert Driscoll and Alfred Carry. Over the months and eventually years that we would discuss the case and the miscarriage of justice, we became friends, and I greatly admired not just their professionalism, but their passion and dedication in fighting for justice on behalf of Maria. And it was a view she often shared with me. Following her arrest, I would frequently visit her in jail and later prison, and we would exchange letters and phone calls, and she would never stop telling me how grateful she was that Bob and Alfred had agreed to take her case, and at no expense. And yet work at it as if she was paying them a fortune.

So, I was very happy when Alfred told me he was writing a book about the case—reading it brought back many memories, some bad but mostly good. And I also appreciate him asking me to write a foreword to it. It’s a story that shows what can happen when overambitious prosecutors and the FBI follow the political hysteria rather than follow the evidence and the law.





xiiiA Note on Quotations


What follows is the true account of the Maria Butina case. Throughout the story you’ll find two types of quotations. If a quotation comes from my cocounsel, Maria, my friends, family, etc., the quotations may not be exact. While the quotations are close to what was said, the comments were often recorded after the fact. If the quotation comes from a prosecutor, media personality, judge, or if the quotation comes from an email, television, or court record, the remarks are exact.
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Chapter One


It was fall, the kind of autumn day when the Jefferson Memorial is framed in orange leaves, when the spires of Georgetown University reflect off the Potomac in terra-cotta Technicolor. On this particular day, I wasn’t tromping through a pumpkin patch with my goldendoodle or driving to a pub in horse country. I was leaving the Alexandria Detention Center, a Virginia jail facility just across the river from our nation’s capital. It was a workday, as every day had been for the past few months.

I stepped into the autumn air, behind me the concrete-and-chipped-paint facility where my client, the alleged Russian agent Maria Butina, was being held in administrative segregation. Ad seg is just a euphemism for solitary confinement in the way “they’re in a better place” is used for “jackknifed by a tractor-trailer on the beltway.” I made it a point to visit Maria to keep her spirits high or if not high then at least not “in a better place.” I’d been her attorney for only a few months, but with the media circus and trial by fire, it felt like a lifetime.

On my way out, I noticed something: Special Agents Kevin Helson and Michelle Ball entering the grounds. Helson and Ball, which sounds like a brand of high-end paint, were the FBI agents who had arrested Maria. To the public, to my friends, to cable news, to the guy at the coffee shop, the story sounded like a spy novel: cloak-and-dagger, sex-for-access, high-profile politician kind of stuff. The real story was something else altogether, and at that moment, Helson, Ball, and I were three of only a few who knew the real story.

I said hi to the special agents, whom Maria had been meeting with on a regular basis to parse out how this game would end, but I wondered why they were visiting the detention center. They couldn’t speak to Maria outside the presence of me or my cocounsel, so, as every attorney would do when they spot a curiosity, I speculated. They liked me. Most people 2do even when on the other side of a case, so it was a genial exchange. But soon my spidey-sense tingled.

Special Agent Helson asked if I knew why the guys from the Russian consulate want to visit Maria.

“They come every week,” I said.

Helson pointed out they come at the same time every week. This time, they were visiting off schedule. He asked if I knew why.

I didn’t, but here’s the thing about talking to law enforcement, and any attorney worth his salt will say the same: If you’re gonna talk, and in most situations you probably shouldn’t without your attorney present, but if you do, you better tell the truth. If you don’t, according to 18 U.S.C. 1001, you’ve committed a felony. Sure, there are nuances about material facts and whether your false statements were made knowingly, but let’s just say this: When you’re speaking to federal agents, you’re walking along the rim of an active volcano. I was certainly no stranger to this walkabout. Before making the move to a law firm on Pennsylvania Avenue, I was a public defender. I’d represented countless defendants for felony assault, drug possession, and breaking and entering. I knew the hike well.

“I don’t know,” I said.

And again, I didn’t. I could never know why the Russians wanted to visit Maria, but it might have involved a meeting between Vladimir Putin and Donald Trump in Argentina. A meeting that would be publicly canceled, but a meeting that would occur anyway and remain unreported for some time. What was said in Buenos Aires? I don’t know, but I have a guess.





