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        Levittown, NY

        July 1959

      

      

      Only after Gladys Dietz sprinted across traffic did she realize it had been ages since she’d run. She collected herself on the curb with a pat of her damp forehead, wondering if anyone had noticed—a woman her age, running across Division Street, and in her new pastel-blue dress, no less. Then she decided she really didn’t care. The gossip she had to spread might just be worth the embarrassment.

      The last time something exciting happened in Levittown, New York, was when little Joey Russo snuck into the women’s changing room at the Orchid Country Club. He’d hidden in June McFadden’s locker while she was in the steam bath, watching in earnest through the metal vent—some say for a good hour—and arguably learning more about the female anatomy than most gynecologists.

      Joey’s legendary grin, despite him being dragged out by the ear, dominated beauty shop gossip for weeks; that is, until Gladys Dietz arrived for her weekly shampoo and set at Florence’s Starlight Salon.

      Gladys swung open the door of the beauty shop with a clatter, spying Florence after a brief search through the ammonia fog rising from the permanent waves. She clicked all the way to the back in her heels, past a dozen women under the dryers, and threw herself into Florence’s big pink chair.

      “Did you hear the news?” Gladys asked before her tush even hit the seat, though every home in the newly created subdivision of Levittown had a television set, and Florence might have already heard, now that Gladys thought of it. She caught herself holding her breath, waiting to see if someone had beaten her to it.

      Florence smashed out her burning cigarette before spinning Gladys’s chair around to have a look at her in the mirror. “What news, love?”

      Gladys sat up with a pretentious smile—she was the first one to bring the story through the front doors of Florence’s. “It’s bigger than the Joey incident,” she said, purposely throwing her voice, which snapped through the beauty shop like a whip. Dryers turned off, and even the women getting the cream rinsed from their permanents looked up from the sinks, water dribbling into their eyes.

      “The communists kidnapped an American woman. Someone local, maybe even from Levittown.” That last part was the real gossip—unverified but inspired by watching her neighbor, that slick-haired Mae Pierce, in the days before the American woman mysteriously disappeared. Gladys couldn’t resist imagining that she was somehow involved. Mae had never fit in, and Gladys once heard her speaking Russian—she’d sworn it—though she was peeking through Mae’s window curtains at the time, and she wasn’t going to admit that part to the crew at Florence’s. “The news was smuggled out of Russia—what if she’s dead?”

      A gasp echoed from under one of the dryers.

      “I’ll turn on the radio,” Florence said, and the women clamored around, curlers bumping against curlers as Florence searched for the news station on the scratchy AM radio.

      “What’s a woman from Levittown doing in the Soviet Union?” Florence asked, which made Gladys shrug, but the real question was why would the Russians kidnap her? And the answer to that was scary enough to cause a ripple of chattering fear among the housewives at Florence’s.

      “Shh—” Florence tuned in the crackling station, and when Gladys heard Senator McMurry’s voice come through clear as a bell, she knew she’d hit a home run with her gossiping; this story had bona fide meat, and running across Division Street had been worth it.

      “Turn it up,” Gladys said, tapping Florence’s arm.

      The women cupped their ears over the curlers.

      “Earlier this month, twenty-seven young women traveled to Moscow as part of the American Exhibition. Only one has gone missing, and there’s a rumor she’s a spy.” All the ladies gasped. “The White House has denied that the woman even exists, yet sources close to the Pentagon say the situation is grave, sparking rumors of atomic war and an international cover-up…”

      The station broke apart with scratching and popping. By the time Florence was able to tune it back in, she’d caught the senator’s dreaded last words.

      “God help her, and the world, if this is true.”
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        Several days earlier

      

      

      I woke with a jolt, hearing the tip-tap of footsteps creeping across my living room floor. I’d locked my door, though the night before was a blur after being pulled abruptly from my dream, and now I wasn’t sure. For some reason, having a crook sneak through my front door seemed more menacing than one climbing through my window. I reached under my bed, wrapping my fingers around the baseball bat I always kept nearby, before lifting away the bedcovers. A man would take clomping steps when these were deliberately placed on my floor. Delicate—a crook in expensive shoes. A woman.

      I threw the bat back as I stood, hands gripping tightly, ready to take a swing from behind the door when my oldest and dearest friend, Sutton Maxfield, stepped into my bedroom, and nearly lost her head.

      We both yelped—Sutton a little louder, and for good reason. I had a flawless swing.

      “God, Sutton! I almost clocked you,” I said, lowering the bat, while she held her chest. “What are you doing here?” I slumped against the wall, trying to catch my breath and collect my wits. My heart pounded. “And why didn’t you knock? I have a doorbell, too, you know?”

      “I did knock.”

      She glanced around my bedroom, her expression slowly turning into a disgusted frown, remarking on the empty liquor bottle on the floor, the overflowing ashtray on my dresser, and the dirty clothes strewn about. I snatched my stocking from her gloved hand when she lifted it from the lamp. “Let me get dressed, all right?” I waved her toward the door to have a seat in the living room, or at the kitchen table—or anywhere she wanted to go—so I could have a second to clean up.

      I wrapped a red chiffon scarf over my head and slipped on my silky black Japanese dressing gown. I didn’t have time to do the works, but this was Sutton, after all—she’d seen me looking worse. I dabbed on a bit of lipstick and staggered out moments later, looking for my lighter and cigarettes, which I found on the kitchen counter where I’d left them.

