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PROLOGUE
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There is a particular kind of cold that does not announce itself as weather but as intention, and it was that cold, and not the hour, which had emptied the road for nine kilometres before the checkpoint at Dalny Kordon appeared out of the dark like something that had been waiting there since before the road was built. The snow had stopped falling an hour earlier and hung suspended in the arc-lit air above the barrier.

I had crossed a great many checkpoints in my professional life, in countries whose governments would have been unhappy to learn how many. I had come to think of them not as obstacles but as a kind of confession booth run in reverse: a place where a man is required, under threat of consequence, to say something true about himself, and where the whole of the art lies in choosing which true thing to say. Lying is easy. Any frightened man can lie, and does, and it is exactly that fear that gives him away. The only skill that has ever kept me alive is knowing which of the several things that are true about you to offer up, and trusting that a true thing, delivered without the small tics of manufacture, will do work that no lie can do.

I was thinking of Halloran, absurdly, as the fourth soldier came around from the guard box swinging his torch in a low arc across the snow. It is the kind of thing the mind does at two in the morning with a rifle pointed loosely in your direction: it goes looking for the beginning of the story instead of attending to what is plainly about to be its end.

Mira sat beside me with her hands folded in the stillness of a woman who had spent eleven years learning that panic is a language everyone can read. I never once, in the whole of what follows, saw her hands shake. In the back seat, beneath a blanket that would not have survived a real search, her sister lay very still and had been still for four hours. I could hear the slow, shallow breathing of someone asleep. “Turn off the engine,” the fifth man said, in Russian, without raising his voice.

I turned it off.

He came around to my window at the unhurried pace of a man who had never once in his career been in a hurry. Up close he had the flat, patient bearing I had learned was more dangerous than any visible agitation. He did not ask for my documents first. He asked a question instead.

“You are a long way from Yekaterinburg, for a man selling agricultural equipment.”

“I am,” I said. “The deal fell through. I am driving back with nothing to show for the trip. It is a worse story than any lie I could tell you.”

He did not smile. Something in his face changed register, the way a man is does when he expects to hear a rehearsed line and gets an honest one instead. He looked at me for three full seconds. I let him. He straightened. Said something over his shoulder to one of the conscripts. For half a second I believed we would be through.

Then the radio in the guard booth crackled, and the man who answered it went rigid in a way that had nothing to do with the cold.

He said a word I caught. A name. Not mine — hers.

The fifth man’s eyes came back to my window, and this time there was no patience left in them at all.

“Get out of the car,” he said. “Both of you. Now.”

I did not move for the door handle. I looked at him and told him the truth, knowing exactly what it would cost either of us to hear it.

“If I get out of this car,” I said, “one of us is not walking away from this checkpoint. I would like it to be a choice you made on purpose, not one that just happened to you.”

Behind me, I heard Alina stir beneath the blanket.

The soldiers raised their rifles.

The rest must be told in the order I lived it. At that checkpoint, I did not know whether the fifth man’s patience would prove a mercy or a more efficient form of cruelty. I knew only what my career had taught me to trust: the truth, offered plainly, at the one moment it was least likely to help.

Everything that follows explains how three people came to be sitting in that car, on that road, on that night.

Six months earlier.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Moscow in April is not the Moscow of the postcards or the news; it is a city caught in the act of deciding whether to forgive itself for winter, and it does this badly, in fits, with slush the colour of old newspaper collecting in the gutters and a wind that has not yet been told the season has changed. I had chosen Gorky Park for the meet precisely because of this indecision. A man sitting alone on a bench in July is conspicuous.

A man sitting alone on a bench in April, hunched into a coat that is one size too large for him, reading a folded newspaper he has no real interest in, is simply a Muscovite waiting for the weather to make up its mind, and no surveillance team I have ever worked against has found a way to flag a man for being unremarkable. I want to say something at the outset, since this is, as far as I am able to make it, a true account of what happened to me and to the people who trusted me during that year, and a true account requires that I be honest about a thing most people in my former profession are trained never to admit even to themselves: I am not, by any of the measures my instructors at the Farm would have recognised, a naturally gifted case officer.