3Chapter Two


It was 7:30 a.m. on July 16, 2018, and my apartment in Dupont Circle was quiet. My boyfriend and I had a small one-bedroom apartment up the street from the White House, and ever since we adopted Piper, a spirited goldendoodle, we’d been feeling the pinch of the place. Even so, we couldn’t afford anything bigger. I had just gotten a new job at McGlinchey, a national law firm on Pennsylvania Avenue, and while my salary got a little bump, my student loans were taking a big chunk out of the nest egg we were trying to squirrel away. We were happy though.

While getting dressed, I listened to Morning Joe, the MSNBC news show. The host Joe Scarborough has this folksy charm about him. If you like liberals pretending to be conservative, Morning Joe is the perfect way to start your day. During the program, Joe usually reads the newspaper, asks his cohosts and friends what they think, and lets you know what he thinks. At some point he slams a GOP critic for pretending to care about what’s at stake for middle or rural America—as if he understands the common man from his lofty perch on a Connecticut estate.

I can’t throw stones though. His convictions seem earnest, and I lived in a bubble too.

As far as bubbles go, DC was a perfect liberal bastion, a place where Hillary Clinton got over 90 percent of the vote, where the streets were adorned with rainbow flags, where alt-right was a curse word, and where, after Trump had won the election, tony elementary schools canceled classes. We were angry snowflakes in DC, and except for the new occupant in the White House, who sometimes left town on the weekends, my neighbors operated on the same page. During morning walks with Piper, as I’m picking up her alt-right, it wasn’t unusual to hear a stranger complain about the president: Trump, am I right?

4It was a sticky summer day, but I walked to work, passing a protest outside the White House and another one outside the Trump Hotel. It was tough for Democrats to be reminded of their defeat everywhere they looked, but by mid-2018, the liberal depression had settled into a controlled fury. If there was an election, the Left was coming out. If a cabinet official was eating at a local restaurant, liberals were vocal about it. If a large corporation did business with the administration, progressive wallets were taken elsewhere.

I was less inclined to follow the mob.

Former President Barack Obama criticized callout culture by saying “[t]his idea of purity and you’re never compromised and you’re always politically woke” is not activism. “The world is messy. There are ambiguities. People who do really good stuff have flaws. People who you are fighting may love their kids and, you know, share certain things with you.”

I certainly don’t despise Republicans. They contain, as everyone else does, multitudes. This is to say, if you paint someone with only the brush of wickedness or the brush of virtue, rather than examine their individual acts, you compress nuanced human experience to a single digit rather than examine what is righteous and destructive in each of us.

Remember how President Reagan and his press secretary Larry Speakes treated the AIDS epidemic when it was killing thousands of Americans, mostly in the gay community? I don’t, but I read history. They treated it as a “great joke” according to White House journalist Lester Kinsolving. Moral criticism of the Reagan White House is justified and unexamined by Republicans. However, the same blinders are firmly latched on liberals. George W. Bush started PEPFAR, the largest relief effort by any nation to address a single disease—an initiative that has contributed more than $110 billion to fight HIV/AIDS. I hear Democrats attack Bush for the Iraq War and for vilifying LGBTQ Americans in his second campaign, but I hear nothing about the 25 million lives he saved through PEPFAR. I should.

I arrived at my office building on Freedom Plaza, commemorating where Martin Luther King Jr. wrote “I Have a Dream,” and stepped into the cool air of the lobby. In retrospect, I should have taken an Uber. My boyfriend would have complained about the unnecessary expense, but at 5the moment, I would have stayed in our tiny apartment for the rest of my life if I could get my shirt unstuck from my back.

I’d been at the job for a couple of months, working in the litigation practice group. A friend of my brother recommended me for the job, and I did stuff like defend parties in various lawsuits in federal court. As for the law firm itself, I was beginning to figure out the politics of the place. Like at most law firms, roughly a third of the lawyers are partners, the ones who scoop up big clients with their subject-matter expertise and sometimes do interviews on television. Robert Driscoll, the partner who worked in the office next to mine, was frequently on Fox News hashing out the legal issues of the day. McGlinchey is a national law firm with a lot of attorneys, so naturally some are Republican—the firm is based out of Louisiana. I tend to like Republicans who are lawyers.