      “Rough night?” she asked as I flicked my lighter open, striking a flame.

      “It’s a weekday. Don’t you have work?” I had a few puffs, eyeing her through a ribbon of smoke. “Still with the…” I twirled my finger in the air as if I couldn’t remember the name. It was still the Office of Strategic Services to me, even though they hadn’t used that name since 1945.

      “Central Intelligence Agency.”

      “Yeah, that’s it,” I said, blowing smoke from my mouth. “CIA.”

      “You know what it’s called. It wasn’t that long ago we were partners in the war.”

      “It was fourteen years ago,” I said.

      “Seems like yesterday to me.”

      “Mmm.” I rested my backside against the kitchen counter, hand perched in the air with a smoking cigarette, waiting for her to tell me why she’d paid me a visit. It couldn’t be to talk about her shoes, which I managed to get a good look at without staring. Satin black stilettos. Dior 1955 was my best guess. She always did have great taste. “Well?” I asked. “Why are you here, and so damn early in the morning, too?”

      “I wanted to see my friend.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t buy it.” She came by to ask me something, and it was important enough that she had to show up before most people were even awake.

      I watched her as she studied my living room, where I had dead flowers in vases and dust an inch thick on end tables. “My goodness, Mae.” She took off her white gloves, letting me know she wasn’t going to leave anytime soon, and set them on the kitchen table, where she finally had a seat. “What’s happened to you?” She spied the delinquent notices from the taxman and attempted to finger through my stack of bills. “Are you still having nightmares?”

      I moved the notices. “Does it matter?”

      I lifted the curtain where the crack of morning shone through the split, taking a hard look down the road to see if anyone was watching me from a parked car. To my relief, nobody was there, but I did see Sutton’s car. A shiny new Cadillac. Her job at the CIA paid well, though I already knew that by looking at her shoes.

      “I’m concerned about you. I was in Vienna, too. The SS could have easily captured me instead, or even Vera, for that matter. We were working together and operating under the same risk.”

      Vera. Our asset behind enemy lines and our friend, who vanished into the shadows of Vienna after our last mission. I spun around. I hadn’t heard her name in years.

      “It wasn’t your fault. Don’t let the ghosts of war chain you forever.”

      I felt the jagged scar on my thigh beneath the soft silk of my dressing gown, a silent reminder. “If what happened at the Hotel Metropole wasn’t my fault, then whose was it?”

      The truth was, there was nobody else to blame, and in the end, that mission had cost me my life—not physically, but in every other way that mattered.

      “You know, you’ve never asked how I was able to locate you that night at the hotel. If it hadn’t been for Vera⁠—”

      “Sutton.” I crossed my arms. “If you don’t want me to dwell on the past, then why do you occasionally bring it up, and why bring up Vera? We’ll never see her again. Tell me why you’re here. Wait, let me guess. You’re here to offer me a job?” She was always trying to find me steady work, like a big sister, or a persistent mother intent on taking care of her wayward daughter.

      “Tell me, is playing the Italian Lottery in Brooklyn paying well?”

      I shrugged. My aunt said I had the gift of foresight like a girl from her village on the Black Sea—Nina Sophia, a girl who saw and felt things. But since I returned from the war, I thought it was possible that Nina Sophia just liked to watch people, like I did, study their mannerisms, and use that to her advantage. Use your gift and play the numbers game, my aunt told me before she died, but not poker, because the cards will kill you sooner or later.

      Boy, was she right about that last part.

      “I told you before. I’m not cut out to be someone’s secretary.” My fingernails were always painted a glossy red, and my hair was dyed jet black from a cheap bottle, with thick-cut bangs. One look at me, and whoever I’d be working for would show me the door, and I had no interest in changing.

      “This time it’s different,” she said.

      “You always say that.” I took another peek out the window, which turned into a pressed nose against the glass when I thought I heard someone sneaking up my front lawn, but it was only my neighbor, Gladys Dietz, tending to her roses—and getting a good look at Sutton’s car. That was the real reason she was outside so early in the morning, and in that dreadful pink polyester housecoat of hers.

      I exhaled, relieved it was just Gladys.

      Sutton’s gaze shifted between the window and my stack of bills—she knew I was looking for someone, and it wasn’t a social call. I was in trouble. She pushed a chair out from under the table with her foot. “Have a seat.”

      The words sounded innocent enough, but they were a test—to see if I’d borrowed more than I could repay to keep my house afloat, and whether I was desperate enough to finally consider one of her offers for once in my life. The moment I took the seat, she knew my back was up against the wall.

      My only saving grace was that the sharks I was in debt to were Italian, not Russian. They didn’t know how to be sneaky. And they gave warnings. Rumor was to keep a lookout for a sky-blue Impala staking out your house for two days straight before one of the Gallucci brothers formally came knocking for his loan, plus interest.

      Sutton pushed the ashtray closer to me. “I need your help, and it seems you need mine.”

      I flicked ash into the ashtray. “I’m listening.”

      “I was asked to pick two agents to be part of a bigger team. It’s a clandestine operation of the utmost importance. Mae, I want you to come work for me at the CIA.”

      Her brow furrowed after my face froze.

      “Aren’t you going to say something?”