I do not have the actor’s gift for inhabiting a legend until it replaces the self beneath it. There were men in my cohort who could become, for the length of an evening, a Belgian arms broker or a disillusioned NATO contractor so completely that I sometimes wondered, watching them at the bar afterward, whether they had entirely found their way back. I never had that gift, and for the first eighteen months of my career I regarded its absence as a disqualifying flaw, the kind of thing a man learns to work around the way a boxer works around a bad knee. What I had instead — and it took the Agency the better part of those eighteen months, and one report from a man named Halloran, station chief in a city I am still not permitted to name, that very nearly got him laughed out of a promotion board, to work out what to do with it — is a face and a voice that do not carry the small tells of a manufactured story, for the simple reason that I have almost never manufactured one.

I tell people true things. I have simply learned, over a long apprenticeship in rooms where the wrong sentence could cost someone their liberty or their life, which true things to tell, and in what order, and I have learned to let the truth do work that a more talented liar would have to build with far greater care and far greater risk of collapse. Halloran’s second note, which I was shown only once, years later, by a friend in the Directorate of Operations who should not have shown it to me, read in its entirety: Sutter does not perform.

Recommend against further deception training, which actively degrades the asset. Recommend instead we find out what happens if we simply let him talk. I have never decided whether that sentence is the kindest or the most damning thing anyone in this business ever wrote about me. I suspect it may be both. I raise it here, on the first page of an account that will ask a great deal of the reader’s trust, because I would rather you distrust my method from the outset than discover, three hundred pages from now, that I have been performing candour the whole time the way a lesser account might.

I am aware of the irony in that sentence. I have decided to let it stand. The man I was waiting for that afternoon called himself Anton, which was not his name, and worked in a department of the Ministry of Transport whose full title occupied four lines on his identification. So far as I had been able to establish over most of a year of careful, unglamorous cultivation, its actual function was to approve rail allocations for what the paperwork described as “special cargo” and what was, in fact, matériel moving toward a border that had begun, in the preceding winter, to interest Langley rather more than it had for a decade.

I had found Anton the slow way, which is the only way I have ever found anyone worth finding. Not through a dangle or a walk-in, both of which I distrust on principle, since a man who offers himself to you has usually already been offered to someone else first. Through eleven months of a friendship that began at a chess club near the Ministry and remained, for its first seven months, exactly what it appeared to be: two men who enjoyed each other’s company, in a city that does not make friendship easy for a foreigner.

I did not recruit Anton. The language the Agency uses — recruit, develop, pitch — implies an aggression that was never present in what actually happened, which was that a frightened, decent, overworked man arrived, on his own, at a conclusion I had done nothing more than make it safe for him to reach, and told me, over a chessboard, that his mother’s hip was getting worse and the stairs to her fourth-floor flat in Kolomna were going to kill her before the winter did. Anton was not an ideologue. Ideologues are, in my experience, both easier to recruit and far more dangerous to run, since a man who believes he is serving history will forgive himself almost anything in its name, including carelessness, including the particular carelessness of believing that history will protect him. Anton wanted, specifically and without any decoration, enough money to move his mother into a ground-floor flat before her hip made the stairs impossible, and enough more than that to make the whole arrangement feel, to him, less like betrayal and more like a transaction he had simply been slow to notice was on offer.

I had never once told Anton that what he was doing was noble. I had told him, on our second meeting as something other than friends, that I thought it was probably going to be the most frightening thing he ever did, and that I could not promise him it would end well, and that if he wanted to stop at any point I would not think less of him, and I meant every word of it, and it was that meeting — not the money, though the money mattered, it always matters, anyone who tells you otherwise is selling something — that made him mine.