I saw a path for my law firm career, and overall, there were three ways to get ahead. One, you distinguish yourself with competent work, like winning an important case. Two, you have a partner and mentor who invites you to important dinners and introduces you to important people. And three, you find clients with deep pockets. I didn’t quite fit the bill on the last two counts, but just a few weeks after taking the job, I scored an important legal victory. Before coming to McGlinchey, I argued an appellate case about an immigrant’s criminal trial rights before the District of Columbia Court of Appeals. The published decision of the en banc court—the full bench of judges on the court rather than a usual panel of three—was handed down just as I was settling into my new position. The firm sent out a press release, which to me, a young lawyer, was a big deal. I didn’t know a bigger deal was sitting in a jail cell just down the street.

Sitting down to dig into one of my cases, I heard a conversation next door, a phone call between Bob Driscoll and a federal prosecutor.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Bob said. “You’ve got a First Amendment problem.”

I leaned away from the computer and toward the door to listen closer— not lurking exactly but fact-finding. Lawyers do that.

Bob continued, “I don’t know any student who’s been arrested for being a foreign agent. Do you?”

6Foreign agent, the stuff of spy novels. I stood up and stepped to my door.

“Your interpretation of the law is unreasonably broad,” Bob said before finishing the call and hanging up the phone.

When he did, I walked to his doorway and found him sitting at his desk. Bob was a big man. His shirt sometimes fell out of place—something I struggle with as a tall person—but he looked good. Sharp in dress but also in mind, Bob knew the insides of the Republican political machine and was frequently on the news telling it like he sees it. He worked at the Justice Department as a Deputy Assistant Attorney General and Chief of Staff in the Civil Rights Division.

“Interesting case,” I said.

“Yeah,” Bob said. “Government just arrested this Russian I’ve been working with. Maria Butina. Gonna be all over the news.”

A case that gets news coverage was a surefire way to get attention from the higher-ups. Not only would they think of you when the case was splashed across the paper, they’d talk to you about its status, offer suggestions on strategy, and bring you in on other high-profile matters. Seems silly to say now, but I could imagine five or six of us having steaks at The Palm, tossing constitutional concerns back and forth. That was the lawyer big league, which I had only seen through glass windows when providing counsel as a public defender to those who couldn’t afford it. I could think of no better way to get a seat at the table than with a case that was “all over the news.”

“Who’s the judge?” I asked, hoping for someone I knew or better yet seen in my days representing the underserved.

“Uh, Robinson I think.”

“Deborah Robinson?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “She was a professor of mine in law school.” She taught a seminar I took on the administration of criminal justice, an interesting course. “When’s the hearing?”

“One o’clock,” he said, checking his watch.

I stepped into his office. “Presumably we’ll pick a date for a preliminary hearing. And if it comes up, she may assess bail conditions, flight risk, danger to the community, etc. to determine whether our client can be released pretrial. Do you know if the government is seeking detention? What’s our position?”

7Our position. You see how I just insinuated myself onto the defense team? Bob noticed the move as he notices most things, but he also realized I could help. I had experience in criminal work.

“Do you wanna go?”



I burst into my apartment where my boyfriend was working with Piper at his side.

“Grabbing a suit,” I said crossing our one-room living room/kitchen/ office. “Going to court.”

“Someone in trouble?” he asked as Piper leapt to the floor to chase after me.

“A foreign student from Russia was just arrested,” I called from the bedroom. “Don’t know the details, just that the feds claim she’s a foreign agent of the Russian government. Might be on the news. Gotta run back to the office to grab some things, then sprint to the courthouse to meet her before the hearing.”

“Meat loaf for dinner?”

“Yes, but put it in the fridge. I’ll be home late.”





8Chapter Three


To some Russians, being named after a family member is unlucky. It’s thought that if you share a name, you share a destiny, and since the Slavs believe each person should pursue their own fate, names like Henry VIII would be doomed. So it was especially unfortunate when Maria was born and she was named after not one but two family members: both grandmothers. From her first day, Maria was pulled in two different directions by two very different women.