      “You want me to be a girl spy?” I asked.

      “Special female agent, Mae,” she said through her teeth. “This is quite serious, and just so I’m clear, and you’re clear, you’ll have to follow orders. Strict orders.”

      I laughed. “You know how I am with orders,” I said. She watched me smoke a good amount of my cigarette before I smashed it out in the ashtray and asked her the most obvious question. “Why me? There are others to ask.”

      “Because you’re one of the best. You speak Russian, among other things. Those other jobs I offered you in the past were because I care about you. I thought you could use the steady income. This one is because I need you.”

      “I’m not the same woman from fourteen years ago, Sutton. The war is over, and I’m not a spy.”

      “It’s a different war, and it is who you are.” She stood up and tossed back the window curtain, which got me to sit up in my chair.

      “You want to argue about this?” I asked.

      “You’ll be paid.”

      “How much?” I asked, indulging her.

      “Handsomely. Enough to satisfy whoever’s after you.” She turned, looking at me over her shoulder, and my lips pinched.

      “Why me?” I asked again, but Sutton’s emotionless expression lent no clues. “There are other women from the war you could ask. Good ones. Possibly even great ones—ones without so many problems, I’m sure.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “There are.”

      I laughed. “Well, glad you can admit it. Don’t be shy.”

      “It’s you I trust the most, Mae. And your talent—nobody has made a German wet himself by the mere sound of her voice.”

      I smiled at that one. “He did piss himself, didn’t he? Right there in the interrogation tent. SS Officer Bredehoft. God, I’ll never forget his name. That was a good day.”

      “If you remember, it was some of the finest intelligence we ever received.”

      I nodded because she was right about that part. The only thing the Germans feared more than the Americans was the Russians. And I had an incredible talent for changing into one on a dime. It was a skill I inherited from my Russian mother. One moment I could be Russian, and the next, American. Or German, if I wanted, which I inherited from my father. My parents had sent me to live with my aunt in the thirties when restrictions on Jews in Hitler’s Germany started to take a sinister turn. They died in Auschwitz, but they died together, is what I heard, my father refusing to divorce his Jewish wife, and paying the price.

      She pulled an empty bottle of vodka from my liquor cart. “Was this your chosen poison last night?”

      “Must you?” I asked.

      She set the bottle down and reached for her gloves.

      “It’s been a tough week, that’s all,” I said, as if I had to explain.

      “If we could just go back in time, fix the past. What happened to you wasn’t⁠—”

      “Yeah, but we can’t go back,” I said.

      “You can, however, fix the future. It doesn’t have to be like…” She gave the room another glance—a hard glance—to make her point. “This.”

      I couldn’t deny that the money would fix a lot of my problems, maybe even fix my life, like she implied. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Don’t you miss it, Mae? Just a little bit?” she asked. “You don’t fit in here, in this neighborhood. Every home is the same. All the housewives. The families, the children. The normalcy.”

      “You got that right,” I said. “I don’t fit in, but it’s all I have, along with my aunt’s Chevrolet in the garage.”

      I inherited the house from my aunt, who’d bought it with my uncle’s pension, but then she died just two weeks after moving in, never having enjoyed the fruits of his labor. Now I was on the cusp of losing both the house and the car.

      “You can have more than all this, much more, if you agree.”

      “I said I’d think about it. You can’t just pop in on me, ask me to be a girl spy⁠—”

      “Special female agent, Mae.”

      I cleared my throat. I wasn’t about to argue with her over the term. “I need to know more. What are the details and what do I need to do?”

      “A car will pick you up later and take you to my office, where I can tell you more since I’m not allowed to talk about it in detail outside of a secure space. If you don’t show up, then I know your answer.” She kissed both my cheeks. “I miss you, Mae. I hope you’ll be in that car.”

      I kissed her back. “I miss you, too, you old hag.”

      She smiled like she always did when I called her a hag, because she was anything but. Then she turned on her heel and sauntered out the front door like a fashion model, her body hanging from those high cheekbones, her head tilted just so, and a white pocketbook hooked on her arm. Not a spot on her, even after she sat at my table and took her white gloves off. This was the same woman I once saw dressed like a man, dirt on her face, and holding a gun to an SS officer’s head, demanding he tell us where the bridges were. And she looked gorgeous doing it, too.

      I followed her out to watch her from the open doorway, retying my dressing gown and squinting from the harsh, rising sun.

      “Good morning, neighbor,” Gladys said from her roses, and the smile I had on my face fell as hard and heavy as a hot stone. Gladys tiptoed up to our shared fence, resting her hands on the white pickets, a slight flick of her chin toward Sutton as she drove away. “She’s beautiful. Relative?”

      I pulled a fresh cigarette from my pocket, eyeing her as I struck a flame with my lighter. “Good morning, Mrs. Dietz.” I’d caught her sneaking around my window the other day, and I was still debating whether to tell her. I figured she’d already told Carol, my neighbor on the other side, about it and spread gossip up and down Maple Street that she’d heard me speaking Russian to my cat and that I must be a communist spy.

      Sutton had put me in a strange mood, and I thought, why not tease her a little?

      “Mrs. Dietz?”

      She perked. “Yes?”

      “Was that you I saw at my window yesterday?” I raised my voice slightly, accentuating the question, and she looked rather shocked that I’d confronted her. “I saw a lump of material all hunkered down in the grass.” I took a long drag of my cigarette.