He came into the park from the Krymsky Val side, ten minutes late, which for Anton was early, and did not sit beside me but on the next bench along, half-turned away, a posture we had rehearsed until it looked like nothing at all. A woman passed between us with a stroller, the child inside it silent in the way that suggests it has been silent for some time, and its mother has stopped noticing.

An elderly woman fed pigeons from a paper bag with the ferocious concentration of someone for whom this had become the day’s central task. Two men in the leather jackets that pass in that city for a uniform smoked by the fountain, and I gave them the amount of attention an idle man would give them, which is to say almost none, while giving them, in fact, all of it, cataloguing the set of their shoulders, the way one of them kept glancing at his watch rather than at us, the small grammar of surveillance that either was or was not being spoken around me. “You’re being careless,” Anton said, to the middle distance, in Russian, and I felt the particular cold that has nothing to do with April travel down through me, because Anton was not a man who used that word lightly, or often, or at all, in all the months I had known him. “Tell me,” I said to my newspaper. “There was a man at the ministry on Tuesday. Internal security. He asked about the Sverdlovsk allocations file. Not the file itself — who had asked to see it. Twice, this month. I am on both logs.” I did not ask him if he was certain, because Anton was, whatever else he was, precise, and a man who tells you he is on a list has already done the arithmetic of what it means to be wrong about that and decided the number still comes out the same regardless. I felt, sitting on that bench, the specific vertigo of a plan I had built with real care beginning to develop a fault line I had not accounted for, and my first instinct was not tradecraft.

It was something closer to grief, pre-emptive and entirely useless, for a man who was, at that exact moment, still sitting six feet away from me, still alive, still frightened in the ordinary, survivable way rather than the other kind. I have found, over the years, that this instinct — the grief that arrives before the loss it is grieving for has actually happened — is the single most dangerous thing in this profession, more dangerous than a bad legend or a burned drop, because it asks you to act on a future that has not yet occurred and may never occur, and every mistake I have made in fifteen years of this work traces back, if I am honest, to some version of that instinct arriving too early and being obeyed. I did not obey it. I made myself do the only useful thing available to me, which was to ask a narrower question than the one my instincts wanted answered. “How sure are you,” I said, “that it’s the file and not you.” “I am sure,” Anton said, “that I would like it to be the file.” It is, I think, the truest sentence anyone said to me in the whole of that assignment, and I have never managed to write a version of it that improves on the original.

I straightened my cuffs and told him what was true, because it was, by then, close to the only professional instrument I had ever fully trusted. I told him that I did not know whether he was burned. I told him that if he was, the single most dangerous thing he could do was change his behaviour in any way that a competent internal security officer, reviewing six weeks of it after the fact, could construct a pattern from — no unscheduled leave, no early departures, no visits to a bank he did not usually use, nothing that would give a retrospective reader of his life a sentence to underline.

I told him that if I heard nothing further from him through the ordinary channel within nine days, I would assume the worst and act on it in ways I could not describe to him now, because the describing of it was itself a risk, and that this was the one part of the arrangement in which he would simply have to trust me without evidence, which I recognised was a great deal to ask of a man who had just told me he was frightened.

I did not tell him it would be fine. I have never told an asset that anything would be fine, because I do not know that it will be, and a lie of that particular size, offered kindly, is still a lie, and lies are the one tool in this trade I have never learned to use without it showing. He was quiet for a moment. A tour group passed on the path in front of us, forty strong, herded by a guide holding a folded umbrella aloft like a standard, and we let their noise cover the pause the way we had let noise cover pauses a dozen times before, and when they had gone Anton said, still to the middle distance, in the flat voice of a man reciting something he has decided in advance to say regardless of what it costs him to say it, “You always tell me the true thing. Even when it is worse.” “Yes,” I said. “It is a strange thing to be grateful for.” “Yes,” I said again, and meant it, and did not know, sitting on that bench in the indecisive April cold with a man whose real name I would not learn until the inquiry that followed everything this account describes, that I had just heard, in miniature, the whole of what my superiors at the Moscow station would spend the following six months failing to understand about me, and what an FSB officer I had never heard of would spend a great deal longer than six months trying to disprove. Anton left first, as arranged, walking north toward the metro with the unhurried gait of a man who has somewhere to be and no particular urgency about getting there, and I gave it four minutes by my own count before I folded my newspaper and went the other way, past the fountain, past the two men in leather jackets who had not, in the whole of our meeting, looked once in our direction, which told me either that they were exactly what they appeared to be, two off-duty men killing an afternoon, or that they were considerably better at their jobs than that, and I had, by that stage of my career, learned to leave a meet without knowing which of those two things was true, because a man who requires certainty before he can act has chosen the wrong profession, and because the not-knowing, carried lightly enough, is itself a kind of cover.