Maria’s paternal grandmother, also Maria Butina, was a communist born after the Bolshevik revolution. In the Stalinist era, her devotion to communist ideology was commonplace, but as she rigidly held to those principles in the twenty-first century, she seemed dated to the next generation and mystifying to the generations after that. Imagine having a grandmother loyal to the Bull Moose Party, with the firm expectation that Teddy Roosevelt’s theories would rise again.

This grandmother—Grandma Butina—was the man of the house. She never cleaned, cooked, or performed any of the usual domestic duties, which included giving familial affection to her husband and sons. She was present, but she instilled order in the household and demanded perfection. Grandma Butina gave her sons a good education, but beyond that, they were left to figure things out and find success on their own. A loyal communist, she advocated public service, just not the kind that started at home. As Grandma Butina thought, when true communism came, the kind preached by Lenin and Marx, her family would be dissolved.

For a time in the Soviet Union, there was a push to do that. As far as the Bolsheviks were concerned, the family was a capitalist construct designed to preserve private property and perpetuate class divisions. Once private ownership was abolished, the nuclear family could, in theory, cease to exist. Though the family unit was considered necessary during the 9transition, the Bolsheviks planned to phase it out. In 1918, the Soviets introduced new rules on marriage and family, which brought domestic life in Russia closer to Marxist theory.

Paradoxically, this revision of social norms ushered in a new era of feminism in Russia. Before 1914, women needed their husband’s permission to work or attend university. After the revolution, at least legislatively on paper, women were on equal footing—whereas in the United States, women were still fighting for the right to vote. But these novel ideas didn’t last. Stalinism brought a new wave of social and economic policies, and by 1936, there was a stark ideological shift away from the Bolshevik ideals. The revolutionary doctrine was deprecated as quickly as it came. It was during this ideological whiplash of social policy that Grandma Butina was born. And much like the secrecy of the Soviet state, she became a Matryoshka doll of socialist ideology—layered, silent, and sealed shut.

The paternal side of Maria’s family was full of fascinating figures. Her great-great-grandfather was a cavalier in World War I. Her great-grandfather was an artillery fighter in World War II. Her great-grandmother was a beekeeper. Her grandfather was a shepherd, and her grandmother, Grandma Butina, was a teacher. She was born in Ukraine and raised near the country of Georgia. But beyond those details, secrecy mostly prevailed. Grandma Butina’s husband Victor Butin had been incarcerated, though the younger generations didn’t know why. Perhaps Victor himself didn’t even know—it was Soviet Russia after all. But nobody on the paternal side discussed those family secrets. Nobody discussed anything but patriotism and politics through a socialist lens.

Grandma Butina and Victor Butin’s son Valery had known Irina, his future wife, for about five years before they married. Yet they dated only a few months before he proposed. Following custom, Valery traveled to Irina’s native village to ask her father for her hand in marriage, a tradition still followed today. Just as customary, the wedding took place in Gornyak, Grandma Butina and Victor Butin’s village. It was there that Grandma Butina saw Irina’s mother. But as it turned out, it wasn’t their first meeting. By a strange twist of fate, they had met many years before.

Irina’s mother, also named Maria—Grandma Shapovalova—was a city girl who grew up near Moscow. Well-educated in Stalin’s Russia, she went 10on class trips across the Soviet Union to explore communist history, or at least the version the state wanted her and her fellow students to see. At university, Grandma Shapovalova traveled to the Caucasus Mountains in Georgia on a geological expedition, which sounds much more adventurous than my own college field trips. While on the school trip to the Soviet satellite state, Grandma Shapovalova met a gaggle of young women, one of whom shared her name. It was a brief meeting, and the odds of the two women ever crossing paths again—let alone being brought together decades later by the marriage of their children, among hundreds of millions across the Soviet Union—were extraordinary. Though they were young women when they first met, when they saw each other again years later, they instantly recognized each other.