      “Oh, did you see me?”

      I could tell she was scrambling to come up with a plausible excuse when she pulled at her hands, and I almost felt sorry for her.

      “My tabby cat got loose, and she’s an indoor cat—doesn’t have claws. She loves those begonias of yours, so you probably caught me looking there.” She pointed to my window.

      “Your cat, huh?” I blew smoke from the corner of my mouth, looking back at my kitchen window. I didn’t have begonias, but I did have a nice patch of weeds.

      “I didn’t find her, sadly, but I did hear you talking to yours. Mischa, is that her name?” Mrs. Dietz had a little glimmer in her eye. My cat had a Russian name, to her delight. More gossip for her to spread.

      “Yes, well, I must be going, Mrs. Dietz,” I said, just as the neighborhood pest, a Dachshund named Duke, started digging a hole in her garden. “And Duke’s back.”

      She threw her hands up and ran over to the dog, screeching frantically like I knew she would. At the same time, I started to walk back into my house, only to find that a car had pulled up into my other neighbor’s driveway, which, to a stranger, could have been mistaken for my driveway because the homes were packed together like sardines in a can and nearly identical in all shades of beige.

      It was a gray car, and the driver wore a hat that matched. He looked strangely at me over his steering wheel, and Gladys Dietz couldn’t have been more intrigued, turning back for a gawking look after shooing Duke away.

      He must be lost if he’d ended up on Maple Street.

      I approached his door, and he rolled down the window. “You lost, pal?”

      “Mae Pierce?” he asked.

      I took a step back. He wasn’t an Italian goon, and his car was too dull to belong to a Gallucci brother, so I wasn’t concerned, just curious. “Yeah.”

      “I’m here to pick you up. Ms. Maxfield scheduled a car for you.”

      I blinked. “She just left.” He looked at me as if that didn’t matter, and more so, what was the problem? “Look, buddy, I didn’t think I had to decide after two fat minutes.”

      He turned his wrist to look at his watch. “It’s seven. Are you coming? Or should I deliver a message that you refused?”

      The car’s engine ticked warmly under the hood, and my bare feet started to burn on the concrete from the July sun despite the early hour.

      “Everything all right, neighbor?” Gladys asked from over the picket fence. “Does he need directions?”

      My gaze lifted to the street where another car—a sky-blue Impala—drove slowly around the corner, studying the homes. “Dear God, they found me,” I said aloud. Just as I’d suspected, they didn’t try to conceal themselves and stuck out like a sore thumb in this neighborhood.

      I ducked, which confused Sutton’s driver. “Ma’am?”

      I closed my eyes briefly, trying to think of what to do, with my back pressed to his car door. I couldn’t run into my house because the Italians would see me dashing across the lawn, and if they did manage to miss me, busybody Gladys would alert them, call out my name. I patted my chest where my heart thumped. It was one of the warnings, I told myself, then wondered if that was a lie and they’d break my legs right there in front of Gladys Dietz when they found out I was penniless. At least it wasn’t Guido Gallucci himself. Then I really was done for, but this was alarming all on its own.

      “Ma’am?” the driver asked again, peeking down at me through his window, but I was already opening his back passenger door and diving onto the seat.

      “Go, go!”

      “I can give you a moment to get dressed.” He craned his neck around to look at me lying flat on the back seat, while I was trying to maintain some of my womanly dignity by throwing the tail of my black dressing gown over my legs.

      “Don’t look at me! They’ll see you!”

      He turned back around, tightening his grip on the steering wheel. I hooked my foot on the door handle and shut the door.

      “Drive away, damn it! Go!”

      He adjusted his rearview mirror and backed out, and through the reflection I saw that the Italians had parked across the street, but it was Gladys’s voice I last heard drifting through the open window.

      “Mae,” she called out. “Where’d you go? Mae…”
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      I sat up once we’d made it onto Division Street, adjusting the red scarf over my hair, and wondering what Sutton was going to say when I showed up at her office still wearing my silky black dressing gown. The driver turned onto the expressway for the city.

      “Won’t be long now,” he said.

      “Peachy.” My cigarette had snapped in half, and he stole a look at me while I was trying to perform surgery and put it back together.

      “There’s an ashtray in the armrest.”

      “Of course.” Not long after, he pulled up to the curb of what looked like an abandoned warehouse, and nowhere near the central business district in Manhattan, but near the naval yard. “I thought you were taking me to Sutton’s office.”

      “This is Ms. Maxfield’s office.”

      I looked up at the rusty building through the window as trash twisted on the sidewalk from a whip of sea wind blowing off the East River.

      “Ma’am,” he said, opening the door, which broke my stare.

      I stepped onto the moist curb with my bare feet. A grimy worker wearing a black slicker whistled from the dock.

      I retied the bow around my waist. “And this is just my day look, Pops!”

      I walked through the front doors, expecting to see Sutton working in a rust-bucket office inside a derelict warehouse, but it was, in fact, a well-oiled workplace with carpeted hallways and a reception desk. Guards closed the doors behind me, and that’s when everything became clear. This was the CIA and their undercover office in New York; much more sophisticated than the early days in Bethesda when they were the OSS.