I ran the route back to the residence the long way, through Khamovniki and along the embankment, stopping twice for no reason except the discipline of stopping, once at a kiosk to buy cigarettes I did not smoke and would give away by the end of the week, once at a bookshop window to stand and consider, with real attention, a display of Chekhov I had already read in translation twice, and at no point in that hour and a half did I detect a single thing that told me the walk was necessary, which is, in this trade, no evidence at all that it was not.

I did not go back to the embassy that evening. I walked instead, along the embankment and back again, turning the conversation over the way I have described turning things over, because it is the only method of analysis I have ever really trusted, more than the cable traffic, more than the station’s own assessments, more even than my own instincts, which have been wrong often enough that I have learned not to lean on them alone. Somewhere in that walk I understood, without being able to say precisely when the understanding arrived, that the file Anton had mentioned was not going to stay a small problem, and that whatever came of it was going to test, in ways I could not yet specify, the one professional asset I had ever really owned outright — not a cover, not a legend, not a piece of tradecraft I had been issued and could be issued again, but a plain fact about the shape of my own character that I had spent a career learning to use and had never yet been forced to defend under real pressure.

I did not know, that night, that within the month I would be standing at a counter across from a woman named Mira Volkova, who kept records for an archive annex two streets from the ministry Anton reported to, and who would look at me across that counter with the particular, weary precision of someone who had spent a career watching people perform sincerity for reasons that always turned out, eventually, to be self-interested, and who would decide, for reasons she would not fully explain to me for months, that I was not performing anything at all.

I should say something here about how I came to be sitting on that bench at all, because the account I have given of Anton so far has treated him as a fact of the landscape, a man who was simply there, and he was not; he was the product of a slow accident that I helped along without ever quite admitting to myself that it was an accident I was helping.

The chess club met on Tuesday and Thursday evenings in a room above a pharmacy on Sadovaya, a long, ill-lit space that smelled of radiator dust and tea, and I had begun attending it in the second month of my posting on the strength of nothing more calculated than a genuine fondness for the game and a genuine loneliness that the Agency’s own psychologists, had they been consulted, would have flagged as a professional vulnerability rather than a qualification. I played badly at first, in the particular way a man plays who learned the game from a father and then let it lapse for a decade, and I lost, for the first three weeks, to nearly everyone in the room, including a retired schoolteacher of about seventy who beat me twice in one evening and then, with the tact of someone who had spent forty years telling children they had nearly understood something, suggested that I try developing my knights before my queen.

Anton was the fourth man to beat me. He was younger than most of the regulars, perhaps forty, thin, with the stooped, apologetic carriage of someone who has spent too many years bent over paper, and he beat me without any of the small triumphant flourishes the others permitted themselves, sliding his pieces across the board with an almost embarrassed economy and then looking up, when it was over, as though he had done something faintly impolite. “You see the attack too late,” he said, in Russian, kindly.

“You see it after it has already happened. It is a common fault in people who are honest. They assume the other person is playing the game they themselves are playing.” I have thought about that sentence more than almost anything else anyone said to me in that first year, because it was the first time anyone in Moscow had told me something true about myself without being asked to, and because I understood, even then, with the faint, warning quickening of a man recognising a professional opportunity, that Anton had just described, in a single line, both my greatest weakness and the whole of my usefulness, and had done so without any idea that either of us was engaged in anything more consequential than a game of chess in a room above a pharmacy.