Grandma Shapovalova’s life was winding. In the Soviet days, it wasn’t uncommon to be sent to some far-flung corner of the Soviet Union after finishing school, and she was no exception. The government took her passport, gave her a train ticket, and exiled her from the only home she had ever known. Able to return only once a year to visit her parents, she was forced to settle in the far western town of Lokot, a small village of a few hundred people. The grim circumstances of this banishment could have been ruinous if not for a chance encounter with Vladimir Shapovalov, an electrical engineer working in the town.

After a brief courtship, Vladimir proposed on a beautiful black horse in the white winter snow. Maria had been dating another man in Moscow, but the sight of Vladimir overtook her, and she felt compelled to follow her heart, another twist in her young life. In the beginning of their marriage, life was difficult. The young couple raised two children under extreme circumstances, trekking miles each day just to get water and food. Still, they were happy. They never argued. They teased each other, sure, but they loved one another deeply and openly. It was a relationship that stood in perfect contrast to Maria’s paternal grandparents.

Without a doubt, the Butins and the Shapovalovs were different. The Butins were cold and closed off. The Shapovalovs were warm and accessible. Vladimir’s family was an open book. He possessed a genealogical account, going back seven generations, that noted the heroism of his brother in World War II among other details of the family. These two 11polar tributaries, the Butins and the Shapovalovs, would eventually meet to create a wellspring of contradiction in their granddaughter on the eve of the Soviet collapse.



In the late 1980s, Gorbachev was leader of the USSR, and the Soviet republics were crumbling. Amid this collapse and among the spiraling unemployment and social unrest, Irina and Valery Butin had their first child. Maria was born in Barnaul, Siberia, on November 10, 1988. In the cold winter months that followed, when the high temperatures could peak at 40 degrees below freezing, Maria contracted pneumonia, a dire condition for an infant. Given the uncertainty of the time and the young couple’s own difficult circumstances, Irina and Valery settled on a desperate remedy. Together, they traveled with Maria on a train to Kulunda, a village on the southern edge of Russia. There, Irina and Valery said goodbye to their new daughter before boarding a train back home.

Only an infant, unaware of what had happened, Maria spent the first six years of her life in an orphanage, an early turn of events that could have shattered her future. Yet, though her parents had left her, they had not abandoned her. Maria had not been given up for adoption. She had been placed in the care of her doting grandmother Maria Shapovalova, who worked at the orphanage.

It is Grandma Shapovalova along with her loving husband Grandpa Vladimir who raised Maria. In her earliest memories, Maria can recall the sights and smells of her beloved babushka: pancakes and mayflowers, pearls and fine clothing. And so it was, Maria followed in the literal footsteps of her grandmother, each day accompanying her to the orphanage where she taught and raised young children. Sometimes acting as a dorm mother and sometimes as a warden, Shapovalova raised both the abandoned children as well as her granddaughter from eight in the morning until nine at night. Some evenings, Maria would sleep in the orphanage with her grandmother, but usually, when her grandmother worked late, Maria would meet her grandfather halfway between the orphanage and the electric utility where he worked. In the summer months, Maria would race across the hot concrete street and leap into his arms. With great pomp, he would lift her into the air before embracing her. Carrying 12Maria, Grandpa Vladimir would stop for a newspaper on the way home as they chatted about this and that.

On the weekends, Maria would work in the garden with her grandfather, whom she saw as an optimistic and strong leader. She loved burning leaves when autumn came. During lovely spring days, Vladimir taught his granddaughter chess, a game they would play for decades to come. Vladimir instilled in Maria a deep passion for reading. He read her mysteries and told her stories about the famous spies of the Soviet Union. He read her Jules Verne and described in great detail the Nautilus, the submarine helmed by the fictional Captain Nemo. At age six, when most Russians were just learning their letters, Maria was already a fluent reader, having been at it for years.

Maria’s early life was unusual, but it was nothing if not ideal. Though she seldom saw her parents, who missed her dearly, the years spent with her grandparents were full of warmth, curiosity, and growth. Never once did she hear her grandparents quarrel. Never was she denied kindness. Yet, when Maria turned six, it was time to return to a home she barely knew to attend an elementary school she didn’t know at all.