      The receptionist didn’t seem at all concerned with how I was dressed. “I’m here to see Sutton—” I closed my eyes, correcting myself. “I mean, Ms. Maxfield.” She pointed down the hallway, and I held my chin up. “Thank you.” I strode into Sutton’s office as if it were my own, with my gown’s train tossing up behind my bare feet.

      It was nicer than I imagined. Much nicer, and I slumped behind the door because she wasn’t there and nobody could see. “Damn.” She had a window that brought in a decent amount of light, and it was indeed tidy, with new furniture and numerous file cabinets. Maybe they were her spy files? My fingers tickled the metal handles, and I must admit I was tempted to see what was inside.

      I picked up a photo frame from her desk instead, a picture taken right after the war with her family, holding her sister’s child by the hand, but I abandoned it for the photo behind, displayed next to her pencil tray.

      Our team from the Office of Strategic Services, and the photo we’d taken after boarding our ship for Italy in the summer of 1944.

      I smiled slightly, seeing faces from the past. Bernadette Perkins and Shirley Turner were now respected agents, like Sutton. And Grace, she’d become a professor, is what I heard. Then there was me.

      “Hmm.”

      I hardly recognized myself, arm slung over Sutton’s shoulder and smiling ear to ear, both of us smoking, looking brave and fearless. Hopeful. And a lifetime ago—us girls were on board along with five thousand soldiers headed to Bari, Italy. Our detachment wore khakis to blend in, with long sleeves rolled up to our elbows, and our hair pinned back. When asked who we worked for, we were ordered to say we worked for the government. That’s all. Nothing more. The OSS was a secret organization, and our missions were kept secret. Our existence was secret.

      It was easy to blend in, another khaki figure among the others. Yet, it wasn’t our outfits or the lower deck cots we had to sleep on that I remember the most when I think of that voyage. It was the smell of cigarette smoke mixed with brandy around the poker table in the library. The night I broke my first rule in the OSS and didn’t follow orders.

      Sutton and I peeked in from the corridor, where members of the press played poker under lantern light. The ante was mainly for information, a classified tidbit that would give one reporter an edge over the others. The Washington Post was always looking for ways to get ahead of The New York Times. When the tidbits ran out, they dug into their pockets for anything worth betting and even anteed up the gifts they bought for loved ones back home.

      “See that reporter right there?” I said to Sutton. “One day he’s gonna write an article about me. Yeah. He will. After the war. I’m going to lead the OSS someday. I’m going all the way.”

      “You want to go toe-to-toe with the men?”

      “Yeah,” I said because nothing sounded better or more thrilling. “I do. And you’ll be with me. Partners. You’ll see.” A new round of cards was dealt. “Shh…”

      I watched and learned. Bob from The New York Times picked his teeth before he bluffed. The others from The Post each had their quirks, too—Mick wiped his nose when he had face cards. Jack didn’t know how to play, and Hank was a dead giveaway with his constant tongue-ticking before he folded.

      Bob, out of money and story leads, reached for the gift he’d bought his wife. A gorgeous black dressing gown. “That dressing gown,” I breathed. “What I wouldn’t give for that.”

      “And every woman in America, Mae. Must have cost him a mint.”

      I had to agree. It was luxurious and silky-looking.

      “Hey, doll,” Bob said.

      I thumbed my chest.

      “Yeah, you.” He lit a cigarette, the smoke twisting in the dim light. “You look like you wanna play.”

      “Me?” I walked in, shoulders in my ear, but I knew I’d be asked. I was easy money, bright and shiny, and innocent. Young. “But I don’t know how to play.”

      He smiled. “Don’t worry, we can teach you.” He picked up the black dressing gown by the sleeve. “Could win a nice robe, if you’re lucky.”

      I moved to take a seat, and Sutton pulled me back. “What if Sergeant Meyers finds us talking to the men?” She stole a look down both ends of the corridor, but I told her to trust me, and trust me she did.

      “Keep watch. If you see him, we’ll run. It’s just a little ol’ card game.” I smiled.

      A half-hour later, Sutton was pulling me out of the library with my arms full of loot—the black dressing gown Bob had bought for his wife, Mick’s Coca-Colas, and Jack’s shirt. I went back for Hank’s lucky rabbit’s foot when I realized I’d left it behind, and was greeted with jeers and shouts, telling me I’d taken enough.

      I snatched the rabbit’s foot. “Thanks, fellas!” Sutton and I ran down the corridor to the stairs, where we took a moment to look at what I’d managed to walk away with.

      “How’d you do that?” she asked.

      “I watched and learned. Poor bastard bet his shirt. I almost feel sorry for him.” I whistled. “But look at this dressing gown!” It was as silky and luxurious as it looked. I dropped everything on the floor so I could put it on over my clothes.

      “Do you think they’ll tell on us?”

      “You think they’ll tell the sergeant they were had by a woman?” I asked, tying the gown at my waist. “Not a chance. They’re too proud.” I ran my hands up and down my silky arms with my eyes closed. It felt more like a trophy than a dressing gown.

      “Do you always disregard orders?” she asked. “As your partner, I’ll need to know these things.”

      My eyes popped open. “I was just doing what the OSS told me to do. Be someone else, right? Gullible American girl who doesn’t know how to play.” We both laughed, then shushed when we heard loud-mouth Brenda coming down the hall with her camera around her neck.

      I scooped up my loot from the floor.