I did not think of him as a target for the first seven months. It is the claim in this account I am most likely to be disbelieved on, by readers who know how the profession works. I did not spot him, or assess him, or file him. I played chess with him on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and I learned that his mother lived in Kolomna and that he had never married and that he took a small, private pride in the fact that in twenty years at the ministry he had never once approved an allocation he did not understand, and I told him, in return, the ordinary true things a man tells a friend — that my mother had been German, that I missed a certain kind of bread, that I did not care for the winters.

It was only in the eighth month, on a Thursday when he arrived visibly exhausted and lost three games in a row without appearing to notice, that the two halves of what I was doing finally met, in the way such things do, quietly and without ceremony, in the space between one move and the next. “My mother’s hip is worse,” he said, to the board, and moved a pawn he had no reason to move. “The doctors say the stairs will finish her before the winter does, and the housing office says the ground-floor flats are allocated for the year, and I have been thinking, lately, about how much the state knows about where everything in this country is going, and how little of it will tell the people who ask.” I have never been able to decide, in the years since, whether what I said next was the beginning of a recruitment or simply the end of a friendship’s innocence.

I said only, “I’m sorry,” and meant it, and then, after a moment, because it was true, “I do not know anyone who could help with that. But I would like to understand it better if you ever want to tell me.” He looked up at me, across a board on which neither of us was any longer paying attention to the pieces, and I saw him make a decision he would spend the next several months regretting and defending in roughly equal measure, and I understood, watching it happen, that I would not be able to take back my part in it, whatever either of us later chose to call it.

Three months after we began meeting as something other than chess partners, in a quiet corner of a state museum neither of us cared about, Anton handed me, along with the material he had brought, a small paper bag containing two pastries from a bakery near his flat, offered with a slight, almost apologetic shrug.

“My mother’s recipe,” he said, “or close enough to it that I no longer notice the difference. I thought, since you have never once, in all these months, asked me for anything beyond what we agreed, that I would like to give you something you did not ask for either.”

I include this small gesture at the start of this account because it establishes something about the nature of what Anton and I actually built together that the more operational chapters to come will sometimes obscure: that ours was never purely a transaction, however much both our services would eventually insist on describing it in exactly those terms, but a genuine, if complicated, friendship between two men who had found, in each other, something considerably harder to name than tradecraft, and considerably more painful to eventually lose.

Anton taught me one piece of tradecraft incidentally, and I have relied on it in every posting since. He noticed, on one of our early meetings, that I had a habit of checking my watch at irregular intervals, a tic I had not been aware of and that he pointed out with the same gentle, observant directness that had first told me I saw an attack too late.

“You check it when you are calculating something,” he said, “not when you want to know the time. Everyone who watches you closely enough will eventually notice the difference, the way I have. You should either check it only when you genuinely need the time or check it constantly enough that the irregular checking disappears into a regular habit. The middle way, what you do now, is the only genuinely dangerous option.” I adopted, from that day forward, the second discipline, checking my watch at fixed, almost compulsive intervals regardless of whether I needed to, until the habit became invisible through sheer repetition, and this small correction, offered by a records clerk over a chessboard months before either of us understood what we were actually building together, may have done more to keep me alive in the years that followed than any single piece of formal training I ever received at the Farm.

Everything that follows will ask you to believe a great many things about a man who tells the truth for a living, and the first true thing I can offer you is this: I did not see how much of it was coming. I was simply, on an indecisive afternoon in a Moscow park, trying to keep one frightened man alive a little longer, and telling him, because it was the only thing I had ever found that worked, exactly what I believed to be true.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The polygraph suite at the embassy was on the third floor, behind a door with no markings on it beyond a cipher lock, in a room the security officer insisted on calling “the annex” as though the word might make it sound less like what it was, which was a windowless box with two chairs, a folding table, and a machine that had not been meaningfully redesigned since roughly the era in which I was born. I sat for one every fourteen months, as a condition of my clearance, and I had learned not to dread them, which the officers who administered mine over the years had found, at various points, either reassuring or faintly suspicious, depending on the officer.