On August 25, 1995, Maria’s parents Irina and Valery arrived at the only home Maria had ever known and loaded her into a white Volga, an expensive car for the time. Valery’s business had been doing well, and the moment had come to begin again, properly this time. Shortly after returning to her parents’ home, Maria started school.

In Russia, the first day of September is Knowledge Day, the beginning of the academic year for every school, college, and university in the country. At age six, Maria was taken by her mother to her first convocation, a bewildering experience for a child. Then, on September 2, the first day of class, instead of being brought to school like so many other children, Maria had to walk on her own. Maria’s father had left for a business trip, and her mother had stayed home to care for Maria’s little sister. Maria was afraid of the unknown, but as they say, you must face it eventually. No longer did Maria live with the parental figures who literally lit her path. Now she had to venture into darkness alone.

While the first school year was a frightening baptism and a tough integration into a new social order, her summer was spent with her 13grandparents. Along with her sister and their two cousins, the grandchildren would always spend each summer in Kulunda.

The four of them, all close in age, devoted most of each day to a single game. Not chess, which Maria still played with her grandfather on the weekends, but a game that undermined the very underpinnings of their communist past. They called it The Market. In the game, which was more of a social experiment, their grandparents’ home was a society where capitalism ruled. The garden, the sauna, and the guesthouse were different shops and restaurants that did business to those who could afford their products and services. Maria’s older cousin was often a banker, a customs agent, and a civil servant. For anything financial or governmental, he could help you—for a price. Maria published a newspaper, Our Daily News, which at its peak reached as many as six people. Maria also owned a casino to supplement her bottom line because the journalism racket was tough. Then again, times were frequently lean in the rat race, but at least you could blow off steam at the bar. The children would mix jam with water—they had no lemonade—and the cocktail would do the trick. The younger cousin usually did grunt work, cleaning and doing grandmother’s chores. Maria’s sister was in even worse shape. Often homeless, she received social welfare, a nod to a previous era in Russia. Throughout the day, the kids exchanged books, made fake money, and provided shoddy services. Inflation was a bear, but they soldiered through the difficult cycles because it was the spirit of the time. Capitalism was on the rise in Russia in the 1990s, so even children had financial empires, if only in their imaginations.

This was Maria’s beginning: a newborn raised in Arcadia, transferred back to confront the real world alone, and then for the rest of her childhood, alternating between the fantasy of one and the grimness of the other. In some ways, this cycle reflected the two Marias from which the girl came. During the school year, she followed the dictates of Russian tradition, studied properly, and made few friends. Indeed, she was ordered and pragmatic like Grandma Butina. But during the summers, Maria indulged in her capitalist fantasies. She was curious about new things and met them with a warm and loving disposition like her Grandma Shapovalova. Ultimately, this passion would lead Maria on a path to another country. 14When the children made their fake currency, they drew American dollar signs across the tender. Without fully realizing it, they were promoting the greatest antagonist to their motherland, the greatest proponent of capitalism in the world: the United States of America.





15Chapter Four


Maria was arrested on a Sunday after a convoy of unmarked FBI vans sped toward her apartment a few blocks from American University. To the FBI, the timing was critical. They hadn’t intercepted incriminating intelligence about past or upcoming criminal activity, but they had gotten wind that Maria was planning to possibly flee the country. In the legal world, we call that an indicator of consciousness of guilt. In truth, her possessions had been packed in boxes, and there was a U-Haul truck parked outside her apartment.

Special agents in bulletproof vests flooded the building. She was just one person, but they had to be ready in case she had firearms or explosive devices. Russian spies even have access to radioactive materials, biological weapons, and nerve agents—two assassins used such things in England on Sergei and Yulia Skripal a few months earlier. A young redhead posing as a graduate student may seem harmless, but caution can save lives.

With special agents in place, lead investigator Kevin Helson knocked on Maria’s apartment. Her boyfriend answered. Helson called out for her, and she came to the door, setting down her strawberries and stepping away from the Wimbledon match that was on TV. When Helson asked her to step into the hallway, she complied. There, she was placed in handcuffs.

The FBI agents soon confirmed Maria’s possessions were packed in boxes, but also discovered she wasn’t fleeing to Russia. Naturally, U-Haul trucks have trouble driving across the ocean
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