      “She’s incapable of being sneaky,” Sutton said. “Red hair and clip-cloppery footsteps. How’d she make it into the OSS?”

      Brenda stopped to take a peek into the library; the silhouette of her bust alone could knock an eye out.

      “I can guess,” I said.

      We heard her say she wanted to take a press photo of the news correspondents, but we knew it was just her being nosy and taking pictures for home, which she wasn’t supposed to do.

      I motioned with my arms, referring to everything I had won and the risk we had taken by talking to the men.

      “See, Sutton. This is why we’re going to make it as spies. Bernadette and Shirley seem like they’ll do fine, but I’m talking about after the war. The ones who get noticed have missions under their belts and aren’t afraid to take risks. That’s me and you. We’ll have our own offices! Always one step ahead of the men.” I gave her the rabbit’s foot. “Keep it, for luck.”

      We were still keeping watch for Brenda.

      “Is that your dream? To be a big shot back in Washington?”

      “Why not?” I asked. “Shoot for the stars, right?”

      “Yeah.” She squeezed my hand. Moments later, Brenda emerged from the library with her camera, and we rushed away.

      I clutched the photo to my chest when Sutton burst into her office.

      “Couldn’t wait to get here, I see.”

      I hurriedly set the photo back down. “It wasn’t quite like that.” I knew she saw me staring at it, no matter how I tried to hide my actions. “Don’t you have another photo, preferably one without me in it? You know how I feel about photos.”

      “I know, but this is my desk.” She smoothed her skirt behind her thighs before sitting down, while I remained standing. She watched me examine her office and the liquor cabinet against the wall, which I assumed was for her bosses, before settling my gaze back on the photo.

      “Bernadette and Shirley…” I held my breath. “Do they work in this building?”

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a twinge of jealousy at the thought of those two working alongside Sutton in the CIA.

      “No.”

      I exhaled, feeling some relief. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see them, it was that I didn’t want them to see me when I was at my bottom. “And your sister, is she still a pill?”

      “You looked at that photo, too?” Sutton asked. “She was in there by accident. You know we don’t talk.”

      I shrugged, knowing I was closer to Sutton than any sister after our time in the OSS—war will do that to a person—even if we went long stretches without seeing each other. I perused her booze selection up close, found a bottle of Macallan Scotch whisky, and sat down with it in my lap.

      “Valuable bottle?” she asked.

      “Call it insurance.”

      I knew enough about Scotch that it was a sought-after bottle, and it would fetch a fine penny. I was going to hold onto it until she told me all the details. I noticed she didn’t have any vodka, my Achilles heel, and wondered if she removed it before I came.

      “The car showed up not more than two minutes after you left. Why didn’t you just ask me to come with you?”

      “I needed you to come on your own, not because I opened the door for you. But also, I thought that if you had too much time to think about it, you wouldn’t come at all.”

      “Fair,” I said, even though I didn’t get in that car for the reason she probably expected, or maybe she did—Sutton was the master spy, after all.

      “I’m glad you’re here.”

      She smiled, and there was a pause when she placed her hand on mine over the table. I was glad, too, if only to see her again, but I managed to pull my hand away because I had to stay strong. “Now, what is this about?”

      “This is delicate. As I said earlier, this is a clandestine operation, meaning⁠—”

      “Nobody knows,” I said, then corrected myself to make sure she knew I was still undecided. “If I accept. Not even the ones in charge will know. Different than a department secret. I understand.”

      “Mae, I want to send you to Moscow, undercover with the American Exhibition. You’ll be there for three days acting as a guide, maybe a few more until the mission is completed. If you’re successful, you’ll collect a nice paycheck when you come back home, and after that…”

      I shook my head.

      “Wait until I’m finished,” she said.

      “I’m retired, Sutton. And I’m old. Nearly thirty-five.”

      “This is classified until you agree, but I’m going to tell you some of it because I trust you. There are seventy-five American guides in total, and one of them is a Russian spy, an American who was turned during the Moscow Exhibition last month in New York. We need you to intercept them.”

      “The American Exhibition in Moscow—that fair with the American products they’ve been talking about in the paper? Are they really building a full-size American house in the Soviet Union?”

      “It’s an enormous event, showcasing American technology and products, and yes, they’re building an American home with a modern kitchen for touring.”

      “Well, that would be the last exhibit I’d want to see.” I had a selective relationship with my kitchen, which involved the refrigerator and the coffee percolator.

      “All major American corporations will be there, and as I said, seventy-five Russian-speaking American guides on hand for the displays, twenty-seven of them are women. The vice president is visiting on opening day.”

      “Nixon will be there?” I asked.

      “The full details will be given to you by your team leader, also undercover, and you’ll meet them tomorrow. I’ll be on hand afterward if you have any other questions.”

      “What do you mean, you’ll be on hand? You’re not going?” I was surprised.

      “I was, originally, but there are other agents, senior agents, who are also involved now.”

      That was her way of saying she was steamrolled by someone with more seniority.

      “I see.”

      She put her elbows on her desk. “Now, can I count on you to be there?”

      Even if I was open to going, I just didn’t think I was the right woman for the job. American guides—she meant models at a trade fair. I was a gambler with a taste for vodka, and Moscow was the last place I should be.

      “Look, I came. I heard you out. It’s not for me.”