The man running it that morning was new to the post, a contractor named Dressler who had the brisk, unhappy manner of someone who considered this posting a demotion and wanted the room to know it. He clipped the cuff to my arm, arranged the pneumograph tubes across my chest with the impersonal thoroughness of a nurse who has stopped seeing patients as people, and ran through the control questions in the flat cadence the training manuals recommend, the same cadence I had once been trained to use myself, in a different room, on men who had far more to lose from my questions than I had ever had to lose from anyone’s.

“Is your name William Sutter.” “Yes.” “Are you currently employed by the Central Intelligence Agency.” “Yes.” “Have you had unauthorized contact with a foreign intelligence service in the past fourteen months.” “No.” He asked a dozen more questions of that shape, and I answered a dozen more times, and somewhere around the seventh question my mind did the thing it always does in that chair, which is to drift backward, unbidden, to the first time I sat for one of these, in a much smaller room, on a much colder morning, administered by a man who had not yet decided, and would not decide for another four months, that I was worth the argument he was eventually going to have to have with people considerably senior to him.

I had been an interrogator before I was anything else. That is not a sentence I offer lightly, and it is one I have watched land badly on the faces of people at dinner parties who expect, when they hear the word, either an apology or a justification, and are unsettled to receive neither. I spent two years in the Army doing work that the Army, with its gift for language that describes nothing, called Human Intelligence Collection, in a series of rooms in a country I will not name in more detail than that, sitting across tables from men who had every reason not to tell me anything true and who told me, with a frequency that surprised everyone including me, things that were true anyway.

I did not use the methods that made the news in those years. I was reassigned twice, early on, for refusing techniques I considered both morally indefensible and, on a purely professional level, unreliable, since a man who will say anything to make the pain stop is a man whose information is worthless the moment the pain does. What I used instead, because it was the only thing I had ever found that worked reliably on a frightened human being in a small room, was patience, and a very particular kind of honesty about what I could and could not offer him, delivered slowly enough that he had time to notice I was not performing it.

A prisoner named Faisal Rashid — I use his real name because he is dead now, killed in a market bombing four years after I last saw him, in a war that had nothing to do with either of us by then, and because I think he would rather be named than folded into the pronoun “the source,” which is what my reports called him for the twelve weeks I knew him — told me, on our ninth session, after eight sessions of near-total silence, that he had decided to talk to me not because I had offered him anything, since I had offered him nothing beyond what regulation required, but because I was, in his words, translated imperfectly by an interpreter who did not entirely trust either of us, “the first American in this building who has not yet lied to me about something small.” He meant, I came to understand over the following sessions, that every other interrogator who had sat across from him had, at some point, made a promise about his conditions, his family, his eventual disposition, which had turned out not to be entirely true, not out of cruelty but out of the ordinary bureaucratic habit of promising more comfort than the system could actually deliver.

I had made him no such promises. I had told him, on the second day, that I did not know what would happen to him, that I suspected it would not be good, and that I was not the person who would decide it, and that the only thing I could reliably offer him was that I would not tell him anything I did not believe to be true, a bar so low that I remain faintly astonished it took eight sessions of silence before anyone else in that building had managed to clear it.

I want to set down, as fully as I am able, the actual shape of that ninth session, because I have summarised it, elsewhere in my own memory, so many times that I am aware of the risk of having worn its true texture smooth. The room was smaller than the ones the news photographs of that period would lead a reader to imagine, painted a colour I have never since been able to name precisely, somewhere between grey and the yellow of old paper, and the interpreter — a contractor named Doyle who did the work competently but without any particular warmth for either of us — sat slightly apart, translating in a flat monotone that stripped, I always suspected, a portion of whatever nuance either Rashid or I had actually intended.