      “You’re the right woman for this.” Sutton stood up when I stood up. “And it pays well, Mae.”

      I’d already walked away. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Five thousand dollars!” she said, and I stopped cold with my hand on the doorknob because that was a lot of dough and not what I expected. “It’s all yours upon successful completion of the mission. Enough to pay your debts, I assume. And keep your house?”

      “Five thousand?” I turned around.

      “It’s a serious mission. Please, stay.”

      She motioned to my chair, and although I wanted to walk out of that office, I ended up sitting back down and flinging my dressing gown over my legs. Five thousand dollars would definitely take care of my problems, and it was worth a full listen, like she said. “All right. Tell me more.”

      “Elaine Holiday will be your partner. A young woman who’s sharp as a tack. She has real talent.”

      “Young? How young?” I folded my arms. “And her last name is Holiday? Poor girl. I feel like you’re asking me to babysit.”

      “Come on now, Mae. You were young once. Only twenty when you joined the OSS, and I never used it against you.”

      I patted my hair over my chiffon scarf—she had me there. “You have a point. But I’m not completely sold yet.”

      “How about this? You two get acquainted, ahead of the briefing tomorrow with the rest of the team going to Moscow. If you are still interested in that five thousand dollars after spending some time with her, I’ll see you back here in the morning. The team meets at nine o’clock.”

      “She’s coming here, now?” I twisted in my seat to look at the door.

      “She should be here any minute. I’ll see about getting you some things to wear.”

      Sutton rang the girl at the front desk and asked for some clothes. A dress, which I shook my head at, then settled on dark trousers, a polka-dot shirt, and black pumps. Not long after, and in true CIA style, a secretary arrived with a sack of clothes. “Here’s some cash for a motel tonight,” Sutton said, handing me a few bills. “Have a sleep in the city. Compliments of the government.”

      I stuffed the bills into my brassiere. “Things really have changed since the OSS, haven’t they?” I had to hand it to Sutton. She was smooth. Elaine was on her way here, and I’d just accepted money from the government, which was a little like cashing a check—it was an agreement, of sorts.

      “Just so we’re clear, I’m meeting her as a favor.” I didn’t have to tell her what the favor was for because she sure as hell knew, though I owed her much more. “That’s all I can promise. But if I do agree to go to Moscow, you must promise me that I won’t be one of these guides showing off appliances in that modern kitchen you mentioned.”

      “I’ll try,” she said.

      I pulled the clothes from the sack when a knock sounded on her door.

      “There she is.” Sutton went to answer her door while I was still digging through the sack of clothes. I heard pleasantries pass between them, and that voice—she did sound young.

      “Mae, this is Elaine,” Sutton said from behind, and I tucked the clothes away to stand and shake her hand, but she instantly took a step back with her eyes shocked wide open from the way I looked, not to mention the way I was dressed. I wondered if it was my black hair, my red lips, or my silky dressing gown that shocked her the most.

      I wiggled my hand, and she finally took it, but her handshake was as limp as a cold fish, her eyes gliding down my curves in a horrified fashion, all the way to the floor to my painted toenails. The last time I saw a horrified look like that was on Gladys Dietz’s face the day I moved in next door.

      “Oh, honey,” I said. “You need to work on that face if you want to be part of the CIA.”

      A laugh peeped from Sutton’s lips. “She’s right,” she said, pointing at the other chair. “Have a seat.”

      Elaine sat dutifully in the chair and looked quite studious, wearing a flouncy white blouse with a kitten bow and a woolen gray pencil skirt. I smelled something awful, then realized it was her gardenia perfume, which had transferred to my palm.

      I motioned for Sutton to talk privately near the window and out of Elaine’s earshot.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “You know what,” I rasped, hiking my thumb toward Elaine. “No babysitting, huh?”

      Sutton took a deep breath. “Trust me about this one,” she whispered. “She’s special.”

      We watched Elaine from afar. She hadn’t moved from her seat and stared at the wall over Sutton’s desk, her auburn hair parted perfectly on the side and set tightly with curls. “Is she a dummy or something? Why is she staring at the wall like that?”

      “She’s listening to us, Mae, even though we’re whispering, and she’s taking in every single nuanced inflection. By now, she’s also taken inventory of every note on my desk without even turning her head. Trust me, this one is smart. But she has a lot to learn, including the art of camouflage and how to be someone else. That seems to be her weakness.”

      “That’s her only weakness?” I asked because I thought that was a tall order already, and I considered it the most important lesson to master.

      “She’ll test you. This generation seems to think they know everything.”

      “You want me to take her down a peg or two?” I smirked, thinking I might rather enjoy that.

      “She needs experience in the field, that’s all, and I can’t do it myself. Besides, nobody can change into someone else like you. You really are the best at it, and if you try to argue with me, you won’t win.”

      “You want me to train her.” I pressed my lips together. “Damn, Sutton. You’re unrelenting.”

      “If I had told you this earlier, would you have stayed to meet her?”

      I folded my arms. I absolutely didn’t want to train someone, much less some wide-eyed stranger who stared at the walls. I closed my eyes briefly. But the money. “Well, where’d you get her from?” I whispered. “Church? She looks like she goes to church.”

      “Brown University,” she whispered back, and I rolled my eyes. This Elaine was book smart, whereas I was street smart, and the two rarely belonged together. There was no fancy footwork around it.