“You have asked me nothing today,” Rashid said, through Doyle, on that ninth morning, after I had sat with him in silence for perhaps ten minutes, a silence I had adopted deliberately, on the theory that a man who has been asked the same questions eight times running might respond, eventually, to simply not being asked them a ninth. “I’ve run out of questions I believe you’d answer honestly,” I said, “and I decided I’d rather sit with you in silence than ask you something I already expect to be a waste of both our mornings.” He considered that, through Doyle’s flat relay, and then he asked me a question of his own, the first he had ever asked in eight prior sessions of near-total silence.

“Do you believe in what your country is doing here?” I told him the truth, which was that I did not fully know, that I had joined the Army for reasons that had more to do with a scholarship and a stubborn refusal to disappoint a father than with any clear conviction about foreign policy, and that I had come, in the two years since, to hold views about the specific conduct of the war that I was not permitted to share with him and would not have shared even if permitted, because I did not believe an interrogator’s political opinions belonged anywhere near an interrogation room.

He listened to the whole of that answer, through Doyle’s monotone, and said, finally, “That is a more honest answer than I expected, and a less useful one than I think you intended,” and then, after a pause I have never forgotten, he began, for the first time, to talk. My battalion commander, a colonel named Presley who did not like me and whom I did not entirely blame for it, since I made his reporting requirements more complicated than they needed to be, once told me I had “an allergy to bullshit that’s going to get you either promoted or discharged, and I genuinely can’t tell you which.” He was closer to right than he knew.

What he could not have predicted, and what I did not predict either, was that the allergy would eventually be noticed by a civilian from an agency with a different name for the same work, sitting in the back of a debrief I was not told he would be attending. I should say something here, too, about the German, since it will matter later and I would rather explain it now than let it arrive unexplained. My mother was from Stuttgart, and had married my father and left it, and had never entirely stopped speaking it in the house when she was tired or frightened or simply not paying attention to which language her mouth had defaulted to, so that I grew up with a second language the way some children grow up with a second religion, absorbed rather than taught, present in the bones of me before I ever had a use for it.

It was, on the record the Army kept of me, listed as a qualification. It was, in the private record the Agency eventually kept, something closer to a diagnosis: a man who had learned, from infancy, that the same true thing could be said in two different grammars, and that neither grammar was the disguise and neither was the reality, they were both simply the truth, spoken differently. I did not think about it in those terms until years later, in a debrief with a station psychologist who asked me, apropos of very little, whether I had ever felt like a different person speaking German than speaking English, and I told her no, and watched her write something down that I was fairly sure was not a compliment. His name was Halloran, and I have mentioned him already in this account, and I will say more about him before it is finished, because he is the reason any of the rest of this happened at all, and because I owe him a debt I was never able to fully repay him for, given how his career ended, which is a subject I will come to when I have the stomach for it and not before. He did not approach me after that debrief.

He waited four months, through a rotation and a leave and a period in which I had genuinely forgotten his presence in the room, and then a letter arrived, forwarded through channels that took an unnecessarily long time to explain themselves, inviting me to a conversation in Washington that the letter did not describe as a job interview and was, unmistakably, a job interview. The assessment that followed, over eleven days at a facility outside the city that I am contractually still not permitted to name with any more specificity than that, very nearly ended before it began.

There is a scenario they run candidates through on the fourth day, or ran them through in my year, in which an actor posing as a hostile debriefer accuses the candidate, without warning and without any basis in the candidate’s actual file, of having fabricated a piece of his own biography — in my case, absurdly, my mother’s nationality, which the actor insisted, with real theatrical conviction, was a fiction I had invented to seem more useful to the Agency than I was.

The scenario is designed to produce a very specific and very measurable physiological signature: the guilty flush of a man caught in an actual lie, or, more usefully for the assessors, the outraged, overcorrected denial of an innocent man who has never had to defend the truth before and does not yet
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