      “Do you have something against an educated woman?” Elaine asked, and Sutton and I both looked. She was still staring at the wall above Sutton’s desk with her back to us, before turning suddenly and giving us a sharp eye. “No need to whisper. I can hear you.” She smoothed her curls with her palm.

      I walked back to my seat, where Sutton handed me a file from her desk. I assumed it contained all the information on Elaine from birth, and I was somehow qualified to be discerning. I still wasn’t sure what my decision was, and decided not to open it, because once I looked, there was no going back.

      “I know it appears you two are misfits,” Sutton said.

      “What would make you think that?” I twirled a lock of black hair that hung under my scarf.

      “Frankly, I’m surprised to be paired with someone who is…” Elaine hesitated, and I knew it was because she didn’t want to say it, but at the same time, she couldn’t help herself. “Older,” she said, her voice turning cynical. “And you know Russian?”

      Air blew from my lips. “Get a load of this⁠—”

      “Mae!” Sutton shot me a look, then turned to Elaine. “The main qualification to be a guide with the exhibition is to be fluent in Russian, and the other is to be under thirty-five.”

      “I’m qualified,” I said, because clearly, she had questions. “What are you, thirteen?” I asked with a laugh.

      “Is that your guess?” She smiled, and I took that as a challenge.

      I set my hand on her folder, and I wasn’t sure why I tried after all these years, but I tried to feel her age as if I had the gift of foresight—another Nina Sophia, like my aunt would always call me. My dressing gown parted when I uncrossed my ankles, exposing my thigh. I swiftly pulled it back over, covering my scar. “Twenty-two.” I looked up at her from the folder, folding my arms.

      “Wrong,” she said.

      My lips pursed. Damn you, Nina Sophia.

      I studied Elaine a little closer while she fingered the kitten bow tied near her neck. “Your birthday is in May…” She covered her ring finger where she wore her birthstone. “Your outfit is from Macy’s, but it’s not a gift from your mother because she would have bought you something frilly to catch the eye of a potential husband, not to gain employment, especially with the CIA. You bought it, didn’t you? And I imagine you used to take it off at home and walk around in your slip between interviews so you wouldn’t get wrinkles. Your shoes. You didn’t buy them. They were either a gift or you bought them secondhand because they don’t exactly fit, do they? You see, there’s a small gap in the back of your foot which throws off your gait. You pad the toe with tissues, but it doesn’t always do the trick.” I pointed a finger in the air. “And,” I said as if an afterthought, but it was the most important detail to mention, “your hair color is Miss Clairol.”

      Sutton smiled, taking back the folder.

      “My hair isn’t from a bottle.” She smoothed her curls again, this time with both hands.

      “Sure,” I said, but now it was Elaine’s lips that pursed.

      “Well, since you seem to know so much about me, what about you? I should probably know more about you, if we’re going to be partners.”

      “She hasn’t made up her mind yet,” Sutton said. “But I’m hopeful. She’s the best, so make a good impression, and maybe she’ll agree.”

      “Sutton, can I talk to you in the hallway?” I asked, pointing, and once we were on the other side of the door, I whispered. “I’m not sure about this…”

      “As you’ve already said. Look, take her someplace. Get to know her, then make up your mind.” Sutton placed her hand on my shoulder. “Please, Mae. For me.”

      She walked back into her office, leaving me in the hallway before popping her head back out. “And take this with you.” She handed me my old rabbit’s foot, the one from the ship. “For luck.”

      I closed my eyes, head against the wall with that rabbit’s foot in my palm. “Damn you, Sutton,” I breathed. She knew how to go for the jugular.

      It was just a meeting to get to know each other, I told myself. That was all. I straightened, dropping that rabbit’s foot into my pocket, then tightening my dressing gown tie.

      At least I had the Macallan whisky.

      “All right,” I said, breezing back into Sutton’s office. “Let’s go.” I reached for the sack of clothes.

      “Go where?” Elaine asked, looking rather alarmed at having to go anywhere with me while I was still wearing a dressing gown.

      I pointed to the door, one hand grasping the crinkly paper sack. “Out.”
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      The driver agreed to take us anywhere we wanted to go, and once again, compliments of the government. I slid into the back seat with Elaine and dug into the sack. “Take the Manhattan Bridge to Mott Street.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      I decided I wasn’t going to accept this assignment without a fight, and I felt a little lucky. “Does it matter?” I threw off my dressing gown and stuffed it into the sack to put on my shirt. “Here, hold this.” I handed her the Scotch whisky.

      “We’re in the car!” she said, covering her eyes, which drew a look from the driver, and I told him that unless he wanted a black eye, he should keep his eyes on the road.

      I reached for my pants next. “What did you want me to do, Elaine? Change on the street in New York?” I laughed. “I’d get arrested, and I don’t think Sutton would be very pleased.”

      She peeked through her fingers, then dropped her hand once I was decent. “You could have changed at Ms. Maxfield’s office. I’m sure there was a bathroom you could have used, or⁠—”

      “Look, it’s done. I’m dressed.”

      I fixed my hair in the driver’s rearview mirror, ripping off the red chiffon scarf to tie around my neck. I needed makeup for this look. “Stop here!” I yelped, just after the bridge but before Mott Street. “Rexall Drugs.” I opened my
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